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Praise for Sophie’s World



The critics on Jostein Gaarder’s previous 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 unpreten-tiousness 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
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the



FIRST


OF DECEMBER




… perhaps the clock hands had become so tired of going in the same direction year after year that they had suddenly begun to go the opposite way instead…


DUSK WAS FALLING. The lights were on in the Christmas streets, thick snowflakes were dancing between the lamps. The streets were crowded with people.


Among all these busy persons were Papa and Joachim, who had gone into town to buy an Advent calendar. It was their last chance, because tomorrow would be the first of December. They were sold out at the newsstand and in the big bookstore at the market.


Joachim tugged his father’s hand hard and pointed at a tiny shop window where a brightly coloured Advent calendar was leaning against a pile of books.


‘There!’ he said.


Papa turned back. ‘Saved!’


They went into a little bookshop that Joachim thought looked old and worn out. Books stood tightly packed on shelves along all the walls from floor to ceiling, all of them different. A large pile of Advent calendars lay on the counter. There were two kinds, one with a picture of Santa Claus with a sled and reindeer and the other with a picture of a barn with a tiny little elf eating porridge out of a big bowl.


Papa held up the two calendars.


‘There are plastic figures in this one and chocolate ones in that,’ he said, ‘but the dentist won’t be too happy about that.’


Joachim examined the two calendars. He didn’t know which one he wanted.


‘It was different when I was a boy,’ continued Papa.


‘How do you mean?’


‘Then there was only a tiny picture behind each door, one for each day. But it was exciting every morning, trying to guess what the picture would be. Then we opened it… well, we opened it, you see. It was like opening the door to a different world.’


Joachim had noticed something. He pointed to one of the walls of books. ‘There’s an Advent calendar over there too.’


He ran over to fetch it and held it up to show Papa. It had a picture of Joseph and Mary bending over the baby Jesus in the manger. The Three Wise Men from the East were kneeling in the background. Outside the stable were the shepherds with their sheep, and angels floating down from the sky. One of them was blowing a trumpet.


The colours of the calendar were faded as if it had been lying in the sun all summer, but the picture was so beautiful that Joachim almost felt sorry for it.


‘I want this one,’ he said.


Papa smiled. ‘You know, I don’t think this one’s for sale. I think it must be very old. Maybe as old as I am.’


Joachim wouldn’t give up. ‘None of the doors are open.’


‘But it’s only here on display.’


‘I want it,’ repeated Joachim. ‘I only want one that’s like none of the others.’


The bookseller came up – a man with white hair. He looked surprised when he saw the Advent calendar.


‘Beautiful!’ he exclaimed. ‘And genuine – yes, original. It almost looks home-made.’


‘He wants to buy it,’ explained Papa, pointing at Joachim. ‘I’m trying to explain that it’s not for sale.’


The man raised his eyebrows.


‘Did you find it here? I haven’t seen one like that for years.’


‘It was in front of all the books,’ said Joachim.


‘Oh, it must be old John up to his tricks again,’ said the bookseller.


Papa stared at the man. ‘John?’


‘Yes, he’s a strange character. He sells roses in the market, but where he gets them from, nobody knows. Sometimes he comes in and asks for a glass of water. In summer when it’s hot he’ll pour the last drops over his head before he goes out again. He’s poured a few drops over me a couple of times, too. To thank me for the water he sometimes leaves one or two roses on the counter; or he’ll put an old book on the bookshelf. Once he put a photograph of a young woman in the window. It was from a country far away – maybe that’s where he comes from himself. “Elisabet”, it said on the photo.’


‘And now he’s left an Advent calendar?’


‘Yes, evidently.’


‘There’s something written on it,’ said Joachim. He read aloud: ‘MAGIC ADVENT CALENDAR. Price 75 øre.’


The bookseller nodded. ‘In that case it must be very old.’


‘May I buy it for 75 øre?’ asked Joachim.


The man laughed. ‘I think you should have it for nothing. You’ll see, old John had you in mind.’


‘Thank you, thank you, thank you,’ replied Joachim, on his way out of the bookshop already.


Papa shook the bookseller’s hand and followed Joachim out on to the pavement.


Joachim hugged the calendar tight. ‘I’ll open it tomorrow,’ he said.


Joachim kept waking up that night, thinking about the bookseller and John with his roses. Once he went to the bathroom and drank water from the tap, and thought of John pouring water over his head.


Most of all he thought about the magic Advent calendar. It was as old as Papa, but all the same, nobody had opened any of the doors. Before he went to bed he had found all the doors from 1 to 24. The twenty-fourth was of course Christmas Eve, and that door was four times bigger than the others, covering almost the whole of the manger in the stable.


Where had the magic Advent calendar been for over forty years? And what would happen when he opened the first door?


When he woke up again and it was seven o’clock, he reached up for the calendar, which was hanging above his bed, to open the first door. His fingers were so impatient and nervous that it was difficult to get hold of it properly. At last he managed to loosen a tiny corner, and the door opened slowly.


Joachim gazed in to a picture of a toyshop. Among all the toys and the people were a little lamb and a small girl, but he couldn’t look at the picture in detail, for just as he opened the door something fell out on to his bed. He bent down and picked it up.


It was a thin sheet of paper, folded over and over. When he had smoothed it out he saw that there was writing on both sides. So he read what was on the paper.


THE LAMBKIN


‘E LISABET!’ HER MOTHER called after her. ‘Come back, Elisabet!’


Elisabet Hansen had been standing staring at the big pile of teddy bears and furry animals while her mother was buying Christmas presents for the cousins who lived at Toten. All of a sudden a little lamb shot out of the pile. It jumped on to the floor and looked around. It had a bell round its neck, and the bell started to jingle in competition with all the cash registers.


How could a toy suddenly come to life? Elisabet was so surprised that she started to chase the lamb. It was running across the wide floor of the department store in the direction of the moving staircase.


‘Lambkin, lambkin!’ she called after it.


The lamb was already on the staircase, which was moving down to the floor below. The stairs moved quite quickly, and the lamb sprang even quicker, so that Elisabet had to run faster than the stairs and the lamb together if she was going to catch up with it.


‘Come back, Elisabet!’ repeated her mother severely.


But Elisabet had already jumped on to the staircase. She could see the lamb running through the ground floor where they sold underwear and ties.


As soon as she had solid ground beneath her feet again, she went the same way as the lamb. It had managed to bound out on to the street where the snowflakes were dancing among the chains of Christmas lights hanging above the street. Elisabet knocked over a stand of winter gloves and followed it.


Out in the noisy street she could barely hear the bell jingling. But Elisabet did not give up. She was determined to stroke the lamb’s soft fleece.


‘Lambkin, lambkin!’


The lamb sprang across the road against a red light. Perhaps it thought a red man meant ‘Go!’ and a green man meant ‘Stop!’. Elisabet thought she had heard that all sheep were colour blind. At any rate, the lamb didn’t stop, so Elisabet couldn’t stop either. She was going to catch up with the lamb even if she had to follow it to the ends of the earth.


The cars tooted their horns, and a motorbike had to swerve on to the pavement to avoid colliding with Elisabet or the lamb. The people doing their Christmas shopping all stared. They didn’t often see a little girl running across the road after a lamb. In any case, it was strange to be running after a lamb in the middle of winter.


As they ran, Elisabet heard the church clock striking three. She noticed it specially, because she knew she had come to town on the five o’clock bus. Perhaps the hands had become so tired of going in the same direction year after year that they had suddenly begun to go the opposite way instead. Elisabet thought that clocks, too, might get bored with doing the same thing all the time.


But there was something else as well. When Elisabet had gone into the department store, it had been almost completely dark. Now it was suddenly light again, and that was curious, because there had been no night in between.


As soon as the lamb had a chance, it found a road leading out of town, and trotted on towards a small wood. It sprang on to a path between tall pine trees. Now the lamb had to slow down a little, for the path was covered with all the snow that had been falling during the past few days.


Elisabet went after it. It was difficult for her to run now, too. But the lamb had four legs which were dragging in the snow, while she had only two. Perhaps that would help her to gain on it.


Her mother’s cries had been drowned long ago by the noise in the street. Soon she couldn’t even hear street sounds. But something was still singing in her ears: ‘Shall we buy this one, or both of them? What do you think, Elisabet?’


Perhaps the reason the lamb had come to life and run away from the big store was that it could no longer bear to listen to the cash registers and the talk about buying and selling. And perhaps that was why Elisabet was following it. She had never enjoyed shopping.
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JOACHIM LOOKED UP FROM the sheet of paper that had fallen out of the magic Advent calendar. What he had read was so amazing.


He had always liked secrets. Now he remembered the little box with the key in it, the one Grandma had bought him in Poland. Mama and Papa had made him a solemn promise that they would never look for the key and open the box when Joachim was asleep or at school. It would have been as bad as opening someone else’s letters, they had said.


Up to now Joachim hadn’t had any real secrets to hide in the box, but now he put the paper from the Advent calendar there, turned the key, and hid it under his pillow. So when Mama and Papa woke up and came to look at the Advent calendar too, they only saw the picture of the lamb in the department store.


‘Do you remember?’ asked Mama, looking up at Papa. ‘It was just like that when we were small.’


Papa nodded. ‘Then we could use our imagination on the little picture and make up the rest ourselves. It was much better than those plastic figures that end up being swallowed by a vacuum cleaner.’


Something was laughing inside Joachim. Only he knew that there had been a mysterious piece of paper inside the calendar.


He pointed at the picture of the lamb.


‘The lamb has decided to run away from the shop’, he said, ‘because it can’t bear listening to the cash registers and the talk of buying and selling. But there’s a little girl called Elisabet in the shop, and she’s begun running after the lamb because she wants to stroke it.’


‘Isn’t that just what I said?’ said Papa. ‘What does the boy want with plastic figures?’


For the rest of the day Joachim wondered whether Elisabet would catch up with the lamb so that she could stroke its fleece. Would he find out tomorrow?


For then there’d surely be another little piece of paper?
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the



SECOND


OF DECEMBER




… I know of a short cut,
and that’s the path we’re taking now …


JOACHIM WOKE UP BEFORE Mama and Papa the next morning too, but then he nearly always did. He sat up and looked at the Advent calendar. Only now did he notice a little lamb lying at the feet of one of the shepherds. Wasn’t that strange? He had spent a long time looking at the picture with all the angels and the Wise Men, the shepherds and their sheep, but he had never noticed the lamb.


Perhaps it was because he had read about the lamb on the piece of paper that had fallen out of the calendar. But that lamb had jumped out of a modern shop – and the lamb on the Advent calendar had lived in Bethlehem, long ago. There were no cars and traffic lights then, and no big stores with escalators and cash registers. Besides, Elisabet had heard the church clock striking three, and surely there were no church clocks two thousand years ago? Joachim knew that that was when the baby Jesus was born.


Now he found the door with a number 2 on it, and opened it carefully. A folded piece of paper fell out of the calendar as the door slowly opened. He peeped in at a picture of a wood, where an angel stood with his arm round a little girl.


Joachim bent down and picked up the scrap of paper that had fallen into the bed. He unfolded it and saw that something was written on it in tiny letters on both sides of the page. And he began to read.


EPHIRIEL


ELISABET HANSEN DIDN’T know how far nor how long she had run after the lamb, but when she set off through the town it had been snowing heavily. Now it had not only stopped snowing, there was no snow on the path either. Among the trees she could see blue anemones, coltsfoot and windflowers, and that was unusual, because it was very nearly Christmas.


She picked an anemone and looked at the blue petals carefully. Picking flowers at this time of year was every bit as mysterious as throwing snowballs at Midsummer.


It occurred to Elisabet that perhaps she had run so far that she had reached a country where it was summer all the year round. If not, she must have run for so long that spring and the warm weather had arrived already. In that case, she might still be in Norway, but then, what would have happened to Christmas?


While she stood wondering she heard the tinkle of a bell in the distance. Elisabet started running again and soon caught sight of the lamb. It had found a small grassy bank and was grazing on it greedily. The little creature had probably been very hungry. It had not had any grass to eat as long as it was winter. It had certainly not had a morsel of food as long as it had been a toy either, and that may have been for a very long time.


Elisabet crept up towards the lamb, but just as she was about to pounce on it in order to stroke it, it sprang away again.


‘Lambkin, lambkin!’


Elisabet tried to keep up with it, but she tripped over a pine root and fell flat on the ground.


The worst of it was that she realised she was unlikely ever to catch up with the lamb. She had decided to follow it to the ends of the earth, but the earth was round, after all, so they might go on running round the world for ever, or at any rate until she grew up, and by then she might have lost interest in such things as lambs.


When she looked up she caught sight of a shining figure between the trees. Elisabet looked, wide-eyed, for it was neither an animal nor a human being. A pair of wings were sticking out of a robe as white as the lamb.


Elisabet had only just managed to get to know the world. She had learned what all the commonest animals were called, but she didn’t know the difference between a tomtit and a yellowhammer. Nor between a camel and a dromedary, come to think of it. All the same, there was no mistaking what she was looking at now. Elisabet realised at once that the shining figure must be an angel. She had seen angels in books and pictures, but it was the first time she had seen one in real life.


‘Fear not!’ said the angel in a gentle voice.


Elisabet raised herself halfway up.


‘You needn’t think I’m afraid of you,’ she replied, a little sulkily because she had fallen and hurt herself.


The angel came closer. It looked as if he was hovering just above the ground. It reminded Elisabet of her cousin Anna who could dance on the tips of her toes. The angel knelt down and stroked her gently on the nape of her neck with the tip of one of his wings.


‘I said, “Fear not”, to be on the safe side,’ he said. ‘We don’t appear to humans very often, so it’s best to be careful when we do. Usually people are frightened when they’re visited by an angel.’


Suddenly Elisabet began to cry, not because she was afraid of angels, and not because she had hurt herself either. She didn’t understand why she was crying until she heard herself sob, ‘I wanted … to stroke the lamb.’


The angel nodded gracefully. ‘I’m sure God wouldn’t have created the lambs with such soft fleece unless He hoped someone would want to stroke it.’


‘The lamb runs much faster than I do,’ sobbed Elisabet, again, ‘and it has twice as many legs too. Isn’t that unfair? I can’t see why a little lambkin should be in such a hurry.’


The angel helped her to her feet and said confidentially, ‘It’s going to Bethlehem.’


Elisabet had stopped crying. ‘To Bethlehem?’


‘Yes. To Bethlehem, to Bethlehem! For that’s where Jesus was born.’


Elisabet was very surprised at what the angel said. In an attempt to hide her astonishment she began to brush soil and grass off her trousers. There were some nasty stains on her red jacket too.


‘Then I want to go to Bethlehem,’ she said.


The angel was dancing on the tips of his toes again on the path.


‘That suits me,’ he said, hovering above the ground. ‘I’m going there too. So we might just as well keep each other company, all three of us.’


Elisabet had learned that she should never go anywhere with people she didn’t know. That certainly applied to angels as well. So she looked up at the angel and asked, ‘What’s your name?’


Elisabet had thought the angel was a man, but she wasn’t quite sure. Now he curtseyed like a ballet dancer and said, ‘My name is Ephiriel.’


‘That sounds like a butterfly. Did you really say Ephiriel?’


‘Just Ephiriel, yes. Angels have no mother or father, so we have no family name either.’


Elisabet sniffed for the last time. Then she said, ‘I don’t think we have time to talk any more if we’re going all the way to Bethlehem. Isn’t it a long way?’


‘Yes indeed, it’s very far – and a very long time ago. But I know of a short cut, and that’s the path we’re taking now.’


And with that they began to run. First the lamb, then Elisabet. The angel Ephiriel danced behind them.


As they ran, Elisabet felt sorry she hadn’t asked the angel why it had suddenly become summer. But when she caught a glimpse of the lamb on the path in front of her, she didn’t dare stop.


‘Lambkin, lambkin!’
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JOACHIM HURRIED TO hide the piece of paper in the secret box for which only he had the key.


It was John the flower-seller who had left the old calendar with the bookseller. Did he know about the scraps of paper too? Or was Joachim the only person in the whole world who knew the secret? After all, he was the only person who had opened the calendar.


But another thought struck him. Elisabet! he thought. Wasn’t Elisabet the name of the lady whose picture John had put in the shop window?


Yes, it was, he was quite certain. Could it be the same Elisabet he was reading about in the magic Advent calendar? She was only a child, it’s true, but the calendar was so old that she must have had plenty of time to grow up during all the years that had passed since then.


Mama and Papa came in that day too, to see the picture in the calendar.


‘An angel,’ whispered Mama solemnly.


‘He’s comforting Elisabet,’ explained Joachim. ‘You see, she was running so fast after the lamb that she fell and hurt herself.’


Mama and Papa smiled at each other. They probably thought Joachim was good at inventing stories. They didn’t know that he wasn’t inventing anything at all.


That day he had to get to school early, so there was no time for more talk about the Advent calendar. But Joachim thought about nothing else on his way to school.


So much snow had fallen during the past few days that it was heavy going across the big sports field. He thought how Elisabet had been floundering in snow when she had begun running after the lamb, but then it was suddenly summer. Surely that was impossible?


When he came home from school he had to let himself in. He got home a bit earlier than Mama nearly every day.


Joachim rushed to his room and looked up at the magic Advent calendar. It was still hanging there all right. During the day he had wondered whether it had only been a dream, for Joachim was always dreaming about the strangest things.


Now he was longing to know what the picture under the number 3 was. Should he open the third door now? All he had to do was stick it back again afterwards and pretend he hadn’t done it.


But that would be cheating. To cheat over Christmas would be even worse than cheating at cards. It was like peeping into parcels that were not to be opened until Christmas Eve. It was almost like stealing from yourself.


Mama soon came home from work and started to peel potatoes and carrots. Then Papa arrived, complaining that he had lost his driving licence.


‘I can’t understand it,’ he said. ‘Not in the car, not at the office, and not in my coat pocket either.’


‘You’re a real muddlehead,’ said Joachim. Papa always said that to him when he couldn’t find his pencil case or tidied his toys away.


That evening must have been the first time in his whole life that Joachim asked to go to bed early.


‘You don’t feel ill, do you darling?’ asked Mama.


‘No, of course not. But I’m looking forward so much to opening the magic Advent calendar that I can’t wait.’
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the


THIRD


OF DECEMBER




… like running before the wind – or like
rushing down a moving staircase …


JOACHIM WOKE UP EARLY on the morning of the third of December. The Donald Duck clock that hung above his desk said a quarter to seven, so there was still half an hour to go until Mama and Papa’s usual waking time.


He remembered that he’d dreamt about something strange, but he was not quite sure what. It had been something to do with the angel Ephiriel and the lamb.


He pulled himself up in bed and peered up at the magic Advent calendar. At the top of the picture several angels were floating down through the clouds in the sky. One of them was blowing a trumpet. That was to wake up all the sheep and the shepherds, of course.


Joachim imagined that the angel on the right of the picture must be Ephiriel. He was just as Joachim had thought Ephiriel might look, and he was smiling at Joachim, raising an arm as if he was trying to wave to him. The angel seemed clearer than yesterday.


Joachim got to his feet on the bed and opened the door with the number 3 on it. He saw a tiny little picture of a vintage car. He had seen that kind of old car once when he went to the Technical Museum with Grandpa.


Joachim didn’t understand what a vintage car could have to do with Christmas, but then he picked up the little piece of paper that had fallen out of the calendar and down on to his pillow. He snuggled down under the duvet and read what was written on the sheet.
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