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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 …

The Second of December

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

The Third of December

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

The Fourth of December

…he scarcely had time to look surprised…

The Fifth of December

…its a very unusual way of travelling…

The Sixth of December

…a camel can move from place to place as well, a bit like the castles on a chessboard…

The Seventh of December

… in heaven we’ve always considered this to be a slight exaggeration …

The Eighth of December

… part of the glory of heaven that has strayed down to earth…

The Ninth of December

… they had broken a solemn promise…

The Tenth of December

…a few seconds later what Elisabet had thought was a bird took off and flew down in a spiral towards the pilgrims …

The Eleventh of December

… many people are terribly frightened when they see one of the angels of the Lord…

The Twelfth of December

…for there’s no sense in believing what’s right unless it leads to helping people in distress …

The Thirteenth of December

… just as lightning sweeps across the sky, pouring out a flood of light over the landscape for a second or two …

The Fourteenth of December

… even before the child’s forefinger had time to unfold…

The Fifteenth of December

… ‘Fear not,’ he said, in a voice as soft as silk …

The Sixteenth of December

… every person’s imagination is a little different…

The Seventeenth of December

… many things have been done in the name of Jesus that heaven is not very happy about…

The Eighteenth of December

… God’s kingdom is open to everyone, even people who travel without a ticket…

The Nineteenth of December

…he thought it was such fun to throw gifts through people’s windows …

The Twentieth of December

… something suddenly fell out of the sky…

The Twenty-First of December

…the lake looked like a blue china bowl, edged with gold…

The Twenty-Second of December

…his food was locusts and wild honey…

The Twenty-Third of December

…it was as if all of them were rehearsing something they had to know by heart…

The Twenty-Fourth of December

…a spark from the great beacon behind those weak lanterns in the sky…

Let Jostein Gaarder introduce you to another magical heroine …

About the Author

By Jostein Gaarder
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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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