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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 … 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

‘An extraordinary achievement’ Sunday Times

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

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

‘A unique popular classic’ The Times

‘Seductive and original … Sophie’s World is, as it dares to congratulate itself “a strange and wonderful book”’ TLS
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Gotland, May 2013


Dear Agnes. I was going to write to you. Remember? Or at least, I was going to try.

I’m sitting on an island in the Baltic Sea with a laptop in front of me. To the right of the laptop I’ve placed a large cigar box. It contains everything I need in the way of memory aids.

The hotel room is large enough for me to get up and take nine steps to and fro on the pinewood floor as I consider how to begin my tale. All I have to do is make my way past a three-piece suite, and I alternate between passing the slim teak table and pair of red armchairs, and moving down a similarly narrow corridor between the table and a red sofa.

I’ve been given a corner room, and have a view in two directions. From one window, to the north, I look down on a cobbled street in the old Hanseatic town, and from the other, to the west, I gaze out over Almedalen and far out across the sea. It’s warm, and both windows are open wide.

I’ve been standing here half an hour, looking down at the people passing on the street below me, most of them in dresses or shorts and loose, short-sleeved tops. Whitsun tourists. Many are walking along in pairs, often hand in hand, but others pour forth in great rowdy groups.

I can put to bed the myth that young people make more noise than people of my own age. As soon as they form crowds, especially if they’ve been enjoying a drink, middle-aged people can be just as boisterous as teenagers. Or just as human: Look at me! Come on, listen to me! Aren’t we having a wild time together?

We don’t grow out of our human nature. We grow with it. And we let it grow on us.

I like the perspective I have on the street life below me; at such a short distance I get quite close to the passers-by. Some scents find their way up to me too, because people do give off aromas, particularly in narrow alleyways on windless summer days. There is someone walking along with a lit cigarette in their hand, and I can feel the smoke irritating my nose. But at the same time, I am just high enough over the cobblestones that the objects of my scrutiny do not, as a rule, look up and catch sight of me. I am half hidden behind a blue curtain, which occasionally blows out through the window when a sudden gust of wind takes hold of it.

From one and a half floors above the hill I can enjoy my privilege: observing without being observed.

And I’ve been keeping an eye out for sailing boats far out on the water’s glittering surface; it’s the mild breeze through that window that on occasion makes the curtains of the street-facing window move.

In the course of the last half hour I’ve counted three white sails. It has been a beautiful day, almost completely calm. The sailing conditions have not been the best.

Today is not just Whitsun. It’s also 17 May, Norway’s very own national day. It makes me a little melancholic to think of it, almost like having one’s birthday in perfect secrecy among strangers: no one makes you feel special, and no one sings you ‘Happy Birthday’.

Here, no one has sung the national anthem either. I haven’t seen so much as a Norwegian flag, but I have noticed that there is a crocheted blanket on the hotel bed, and it’s as white as the snow on Mount Glittertind.

I mean: a red room, white bedclothes and bright blue curtains. That will do as a token of the Norwegian colours.

While noting down the date I realised that, at the time of writing, a month has passed since we saw one another in Arendal.

And a few hours after that you met Pelle. And you really hit it off, I must say.

We’d only met one another once, just over a year previously, a few days before Christmas 2011, and it’s the background to that first meeting I want to try and sketch. You’ve asked me to explain why I behaved the way I did. I shall attempt, to the best of my ability, to respond to that request. And I think too that now is an appropriate time to send you a question in return:

I had made a fool of myself at our first meeting, but you still kept me from giving up and leaving. It’s a little mystery I’m still pondering. I wasn’t the only one surprised by your response. I think everyone sitting round the table would have been in agreement. And many of them probably thought as I did: Why did you hold me back? Why didn’t you just let me head for the door?

Where should I begin?

I could take a chronological approach and describe my upbringing in Hallingdal. Or I could do the exact opposite: I could open with a few notable events that have taken place here on the island as recently as this afternoon – since those too must take their place in my tale – linking these back to our encounter in Arendal a month ago, then following the threads first to that upsetting dinner a year ago – one of the worst days of your life, Agnes – and then all the way back to Erik Lundin’s funeral in the early 2000s. That kind of retrospective orientation could finally pan out into a depiction of some of my childhood experiences, which might allow for a little understanding, not to mention forgiveness, once my confession is concluded.

What is the easiest way to make sense of our lives? Is it when we sum up from the beginning, or is it when we start from the present day, which of course is freshest in our minds, and from that point reminisce our way back to where it all began? The flaw in this second method is that there is no absolute causality in people’s lives.

It’s not possible to prove why one has become the way one has. Many have tried to do just that, but they haven’t got much further than underlining their humanity.

I’ve been over by the window again. The three sailing boats haven’t moved an inch in the still air. I know it’s a bizarre idea, but they make me think of the three of us: of you and me – and Pelle, he has to be included too.

It’s embarrassing, but an old Sunday-school song starts to hum itself in the very back of my head: My boat is so little, the sea is so wide …

And I come to a decision: I will open my narrative in the middle of the voyage. I will begin at the point I met your cousin at Erik Lundin’s funeral. From that point I will follow threads that lead directly to our first encounter almost ten years later. The burden I bear from Hallingdal – that will take second place.



My beloved Erik, our dear father and stepfather, our much-loved grandfather and great-grandfather
Erik Lundin
Born 14 March 1913
Fell asleep for the last time today
Oslo 28 August 2001

Ingeborg
Jon-Petter Lise
Marianne Sverre
Liv-Berit Truls
Sigrid, Ylva, Fredrik, Tuva, Joakim and Mia Great-grandchildren and other family

The funeral will take place at West Aker Church Wednesday 5 September, 14:00

All those paying their last respects are welcome to join the memorial service at the church hall.


Erik
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There were many of us paying our last respects to Erik Lundin that afternoon in early September 2001. Among us was your cousin Truls, and that’s why I have decided to begin my tale here. Ten years later I would meet him again, together with Liv-Berit and their two daughters. It was then I met you for the first time.

West Aker Church was packed to the rafters, and we walked in small clusters following the coffin down to the place where he was to be buried. The sun played in the leaves of the trees, but it shone in our eyes too, and for some it was a welcome excuse to take out sunglasses. In my head, the choir’s song was still ringing; majestic trumpet solos and exhilarating organ chords.

After the scattering of the earth, we trudged back up to the church and the church hall. It was mild for the time of year, perhaps twenty degrees. But the sun went behind a cloud, and we felt the odd gust of cool air come up from the fjord and the lowlands.

At such a well-attended funeral, wandering alone under the trees without approaching any of the bereaved goes quite unnoticed. The inner circle are taken up with one another and their nearest and dearest. Why would anyone notice the odd figure with no connection to the rest of the mourners?

I had, however, encountered some of those in the funeral procession before, and I nodded to one of them – a former student – now; we’d never had a good relationship, so I didn’t need to concern myself with him. I had also noticed the tall, dark man who I’d met on a handful of occasions, but he didn’t count. He was an extra, and I didn’t need to pay any attention to him. It occurred to me that I’d once dreamt of him. He’d been swinging a scythe around.

There was a good deal of waving and hugging, as well as more introductions and greetings, in the spacious forecourt in front of the church. Some of the oldest guests were led over to cars parked on the tarmac, which now moved, one by one, slowly down a slope that was already thronged with people in black finery.

I myself was set on staying and taking part in the memorial service. I was well aware that this social challenge might turn out to test my mettle, but pulling out didn’t strike me as an option.

In the church, I’d sat almost right at the front, near the aisle, on the right-hand side of course. Because of this, I had a good view of the priest, who began the ceremony by coming down and greeting the Lundin family, all four generations: first the widow, Ingeborg Lundin, then the three children in their forties and fifties, all accompanied by their spouses. The grandchildren and great-grandchildren also sat there.

I tried to guess which of the daughters was Marianne and which was Liv-Berit. I knew only that Marianne was the eldest, but quickly realised there was a significant age gap between the two sisters, so it was easy to figure out. Liv-Berit could have been in her early forties, while her sister, Marianne, was perhaps about my own age, around fifty. Jon-Petter, the oldest, was sitting very close to Lise, and it wasn’t hard to guess that she must be the daughter-in-law, since Jon-Petter, Marianne and Liv-Berit were all blonde, and quite astonishingly alike, but Lise’s hair was decidedly dark. I made the connection between Marianne and Sverre, who had been sitting hand in hand until the priest greeted them. A little later, I noticed that a man who must have been Truls passed Liv-Berit a hanky.

Then came the young people. It took me longer to identify them, but before we’d left the church, I had a certain degree of oversight here too. I’d found pictures of Ylva and Joakim online. If it had been now, I’m sure I would have found pictures of the whole clan on Facebook and Instagram. But the notice in the paper had at least given me useful pointers as to their order by age. So it was no insurmountable task to place Sigrid, Fredrik, Tuva and Mia as well. That must be Sigrid, the oldest grandchild, perhaps in her late twenties, with a three- or four-year-old boy in her arms – they were sitting with a man who must be the lad’s father. And the girl of about fifteen must be Mia, as the next-youngest was Joakim. Tuva, apparently a couple of years older than Joakim, was a young lady whom there was little chance of mistaking for a teenager.

That was as far as the priest’s hand-shaking went. But who of the young people was a sibling, and who was a cousin? The death notice hadn’t been much help on that front, so I let that puzzle lie for the time being. Neither did I concern myself with speculating over the parents of each of the grandchildren. Much would presumably become clear during the memorial service.

On the death notice, which I had in my inside pocket, the list of children and grandchildren was rounded off with ‘great-grandchildren and other family’. So I had no way of knowing how many of the young people had their own children, and therefore how many great-grandchildren the old professor had stayed around long enough to see. Because of a quirk of the Norwegian language, it could be just one, or it could be several. In many languages, it would have been abundantly clear, but in Norwegian, when we use the indefinite form, it’s very rare that we differentiate between neutral singular and neutral plural when the word has only one syllable, such as in the words ‘hus’ (house) and ‘barn’ (child). Moreover, I had no way of knowing which of the siblings, brothers-and sisters-in-law or nephews and nieces, both on the Norwegian and Swedish side, were in the church, since they were all covered by the grouping ‘other family’. Still, it struck me just how much one can glean from a death notice, and the priest’s eulogy gave me an opportunity to fill in more of the gaps. As I had guessed, it was Sigrid who was accompanied by a son of almost four. He was called Morten. But Sigrid and Thomas also had a one-year-old daughter, Miriam, who was the very youngest of the clan.

The priest painted a beautiful picture of the Swedish scholar who came to Oslo in the autumn of 1946 to complete his doctoral studies in Old Norse mythology and the Eddic poems in the context of Magnus Olsen’s half-century of studies. When he was a PhD candidate he met Ingeborg and started a family. He later became a university lecturer and reader, and for many years was a professor of Old Norse philology. It was this side of Erik’s life I represented. If questioned, I would inform the family that I had sat in his lecture theatre, but that we’d maintained informal contact over many years and, in time, became what I would call close friends.

As we filed into the church hall, the tall, dark-haired man cast an inadvertent look at me, but I immediately saw a different route and took a step to the side.

Most people were already seated around tables when I came up from the cloakroom, and in the background someone was rushing around, trying to find seats for the last arrivals. I remember I ended up standing slightly helplessly in the middle of the room, and now it was Tuva who got up and on behalf of the family came towards me and asked whether I had anywhere to sit. I can’t remember how I replied, or whether I got moved around, but in the end I was shown to an empty chair at the same table as the young people. There sat Tuva and Mia, occupying the head and foot of the table. Ylva was sitting diagonally opposite me, flanked by Fredrik and Joakim, who turned out to be her cousins, both a few years younger than her. Fredrik was the older of them, and I soon picked up the fact that he was studying law and that Joakim had started his third year at Fagerborg High School. I got the impression they were Sigrid’s brothers, the sons of Jon-Petter and Lise. To my right sat Liv-Berit and your cousin Truls. I soon realised that they were the parents of Tuva and Mia, and you, of course, have known them since they were little. I noted at once that your cousin had an old scar right across the right side of his forehead. It was so striking that I soon fell to wondering what might have happened to him. That story is one that you would tell me more than ten years later.

Let me now interject that I understand you’ve just been introduced to a lot of people – undoubtedly too many to keep track of at once. But you may be relieved to hear you’ll meet every one of them again. Because after Erik Lundin’s funeral, in the years that followed, I met all the old professor’s children, children-in-law and grandchildren in new settings, not as many at once as at this memorial service, but in smaller portions. For that reason, you can view this first chapter of my tale as an introduction to the Lundin family. How or why I met each of them again, I’ll let lie for the time being. I don’t need to explain everything at once. Indeed, that would be impossible.

Nor is this cast of characters so immeasurably extensive. And who knows: perhaps, through Truls, you know these names from before? But just to summarise briefly: Erik Lundin had three children, Jon-Petter in his mid-fifties; Marianne, who was a couple of years younger; and Liv-Berit, who was in her forties. Jon-Petter and Lise had a daughter, Sigrid, and two sons, Fredrik and Joakim, and it’s Sigrid in particular I will come to mention a few more times. Marianne and Sverre only had one daughter, Ylva, she was perhaps in her mid-twenties, and all these last three will, in time, come to play a central role in my story. There’s nothing more to say, because Liv-Berit’s husband is your cousin and, as you confided in me many years after this, you have been close ever since you were little. His wife has, in recent years, been like a friend to you, and you’ve known the two daughters, Tuva and Mia, since they came into the world. At their grandfather’s funeral that September day, Tuva was around twenty and Mia maybe fifteen, but you’ll know that better than me.

I looked out across the gathering and estimated that there must be over a hundred people. I had never thought, and neither of course had it been my intention, that I would be sitting so close to the bereaved. I had seen for myself a more withdrawn role, at a table further down the room together with a few other lone grievers – colleagues and acquaintances of Erik Lundin – and perhaps a niece or nephew with or without spouse. I disliked the situation I found myself in. I was cold, and my stomach felt unsettled.

Even though all those around the table were dressed in black, there was little about the Lundin family that was reminiscent of the Pietists of Victorian times. The smart, close-fitting dresses and chic suits cut in the best fabric were just the start. The young ladies had certainly not skimped on mascara, lipstick or nail polish that afternoon; in their ears and round their wrists, gold and precious stones glinted, and Ylva – I remember I noted it the very first time we met – had a sapphire-blue pendant at her throat. It looked almost like a third eye, for the jewel had exactly the same colour, and almost the same form, as her other two eyes. Another thing contributing to my bewilderment was the many scents around the table – a motley blend of different perfumes, eau de cologne and aftershave. I am perhaps particularly aware of such sensory impressions as I live alone. In the bathroom and the kitchen at home on Gaupefaret there are no smells other than my own.

At the next table, the rest of the immediate family had sat down. Sigrid, Thomas and little Morten were seated together with the young mother’s parents, Jon-Petter and Lise, and for a long time it was Grandpa who held the child. At one end of the table sat Ingeborg, a beautiful old lady with silver-grey hair. Then came Marianne and Sverre, who were the parents of Ylva, the family’s only child.

I felt a sting of déjà vu when I caught sight of Marianne and Sverre, this time at close quarters. Had I met them before? If so, it must have been a long time ago. I noticed that Sverre had a little red stone in his left earlobe – and there was something about that red stone that triggered my memory; I’d seen it before, and when I cast a glance over the table at Ylva, it was as though I inched closer to a memory of her mother in her younger years. I made note, meanwhile, of the fact that Sverre had a distinct Sørland dialect, which came as no surprise. But perhaps I was just imagining that I knew them. As an adult, one has met many people.

At that table sat a few other people in their forties or fifties. They spoke Swedish, or, to be precise, Gotlandic, or Gutnish as people also say – this was clear from their characteristic diphthongs.

Sigrid stood up at one end of the large family table and tapped a teaspoon against a coffee cup. It was to little avail as the hall was full of the murmur and hum of voices. But Sigrid cleared her throat and tapped a wine glass, rather more decidedly this time, and began to speak loudly and clearly to the assembled guests.

‘Dear family! Dear friends and colleagues of Erik Lundin, dear former students …’

Once again I felt a chill and my stomach was uneasy. I thought this could go very wrong. But Sigrid continued:

‘My name is Sigrid and I am Erik’s oldest grandchild, the daughter of Jon-Petter, who sits to my right here and is the oldest of Erik’s offspring, currently with a representative of the very youngest generation on his lap. His name is Morten … No, not now, Morten! You just sit there with Grandpa … The family would like to thank everyone who has taken this last walk with Erik today, and we are grateful that so many have joined us for this memorial service. We had hoped many people would want to be here, but we could never have known we would see so many. But still, there’s one who can’t be here … Grandpa would have been overjoyed to see each and every one of you.’

A few sobs were heard from the guests, but Sigrid was not to be distracted:

‘Soon, food will be put out on the tables, and we will eat together and try to get to know those sitting beside us a little better. After a time, you may wish to say something, but please give me a sign beforehand. As you will have guessed, I have been given the task of being Master of Ceremonies this afternoon. As part of this celebration of Erik’s life, we will also be treated to a number of performances – what else would you expect? But first we will serve a selection of charcuterie with sour cream, egg salad, potato salad, flatbreads, beer and mineral water. We’re not absolutely sure it’s permitted here in this hall, but we’ve got a little dram too for those of you who can handle it and are old enough …’

Sigrid cast a glance at the table where I sat, and perhaps it was Mia she first set eyes on, the fifteen-year-old, but then she noticed me, the stranger. She went on:

‘It’s deeply sad that Grandpa has died, but I will tell you something funny: I promised Grandpa I would send you his good wishes, yes, to each and every one of you. He knew he was going to die soon, and wanted so dearly for one of his grandchildren to be “toastmaster”, as he put it. The very last time I spoke to him properly, he glanced up at me and said: I guess it will have to be you, then. I nodded: I am the oldest, and it was already agreed among the family. He said: Send my love. Don’t forget to send my best wishes to all my friends and acquaintances one last time.

‘Grandpa had lived in Norway for forty-five years. This was the very first time I’d heard him speak Swedish. I nodded again, and perhaps I brushed away a tear. Then he added: And you must sing! It has to be a celebration. A real party, Sigrid. A real Old Norse wake is what it must be! Can you promise me that?

‘And with these words, his own, we bid you welcome to Erik Lundin’s memorial service. Stay as long as you have cause and desire. We have use of the hall until late in the evening.’

There was an impressive platter of cured meats on the table, and everyone except Mia poured a glass of beer. The beer was warm, but soon a few of the bottles of mineral water were replaced by new bottles of ice-cold beer, and a young man began to walk around the room serving aquavit. There were no aquavit glasses on the table, but the young man had a little bag of plastic shot glasses, and looked around to see whether anyone wanted a dram. In this way, the serving of aquavit took on – in typical Norwegian style – an air of being distributed on request, in addition to the official catering. At our table, it was only Ylva and I who accepted the offer.

Liv-Berit looked up at me, smiled warmly and said: ‘Sigrid gave us an assignment. We’re to try and get to know each other a little better …’

She introduced herself and her husband (your cousin Truls), her two daughters, her niece Ylva and nephews Fredrik and Joakim. For each of them, she gave a little more information than just their name and place in the family – it was for instance at this point that I found out that Fredrik was studying law and that Joakim was in his final year of high school. I was also informed that Tuva was studying singing at the Academy of Opera, and that Ylva had already completed her Masters in the history of religion. This last piece of information made my ears burn somewhat – perhaps in the same way a hypochondriac immediately starts to feel the blood pounding in his temples when he realises he’s at the same table as a doctor – but I nodded, interested, and acted as though I had, up to that point, been completely unfamiliar both with the names around the table and everyone’s close connection to the deceased. As one of the last arrivals, I’d been seated here only because there was an empty chair. I had no way of knowing I was seated among the professor’s closest family.

Naturally, everyone was staring at me. No one but me had gazed around the table and looked at each person being introduced.

‘And you?’ Liv-Berit said finally, with a warm, welcoming smile.

‘Jakop,’ I said. Or I might have said Jakobsen. I only rarely use my full name: Jakop Jakobsen. How I’ve always hated that ridiculous combination!

Liv-Berit asked again: ‘So how did you know Father?’

I explained that I’d been among Erik’s students in the seventies, added a few words about brilliant lectures, and a few anecdotes from the academic life of that time. But they continued to look at me, and I was forced to go on: ‘Even long after I had finished my degree in Norwegian, or Nordic Studies, we maintained contact and met fairly regularly to talk about the old Germanic religion: informal colloquia, upon which I naturally placed great value …’

Ylva interrupted me. She was a beautiful, expressive young woman with a delicate, almost fragile appearance. She said: ‘Germanic religion? We don’t know all that much about that. We have Tacitus and the days of the week, but that’s almost all …’

This had already taken a turn towards academic particularities that I hadn’t anticipated. Beforehand, I had rather expected I would be the only source of information on this topic at the table. Where I had got that idea from, I wasn’t sure. But it was too late to retrace my steps.

‘Of course, your grandfather was of the old school,’ I said. ‘Or as the priest summed it up: he took after Magnus Olsen, roughly as Magnus Olsen had taken over from Sophus Bugge half a century earlier.’

Ylva nodded. I took this as a form of assent, and perhaps also as encouragement to continue.

Everyone at the table was now following closely.

I said: ‘I tried to open Erik’s eyes to Georges Dumézil’s great breakthrough. In keeping with Dumézil’s research, I attempted to draw Erik’s attention to the Indo-European perspective – I mean the Indo-European pantheon as a reflection of the three classes or castes in society. Dumézil saw parallels between Odin and Ty – as the gods of the sovereignty function – equivalent to Varuna and Mitra of the Vedic religion; Tor with his hammer as the god of the war function, analogous to the Vedic thunder god Indra and his vajra or thunder bolt; and finally the Vanir: Njord, Frøy and Frøya, the gods of the productivity function, analogous to the Vedic twin-gods, the Nasatyas or Ashvins. Dumézil finds parallels like this all over the Indo-European region, in old Iranian religions, in Greek, Roman and Germanic areas …’

Ylva had taken on a pensive, almost sulky expression, one that put me in mind of Renée Zellweger in a film I’d recently seen at the Saga cinema. Just a few seconds before, she’d been grinning from ear to ear. She’d nodded in confirmation and with a glint in her eye at my placement of her grandfather in a disciplinary context. But now she countered:

‘Dumézil has undeniably made some invigorating contributions to the field of the history of religion. But today it is perhaps he who is of the old school. He wasn’t actually a historian of religion. He was a philologist, a linguist …’

I nodded.

‘Like Erik Lundin and Magnus Olsen,’ I said. ‘Because, as you just touched upon, philology too can provide source material in the study of the history of religion. In cases where the written sources are lacking, as well as the archaeology, comparative linguistics can, in many instances, take us a step further. And for many years, your grandfather and I had mutual exchanges through our informal colloquia. Long after I myself became a teacher, we continued to meet, often over a lunch, and for a period of many years I visited him in his office at the university, where we engaged not least in Dumézil’s readings of the Old Norse texts. We sometimes took a walk together around the Sognsvann lake and continued our conversation there. I myself ended up as a high-school teacher, and I am in no way embarrassed that I have not reached further up the academic ladder, but in my heart I hadn’t completely given up hope of a career in research. It was at that time that your grandfather and I, rather for the fun of it, started to read a little Sanskrit. We read the Rigveda, and on a few occasions, we sat bent over a trilingual edition of the Bhagavad Gita. Norse languages and Vedic languages are, of course, two sides of the same coin, or in any case like two twigs on the same tree – on separate branches, admittedly, but still on the same tree.’

I thought that would do. Ylva’s facial expression was like an open book, and she nodded, though perhaps only in anticipation. At that time, I wasn’t aware that Lundin, in addition to being her grandfather, had also been her academic supervisor.

She said: ‘You used the term “Germanic religion”. Could you be a little more specific about what you and Grandpa talked about? He never mentioned anything to me about Dumézil. But we talked about Magnus Olsen, and we couldn’t avoid talking about Anne Holtsmark’s lectures on the Völuspá, for instance, or her many stimulating footnotes to P. A. Munch’s sagas of gods and heroes, including a couple of references to the French guru you’ve just mentioned.’

Several of the people round the table had begun to lose interest. Fredrik and Joakim were already talking to their cousin Mia. They’d obviously decided that this former student, having been offered the only empty place at the family table, had begun to take up a disproportionate amount of space.

But I sat up, looked at Ylva and said: ‘We were talking about Odin. I could picture a potential thesis on Odin with a Germanic and possibly also an Indo-European perspective. There’s evidence that the figure of Odin – or Wodan/Wotan – may have been as widespread and as old in the Germanic world as the runes.’

‘Great,’ she said. ‘Odin is an exciting figure, at least in the Norse context, by which I also mean the historic context, and I’m sure there’s a lot more that can be written about him. Why did you give up?’

I said: ‘Dumézil placed this particular deity in the same category as the Vedic god Varuna. He also pointed out the etymological similarity between Varuna and the Greek god Uranus.’

Ylva nodded: ‘That’s well known, but probably a fabrication …’

But I would not be discouraged. I said: ‘And he connects Odin’s runes to Varuna and Uranus.’

Ylva laughed: ‘I know. I hope you’ll excuse the Hindu metaphor, but I’m calling bullshit on that particular sacred cow.’

She refilled her beer glass, gazing open-mouthed at the others around the table, and laughed again, heartily, but condescendingly.

Liv-Berit must have seen that I felt bad. What must she have thought of this student showing up at the professor’s funeral after almost thirty years? I don’t know what she’s said to you about it, but now she turned to me and said, with a humorous tone and a conciliatory look: ‘Ylva has always had strong opinions. And she’s never been able to avoid getting into trouble with teachers.’

Ylva acted as if she hadn’t heard the retort. She just carried on laughing.

I disliked being in the role of middle-aged schoolteacher put on the spot by a young academic. Matters weren’t improved by the fact that I found her to be a worthy interlocutor – quite the opposite. But I didn’t let the mask drop. In order to stop my gaze faltering – and to avoid looking my opponent in the eye – I glanced at the sapphire-blue pendant hanging at her throat. But this third eye was at least as piercing as the other two, and it made me feel even more humiliated. It struck me that it could have been Odin’s eye, the one he sacrificed to Mimir’s well.

Varuna and the rune god Odin! What an idiot! I’d never even believed that theory myself. It had been almost forty years since I was a student at Hallingdal School, where I borrowed a Danish translation of Dumézil’s Les dieux des Germains from the Norwegian teacher. Even then it had struck me that the good Frenchman was a little too free with some of his etymologies.

An old adage occurred to me: ‘If only time had been on your side!’

If only time had been on my side, I would still have been able to pass as a good linguist.

I was the only one who knew that I actually am a good linguist, and somewhat exceptional when it comes to Indo-European etymologies; the study of the origin of words had been a hobby for me ever since I was in my teens. Dumézil and the study of myths was something I’d only dwelt on for a short time during the 1970s. It should of course have occurred to me that the history of religion might have taken a new course in the intervening years. I felt like Ibsen’s old Master Builder Solness, and Ylva, she was the bold young Miss Wangel.

I missed Skrindo. You’ve met him, of course, Agnes. Peder Ellingsen Skrindo would never have let himself be knocked off his perch by this young graduate with three eyes. Pelle has always had the gift of the gab and would most certainly have trumped both Ylva and me as far as Indo-European parallels like these were concerned. But he wasn’t there, and thus had no way of coming to my aid.

Dearest Herr Skrindo was my best friend, not to mention my only one, but I never could have invited him along to places like this. He was
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