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         ‘One of the most influential writers of his generation. Say his name, and I think of Milan Kundera, Martin Amis and Frank Zappa. The Seducer is a playful book’
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         ‘A tour de force about a famous film maker’s career and sexual adventures’
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            Publisher’s Foreword
            

         
   
         We make no secret of the fact that the novel the reader now holds in his or her hand proved to be something of a headache for the judges of our major competition to find the best biographical novel. Not only was this manuscript the most topical – and by far the most controversial – of all the many manuscripts submitted, but when, after lengthy deliberation, the judges did decide to present the award to this novel and opened the envelope containing the winning name, they found that the author preferred to remain anonymous and that any eventual prize-money, and any other fees, were to be paid into a bank account in the name of a small but well-known humanitarian organization.

         The question of literary merit aside, that we the publishers have had to consider whether the manuscript ought, in fact, to be published in book form, in line with the other two prize winners, was due, of course, to the extraordinary and much publicized events which form the basis for the novel – and, even more so, the grim sequel to said events of which, by the way, no mention is made in the novel. The fact that this book has been published serves, not least, as a reminder that in Britain freedom of speech is a constitutional right. Nonetheless, in an effort to forestall any unnecessary debate, we would like to point out that the publishing house’s legal advisors have gone through the manuscript, and, since a number of names which appear in this novel correspond to those of real people, copies of the manuscript have been passed to those individuals who might feel injured or offended by its content. We would like to make it clear that in every case – although for quite different and sometimes surprising reasons, to be sure – they have given their permission for this book to be published.
         

         Although the following account is founded on biographical facts, the validity of which can be checked by anyone so minded, it is just as manifestly a novel, allowing all of the liberties and the possibilities offered by that genre. We the publishers wish to emphasize that this is, in the final analysis, a piece of fiction, the ‘truth’ of which it will be up to the reader to decide.
         

         A brief notandum: several of the judges remarked on a certain linguistic inconsistency in the manuscript. We the publishers have not, however, made any alterations to the text, other than the correction of purely orthographical errors, not because the author is unknown but because in the case of such competitions we elect to publish the manuscripts as they stand.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Big Bang
            

         
 
         Let me tell you another story. Although I do not know whether that is possible, not after all that has been written and said, but at any rate let me try. I have balked at it for long enough, I admit. I have put it off and put it off. But I have to do it. Knowing full well that this will sound unutterably provocative and appallingly high-flown, I will be straight about it: I do it not only for myself but for the whole of Norway.
 
         I realize there are many people who believe they know everything there is to know about Jonas Wergeland, inasmuch as he has risen to heights of fame which very few, if any, Norwegians have ever come close to attaining and been subjected to so much media exposure that his person, his soul as it were, has been laid open as strikingly and in as much detail as those ingenious fold-out illustrations of the human body presented for our delectation in today’s encyclopaedias. But it is for that very reason, precisely because so many people have formed such hard-and-fast opinions about Jonas Wergeland, or Jonas Hansen Wergeland as his critics liked to call him, that it is tempting, even at this point, to say something about those sides of his character which have never come to public attention and which should serve to shed considerable new light on the man: Jonas Wergeland as the Norwegian Tuareg, Jonas Wergeland as a disciple of the Kama Sutra, as champion of the Comoro Islands and, not least, as lifesaver.
         
 
         But to begin in medias res, as they say, or in what I prefer to call ‘the big white patch’, representing as it does a stretch of terrain of which Jonas Wergeland – all of his fantastic journeys notwithstanding – was totally ignorant, and which he would spend the remainder of his life endeavouring to chart.
         
 
         It all started with Wergeland asking the taxi driver, who had been stealing curious, almost incredulous, glances at him in his rear-view mirror all the way into town, to stop at the shopping centre, just where Trondheimsveien crosses Bergensveien, a spot where Jonas had stood on countless occasions, contemplating the way in which all roads in the world are connected. Although he could not have said exactly why, Jonas wanted to walk the last bit of the way to the house, possibly because the light that evening was so enchanting; or because it was spring, the air smelled of spring, spring to the very marrow; or because he was glad that the plane journey was over, filled with a sense of relief at having cheated Fate yet again. Which brings me to another fact known to very few: how much Jonas Wergeland, globetrotter, hates flying.
         
 
         Wergeland was returning home from the World’s Fair in Seville, but he was now making his way across ground which, for him, had every bit as much to offer as any World’s Fair, representing as it did that spot on the Earth’s crust which was closest to his heart. He strolled along, wheeling his lightweight suitcase behind him; breathing in the spring air as he let his eye wander over the climbing frame in his old kindergarten and beyond that to the stream down in the dip: the Alna, a stream up the banks of which he and Nefertiti had made countless expeditions, with Colonel Eriksen on a leash and an airgun over the shoulder, in search of its beginnings, which had long posed a mystery as great as the sources of the Nile once did. He walked past the old Tango-Thorvaldsen shoe shop, to which annual visits had had to be made: a sore trial to Jonas these, both because his mother could never make up her mind and because the shoes were always too big, agonizingly so, even after they were long worn out. It was spring, the air smelled of spring to the very marrow, and Jonas passed Wolfgang Michaelsen’s villa where he could almost hear the swooshing of the Märklin trains over the tracks of what must have been the biggest model railway in Northern Europe. Jonas strolled along, trailing his suitcase, smelling, listening, drawing the air deep down into his lungs; seeing in the twilight the coltsfoot, like tiny sparks of yellow growing along the side of the road and up the slope towards Rosenborg Woods, which they had used to call ‘Transylvania’, because they had had to cut across this bit of ground after the spine-chilling Dracula films they saw, far too young, at film shows in the People’s Palace. It was spring, the air smelled of spring, and Jonas was feeling extraordinarily fit and well, free, thanks to the air, thanks to the fact that the plane journey was over, or perhaps because straight ahead of him he had the low blocks of flats where he had grown up, or because on the other side of the road he could see his own house, popularly referred to as Villa Wergeland, sitting under the imposing granite face of Ravnkollen, in such a way that he sometimes felt protected, sometimes threatened by the very bedrock of Norway.
         
 
         Jonas Wergeland turned in through the gate, trailing his suitcase. It was spring, the hillside smelled of spring, as did the air. It had that edge to it, Jonas noted: chill but bordering on the mild. He felt light, full of anticipation; he was happy, genuinely glad at heart to be home. The only thing causing him a twinge of unease was a touch of incipient nausea as if he might have eaten something dodgy on the plane.
         
 
         He rang the bell, just in case anyone was home. No one came to the door. He let himself in, left his bag of duty-free and his suitcase in the hall before wandering into his office and sifting through the considerable pile of mail that had accumulated. Many of the letters were from people he did not know. Fan mail. He picked up the bundle of letters to read in the living room, to enjoy them, have a good laugh and roll his eyes at the weird notions that people had, their clumsy questions, then it occurred to him that he had better play back the messages on his answering machine. The first was from Axel Stranger: ‘If your Grace would be so good as to call me. Concerning a trivial matter which cannot wait: namely the future of mankind.’
         
 
         Jonas could not help but laugh, switched it off, he could listen to his messages later, now he just wanted to relax, open some of the precious booty from his duty-free bag, stretch out on the sofa, listen to music, look at a couple of letters, let his mind wander. He glanced towards the door of Kristin’s room. The bed was neatly made, cuddly toys and dolls all in a row; he concluded that she must still be with her grandmother, down at Hvaler.
 
         Jonas headed for the living room with a smile on his lips, flicking through the bundle of letters in his hand, inspecting the handwriting on one while wondering what sort of music he should play. He was relieved to be back home, he was filled with a great sense of contentment: a feeling that might be described, to use a rather lofty word, as peace.
         
 
         So there he stood, with one hand on the handle of the living-room door, Jonas Wergeland, the first artist of note in his field in Norway, the man with a silver thread running down his spine, balls of gold and, as someone put it in a newspaper article, a brain as sharp and polished as a great diamond; Jonas Wergeland stood there, feeling well pleased. Behind him lay a successful trip, one which had, what is more, given rise to a number of original ideas of which the people of Norway would reap the benefit in the not-too-distant future. And he had every reason to feel pleased with himself, no one could blame him for that; anyone in his shoes would have been pleased with themselves. Jonas Wergeland did not only have everything, he was everything, one might even go so far as to say that he ranked second only to the king. No wonder then that for many years he had referred to himself, in his head, as the Duke.
         
 
         Jonas Wergeland stood with his hand on the handle of the living-room door in his own home and was instantly conscious of the metal itself, its coldness; he contemplated the brass, the little scratches on the surface. Again he was aware of that vague but distinct nausea, a surge of nausea. Suddenly he remembered the three loaves lying on the kitchen worktop, the fact that there had been no smell of new-baked bread when he walked in.
 
         Jonas Wergeland stood with his hand on the door-handle and was filled all at once with a desire to stay just there for a long, long while, had no wish to enter the room, stood there knowing, like someone who has stepped on a mine, that he would be blown sky-high the moment he raised his foot. But he had to. He took stock as it were, recapitulating the whole of his remarkable career in the blink of an eye as if he knew he was about to suffer a dreadful loss of memory, before turning the handle, opening the door and pulling up short on the threshold. The first thing he noticed was a distinct smell, the sort that hangs in a room where the television has been left on for days on end. Then his eye fell on the picture of Buddha, before alighting on the figure lying on the living-room floor, a woman. She looked as though she was asleep, but Jonas knew she was not sleeping.
         
 
         So there he stood, Jonas Wergeland, as so often before, at the end of a long, hard journey, a wave of nausea building up inside him, on the threshold of his own living room, in the most famous villa in Grorud. And I might as well reveal right here and now that here lies the heart of my story: Jonas Wergeland, standing in a room with a dead woman, caught in the colossal psychological big bang that gave birth to the universe which, in the following account, I intend to explore.
 
         For those who do not know, I ought perhaps to add that the woman on the floor was none other than his wife.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Everything Flows
            

         
 
         Once more he was thrown into the vortex, as they picked up speed and were drawn relentlessly onwards into the next stretch of rapids to suddenly find themselves caught up in an inferno of white water and whirlpools as if they were riding a tidal wave or had been swept away by an avalanche, and it was all happening too fast, Jonas felt, far too fast, he had no time to latch onto the details and already had that feeling of nausea, that ghastly nausea that always hit him when he had flown too high, when everything was reduced to the grotesque. Jonas Wergeland sat, soaked to the skin, in a frail rubber dinghy with more or less sheer walls of rock flying past on either side: concentrating, amid all the thoughts whirling around in his head, solely on keeping a tight grip on the rope running around the rim, while flattening himself against the bottom like a terrified bird in the nest. Everybody has to die sometime, he thought to himself, and now it’s my turn.
 
         Jonas cursed himself for being there, crouched on his knees as if in prayer, hanging on for dear life on this ride with death, at the bottom of a narrow gorge with only a thin layer of rubber between him and the rapids’ seething embrace, when he could have been lounging on the hotel terrace, sipping a highball and contemplating the weird assortment of hotel guests from every corner of the globe, maybe picking out an Ellington number on the piano, drawing applause from lethargic Swedish aid workers in desperate need of a bit of R and R. Or he could have done something sensible and, above all, perfectly safe, and taken a walk up to the dusty, neglected museum to gen up on the geology and history of the region, in a room right next door to Livingstone’s letters and measuring instruments and his partially mauled coat.
         
 
         But instead, on an October morning in the mid-eighties, he had dutifully presented himself at the pool along with the others, to be briefed by a sun-bronzed smart-arse who took full advantage of the rather tense atmosphere, dishing out flippant bits of advice and telling macabre jokes, about the fearsome ‘stoppers’, for instance: a sort of vertical wave, usually occurring at the bottom of a stretch of rapids, which could drag a man under and keep him down there for ages. So it was with some misgivings that Jonas had filed along behind the others later on, as they clambered down the steep path to the bottom of the gorge through which the Zambezi continued its seething progress after the falls, zigzagging through deep and uncannily narrow canyons. The light was dazzling, the air as full of powerful odours as a chemist’s shop and humming with insect life. Halfway down the native bearers made tea for them and even sang a few songs, seeing to it that the party acquired a little local colour into the bargain.
         
 
         Down by the river itself, at the point where they were to board the rafts, Jonas stood for a moment listening to the roar of the falls farther up, millions of litres per second thundering downwards into an inferno of a chasm, a phenomenon so daunting and yet so fascinating that he could see why some of the natives imbued it with divine significance, believing this to be the wellspring of the world. And indeed they were surrounded by a strange almost unreal landscape which left one with the very distinct impression that man had no business here, that this was a paradise for plants and animals and the little lizards in particular.
         
 
         After yet another nerve-racking pep talk, delivered in the calmer part of the basin, they slipped slowly into the mainstream. ‘No way back!’ some wit called out as the raft picked up speed, heading down the river, which closed in relentlessly as they approached the first stretch of rapids, and right then and there Jonas knew, as one often does in the seconds after making a fatal decision, that he should not have done this, that this trip was bound to end in disaster.
         
 
         There were six rafts going down together, seven people in each one, including the man at the oars who, in theory, was supposed to be an experienced oarsman. Jonas looked at their man, a not particularly muscular-looking African wearing a sly grin, and felt far from reassured. Not only that, but the rubber raft seemed somewhat the worse for wear; and the grubby yellow lifejackets they were wearing did not exactly inspire much confidence either. Jonas had a suspicion that the whole lot dated from the Second World War and had been bought on the cheap. And here I would just like to add that the sort of modern innovations which are to be found nowadays up north, in the sheltered and strictly regulated confines of Scandinavia, helmets and wetsuits and the like, were of course quite unthinkable in these parts, and indeed would have been considered utterly ridiculous.
         
 
         Jonas was sitting right at the back, along with a female journalist and a photographer with his camera in a waterproof bag. On a scale of one to six these rapids were classed as a five, and thus they attracted enthusiasts from all over the world eager to try all their hearts could take of white-water rafting and daredevil games with the elements. Jonas held on tight, seeing a wave rising up dangerously high in the air ahead of them; he even took time to wonder for a moment how this could be possible, how could a killer wave shoot right up in the air like that, like a geyser, or appear to be heading straight for them, in the middle of a deep river, but his musings were cut short when the oarsman – who, thought Jonas, must be off his head – steered straight at the wave while the three at the front threw themselves forward into the column of water, then the raft was gliding up and over as if going over a big bump, while they whooped ecstatically, thereby revealing the whole object of the tour: to have fun, to flirt with danger, to switch off from some dull office job in Amsterdam or Singapore or Cape Town. According to their instructions, the three at the back, where Jonas huddled, were supposed to keep the raft level, but Jonas had no thought for anything but to hang on tight, gripping the rope running round the rim as if it were an umbilical cord of sorts, the only thing tying him to life; then, almost instinctively, he hurled a primal scream at the precipitous cliff faces, a howl that was totally drowned out by the deafening racket, or fury, of the river waters.
         
 
         Jonas knew there was no way this could ever turn out well. He had to ask himself whether this whole stupid exercise, casting himself out into the fiercest rapids in the world, might not simply be the manifestation of a covert death wish, or a means of escape, that he in fact had no desire to get under way with the venture which was to alter his whole career: that he could not face the thought of all those heated discussions, not to say arguments and hard-nosed deliberations over everything from budgets to people that would have to be gone through before he could have any hope of realizing the mammoth project he had in mind. On one quieter stretch, where the terrain also opened out, seeming to allow him a breathing space, oxygen for his brain, he thought not without some qualms of all the months of planning that lay ahead of him were he to pull it off: the colossal amount of groundwork, not forgetting all the jealousy, the backbiting and intrigue he would have to put up with. So perhaps this expedition was a final test, he thought, as everything closed in and the raft was once more caught up in foaming white waters that raced between sheer rock-faces, sweeping them along the bottom of a deep gorge, because if he made it through this, survived this ride between what looked like an endless run of rocky islets ready at any minute to close up and mash him to a pulp, as in some ancient Greek epic – except that nothing would have time to close up here, with everything moving at such a crazy speed – then he might even have some chance of overcoming the Norwegian rock-face, that massive hurdle denoted by lack of imagination and pettiness and an unwillingness to think big, all of which were so much the hallmark of the management team responsible for evaluating the project to which he was now, down here, about to put the finishing touches. That may also have been why he seemed to be constantly on the lookout for something on the dark cliffs speeding past, without really knowing what: an answer, a sign.
         
 
         In any case he soon lost track of what his motive might have been, since it was all he could do just to hold on tight, just to be scared, so terrified that he became more and more convinced that this white speck, these white specks of boiling water, this endless roiling would be the death of him, that at some point his good fortune was bound to desert him, that good fortune which had saved his bacon in countless tricky situations in the most bizarre parts of the world: looking down the throat of a polar bear in Greenland; on a ledge ten storeys above the ground in Manhattan; in the Sahara, lying on his back in the sand with a sword at his throat. Jonas Wergeland recognized that characteristic feeling of nausea which never failed, a sure sign that things were about to go wrong, badly wrong; that this was where his luck ran out; he was going to die here, in a sort of existential toilet: one pull on the chain and you were flushed away in a swirl of water. No good spouting paraphrases here on Darwin’s revolutionary view of a term of a hundred of million years or any of the other argumentations which he had collected in a little red book and which had smoothed his path up the ladder of success. Here, between these cliffs, at this pace, all words were laid to earth, or rather, were washed away by the water. So Jonas was scared to death, assailed by regret, but it was too late, he knew that someone was going to be tossed out into those lethal rapids, and he had a nasty sickening feeling that that someone would be him. I know I have to go sometime, he thought, but why does it have to be in such an utterly ridiculous hair-raising fashion?
         
 
         I know it is hard to believe that Jonas Wergeland, so famed for his consummate sang-froid and prodigious self-assurance, for his courage in fact, could have been so afraid or had such morbid thoughts, but without in any way meaning to boast, let me make it clear once and for all, that my acquaintanceship with this man Jonas Wergeland is of a sort that I cannot expect anyone to understand, nor do I see any reason to elaborate upon it, but it does enable me briefly to recap on the following facts: Jonas Wergeland is sitting in a sixteen-foot rubber raft, racing down the rapids on the Zambezi river, knowing that someone, and most probably he himself, is going to fall in, and he is so terrified that not only is he shitting his pants and jumping out of his skin and so on and so forth – he is so appallingly frightened that, for some of the time at least, he is not really there; his mind deserts him, is out there floating on another plane, with the result that he actually succeeds, albeit involuntarily, in doing what one sometimes tries to do, although with no success, at the dentist’s, namely to think of something else entirely as the drill bores in towards the nerve in a tooth.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Great Discoveries
            

         
 
         Of all Jonas Wergeland’s more or less epic journeys, of all his, to varying extents, hazardous voyages of discovery, there was one which never palled, which stood as the most heroic, gruelling, groundbreaking and, not least, perilous, journey he had ever embarked upon: a journey to the interior of Østfold. This journey he made as a boy, together with Nefertiti of course and, at the moment when he set out, it ought to be said that they, or rather he, Jonas, considered this expedition to be just about as daring as sailing over Niagara Falls in a barrel, and consequently, after this, after they came back ‘to life’ as it were, he knew that anything was possible. From that point of view, Jonas could be said to have got the hackneyed theme of ‘young man sets out to see the world’ out of the way at the tender age of eight. Thanks to Aunt Laura, a lady given to chalk-white makeup, voluminous shawls and enigmatic hats, Jonas was familiar with such places as Isfahan and Bukhara, but in Jonas Wergeland’s life it was that journey to the interior of Østfold which blew his childhood universe apart.
         
 
         But first let me say something about this childhood universe as it pertained to Jonas Wergeland. Philosophers and scientists are forever trying to come up with something smart to say about the nature of life – take, for example, all that artful talk about the world in a grain of sand. Not that I have any intention of depriving anyone of the illusion of being able to discover new ‘truths’, but if I might just point out that this is something which every child experiences, even if many of them do in time succeed, by the most amazing feat of erasure, in suppressing such insights. Every child inhabits all of history and all of geography in the most natural way possible. What those speculators in the meaning-of-life industry grope their way towards time and again are, in other words, merely scraps of a lost childhood.
         
 
         Jonas Wergeland and his friend through thick and – even more so – thin, Nefertiti Falck, grew up in Grorud, on a community housing development with the fine-sounding name of Solhaug – Sunnyhills – six low blocks of flats sitting at the top of Hagelundveien. Here, in the north-east corner of Oslo, within a relatively small area, the whole history of Norway was exposed to view. Here lay the forest where people could live as hunters and gatherers; here, on the farms around Ammerud, one could see the shepherd and the sewer, the whole of peasant society in the flesh. And behind the blocks of flats ran Bergensveien, bearing witness to a burgeoning commercial trade, not to mention highwaymen a little further up around Røverkollen – Robbers’ Hill; Norway as an industrial nation could be studied at close quarters, both in the quarries alongside Trondheimsveien and in the textile factories along the banks of the River Alna. Grorud was one of the few places which provided an almost perfect illustration of the saying: ‘Town and land, hand in hand’. And during Jonas’s formative years, the new service industries also began to shoot sky-high, quite literally, in the shape of garish supermarkets and, not least, the Grorud shopping centre with its Babel tower block, all twelve storeys of it, with, most importantly – a real fairground attraction this – a lift. All history was there, in one small patch of ground. No one told them this, but they took it in, so to speak, with mother’s milk, through play.
         
 
         And when it came to geography, Grorud was, like all other places in Norway, a result of the creative movement of the glaciers with its rivers and lakes, its fertile soil in valleys nestling between hills and steep mountainsides. The stark, almost vertical, granite face of Ravnkollen, rising up directly behind Solhaug, was a particularly dominant topographical feature, a sort of magnified version of the Berlin Wall which their mothers strictly forbade them to scale – in vain of course. Thanks to the childish imagination, the wide world, too, was to be found in nucleus in these few square kilometres: jungle, prairie, Sherwood Forest – you name it – it was all there, in miniature. In the world of childhood there is always a Timbuktu, some sort of outer limit and a Mount Everest, posing the ultimate challenge. Even the Victoria Falls were in principal anticipated at Grorud in the ‘waterfall’ down in the stream; for a child, a three-foot cascade is good enough.
         
 
         On a day in mid-May, in the year in which Gagarin broke the space barrier in his own way, Jonas and Nefertiti embarked upon their great expedition to inner Østfold. It all began when Nefertiti’s father received a letter, the envelope plastered with foreign stamps and in fact addressed to an aunt whom everyone believed to be somewhere abroad. Nefertiti’s parents only had a rough idea of where she had previously lived and since the letter did not look all that important they laid it on one side, with the result that Nefertiti, who had a feeling that her aunt had returned home and that they would be able to locate her, decided to deliver the letter personally. But when Nefertiti mentioned the name of the place to Jonas he was all against the idea, since to him it sounded as alien and, not least, as daunting as any exotic name from the unreal frames of the comic strips. ‘There’s adventure to be found wherever you go,’ said Nefertiti, ‘and we can’t spend all our lives sitting on our backsides in Grorud, can we?’
         
 
         So there he was, on the train, and it was strange how well Jonas was to remember that trip, the sharpness of every detail, especially from the point where the track branched, after Ski station, and headed off into the complete unknown: up to then the only place he had ever taken the train to was Frederikstad. He always remembered that expedition into inner Østfold more clearly than, let’s say, his trip to Shanghai: the moment, for example, when they crossed the River Glomma, having left behind them stations with such outlandish names as Kråkstad, Tomter and Spydeberg, and Nefertiti brought out a mouth organ. But Nefertiti did not play ‘Oh, My Darling Clementine’ or any other such tired old evergreen. No, she played ‘Morning Glory’ by Duke Ellington, no less, and she played that intricate melody beautifully on a gold, chromatic mouth organ, while they rolled along tracks flanked on both sides by black fields on which the first shoots were just starting to show; either that or spring-green meadows dotted with yellow flowers, and one with a whole herd of horses galloping across it and a gleaming white church in the background, like something Edward Hopper might have painted. She played so well, so divinely, that Jonas was able to take her cap round and collect a whole six kroner in jingling coins before they passed Mysen.
         
 
         Now at this point I really ought to say something about Nefertiti, although nothing can really do her justice. She was the same age as Jonas, but unlike him, the mere sight of an ant could prompt her to point out that the ants had already evolved into at least ten thousand different species while at the same time asking Jonas why the life of human beings should be governed to such an extent by sight and sound whereas ants went wholly by taste and smell, a chemical form of communication; or she might ask what Jonas thought of a world that revolved around the woman, the female. Nefertiti had an unusually shaped head which she always concealed under a cloth cap; it was so uncommonly long at the back that Jonas sometimes wondered whether she might be from another planet. Her clothes and her appearance were pretty ordinary apart from the fact that she always wore her hair in plaits, had pearl studs in her ears and boasted the longest eyelashes in the world. These aside, Nefertiti’s most distinctive feature was her inexhaustible imagination, which ensured that no matter what she thought of or made, it was always different. She could make paper airplanes shaped like the Concorde of the future that glided endlessly through the air; she knocked together carts that made the kids from Leirhaug, the development down the road, scratch their heads and made rafts the like of which Huckleberry Finn would never have dreamed possible.
         
 
         Jonas Wergeland’s first stroke of genius, albeit unbeknownst to himself, was to choose a girl as his best friend. It was Nefertiti who taught him that women are, first and foremost, teachers, then mistresses – and above all that when you come right down to it, the female is a very different and, more to the point, a much more fascinating creature than the male.
 
         They alighted at Rakkestad, sniffed the scent of a sawmill on the other side of the railway track before walking up to the crossroads, where they stood with their backs to the Co-op, the sort of shop where you could buy anything, absolutely anything, from paintbrushes to three sorts of syrup, but which has, of course, since been pulled down, every last brick of it – in true Roman fashion, one might say – to be replaced, as in so many other places, by a standardized box of a petrol station.
         
 
         So here we have Jonas and Nefertiti standing between the Central Hotel and The Corner, gazing down Storgata like two cowboys coming to a lawless town and wondering whether they dare take the chance of riding through it. Which was perhaps not all that surprising, since Rakkestad, like so many small villages the world over, does give the impression of being the sort of place one instinctively suspects to be populated by an assortment of weirdoes – people who lie in their sickbeds keeping a precise tally of their whooping-cough fits and severity of same – and the sort of half-witted, hillbilly characters who are just itching to blow you away, sitting at their windows with loaded shotguns, dribbling tobacco juice and leering and muttering under their breath all the while. In those days, before you came to Grandgården and on the same side, there was a kiosk known simply as ‘Langeland’ and right outside this Jonas and Nefertiti ran into three pretty hefty boys of their own age. One of them was bouncing a football, a rather battered lace-up football, while another, who was missing his front teeth, was fiddling with a formidable-looking catapult. Despite a warning nudge in the arm from Jonas, Nefertiti boldly asked them the way to Haugli General Store. The boys laughed. Did they know her aunt? ‘Sh’isnæ hame,’ laughed the boys, thereby erecting a language barrier that felt no less great than the one experienced by Jonas at a later date, when he heard the Bedouins talking among themselves at the foot of Jebel Musa. A sly grin spread across the face of the boy with the catapult, as he picked up a rather sharp-looking stone from the pavement and fitted it into the leather sling.
         
 
         Jonas, who had had his doubts about the trip from the very start, had plagued Nefertiti to at least let him bring his new gun, which could take several strips of caps at once, thus making a bigger bang, but Nefertiti had laughed at him: ‘Why don’t you take some glass beads and copper wire and be done with it?’ she said. ‘Or the Bible?’
 
         The boy with no front teeth had raised the catapult into what could only be called a menacing position when Nefertiti did something unexpected: she pulled out a yo-yo which Jonas had never seen before. She shot the yo-yo out into the air in such a way that it knocked the catapult out of the boy’s hand, caught it on the rebound, much like catching a boomerang, and then, before they had time to collect themselves, she proceeded to do the most amazing tricks with that yo-yo, leaving the boys standing there open-mouthed like kids at a circus – and, may I add, this performance of Nefertiti’s really was quite unique, this being long before the days of Coca-Cola yo-yos, when almost every self-respecting kid could do ‘Around the World’, ‘Rock the Baby’ and ‘Walkin’ the Dog’.
         
 
         As soon as she was done, Nefertiti invited the boys into the kiosk and stood them a small cola each and a pack of a new brand of chewing gum that came with a transfer inside the wrapper. Then she put a coin in the jukebox and played ‘Apache’ by the Shadows as if wishing to show, through the natives’ own music as it were, that she came in peace. Thus, yet another well-known scene was enacted: that in which travellers in a foreign land find themselves surrounded by hostile individuals and someone, usually a professor, saves the situation by suddenly breaking into the tribe’s own language. Because Nefertiti actually did start to talk like them. Jonas could not believe his ears as he stood there watching her waving her arms about and hearing her use words and expressions such as ‘bags ‘n’ bags’ and ‘right guid’ as well as even more obscure phrases such as ‘ah dinnae think sae’ and ‘disnae maitter a doaken’, while the Shadows provided a dramatic backdrop of sound.
 
         ‘Haugli General Store’s a bit further down Storgata,’ said Nefertiti when she came over to him afterwards.
 
         The last stage of the journey went without a hitch, the boys even accompanied them a bit of the way, they were on their way down to Mjørud Grove in any case. Before they said goodbye, Nefertiti juggled the football about a bit, rounding off by bringing it to rest at the base of her neck, while the boys muttered something about ‘Jinker’ Jensen, star of Brann FC. And I would say that it was here, at this point, on Storgata in Rakkestad, while the boys were saying something to Nefertiti about ‘awfie nice’ and ‘nae bother attaw’, that Jonas Wergeland lost his fear of the unknown and acquired the fundamental belief that most people are to be trusted. And also, almost as important, he realized that Norway was an infinitely mysterious land, a land full of white patches.
         
 
         This last, this sensation of having entered unknown territory, was only reinforced by his meeting with Nefertiti’s great-aunt, who was overjoyed to receive the letter and invited them into her little cottage on the banks of the River Rakkestad, also an ideal spot for punting or fishing for bream, perch and pike. And it was here, on a terrace in Rakkestad, surrounded by birdsong and the humming of insects, while they drank squash and ate fresh-baked raisin buns which Nefertiti had had the foresight to purchase in Dahl’s pastry shop, that her aunt produced a stereoscope, a marvellous instrument new to Jonas, and showed them pictures from all over the world, pictures in black and white which were a wonder of depth and inviting landscapes. Jonas Wergeland would never forget that afternoon when he sat on the terrace in inner Østfold and, instead of seeing the embankment on the other side of the River Rakkestad, saw the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, the Great Pyramid of Cheops in Egypt and Sugar Loaf in Rio de Janeiro.
         
 
         ‘From Rakkestad I could see the whole world,’ Jonas Wergeland was later to say.
         
 
         Nefertiti’s aunt had been a missionary, most recently in Madagascar, and when they were finished looking at the pictures she told them not only about Tananrive but also about the even more distant country of China, where she herself had been, and the mighty rivers that run through it. She did not say much about the missionary work as such because she knew that children do not really see the point in that, but she took them into the house and showed them a map hanging on the living-room wall. Of all that Jonas saw and experienced that day, this map was the one thing which branded itself most indelibly on his memory; it was a map of the world, with lines running from Norway to all of those parts of the globe where Norwegian missionary organizations were active, their stations indicated by red pins, and in truth there were no small number of lines radiating from Norway and ending in a red pin. To Jonas, those lines seemed to extend to nigh on every country in the world, and he stood for ages just gaping at this evidence of the area encompassed by Norwegian missionaries, the host of rays and red pins, as if Norway were the centre of a red sun enlightening the whole world. Now and again a train rumbled past on the embankment outside, on the other side of the River Rakkestad, as if to show that here, too, they were linked to every part of the world.
         
 
         At Rakkestad, Jonas learned that there was a Norway outside of Norway, and thus he could be said to have broken the space barrier twice that day – not only did he break free of the world of his childhood, he also broke free of Norway. And standing there in that living room gazing at the map of the world covered in all those red pins, he struggled to grasp an idea which obviously, at the age he then was, he did not manage to formulate clearly in his mind, but which he would spend much of his life endeavouring to confirm: that every country contains the whole world. And that the whole world contains something of Norway.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Opera of the Waters
            

         
 
         So, how do the pieces of a life fit together?
 
         Jonas Wergeland was shooting down seething rapids on a rubber raft, terrified out of his wits and staring at rock-faces, so ominously close, and waves that shot straight up into the air around them, as if someone were setting off dynamite down below: a situation so unnerving that he despised himself deeply and fervently, for, although he loved to travel, he hated putting himself at risk, hated the idea of being an adventurer, a daredevil. A lion, for example, was something he preferred to observe from a tall, four-wheel drive safari truck in the company of a bunch of camera-clicking Germans and most certainly not while creeping through the bush with a rifle in his hand.
         
 
         In any case, the trip had been planned and this destination chosen largely because this was one of the few places on the map of the world on which he had not stuck a red pin to denote some sort of personal conquest, and also because he believed the majesty of the place would lend him inspiration in the final stages of preparations for his new project. And right from the start Jonas felt good there, liked being there, in the middle of what had, more than a century before, been a white patch on the map, which is to say the European map, in a place named after a white explorer which will – as everyone knows – at some point acquire a new name. It was Nefertiti’s great-aunt who first told them about Livingstone – Livingstone with his Bible and his bag of medicines, Livingstone with his left arm scarred from an encounter with a lion, Livingstone, the living stone, proof that everything does move about, even stones, Livingstone who ventured into deepest, darkest Africa, just took a run at it and jumped right in and found those smoking, thundering Falls, which were not of course called the Victoria Falls back then; a waterfall on an almost inconceivable scale, lying at the heart of one of the whitest patches on the map. Which only goes to show that one will always discover something, and not only that but something magnificent, if only the goal and the drive are great enough.
         
 
         The visit had begun well, too, and Jonas had really taken to the place: the hotel with the odd-sounding Kololo name, the countryside, the climate and, not least, the sight of that mighty waterfall; all of these conspired to provide exactly the right setting, the boost he needed, as he sat there on the terrace, with the roar of the falls in his ears, a sun-downer in his hand and a notebook on his lap, putting the finishing touches to his ambitious project, Thinking Big.
         
 
         It was at just such a twilight hour, as Jonas sat deep in thought on the hotel terrace, that Veronika Røed, daughter of Sir William, walked in as if it were the most natural thing in the world, wearing the most exquisitely eye-catching little number, dazzlingly beautiful, too beautiful, and greeted him as if they had just bumped into one another on Karl Johans gate in Oslo. It was all such a coincidence and was to have such fateful consequences that it could have been one of those melodramatic chance encounters resorted to in operas. Because this was, of course, Veronika Røed, the journalist, already famed for her daring, cutting-edge features from foreign parts, who, after the standard opening gambits as to why and how come, peppered with the latest news of the family, had asked whether Jonas would like to come on the rafting trip down the Zambezi which they – that is to say Veronika Røed and her photographer, a nondescript character in aviator shades and a sort of paramilitary uniform with loads of pockets – had planned for the following morning. And in a fit of curiosity and bravado, and possibly cowardice, he had said yes.
         
 
         And now there he sat, wishing – too late – that he had never come and realizing that she was going to be the death of him after all, Veronika Røed; that in the end she would succeed in doing what she had tried to do time and again: kill him off. Jonas thought fleetingly of a wife and a small child, but the thought was swept away, caught by the current, the foaming eddies, along with all thoughts to do with the purpose of the trip, recharging his batteries and getting things into perspective before facing the biggest test of his whole life. And now there he was, soaking wet, hanging on to a rope, trapped in a totally confined space, in a claustrophobically narrow corridor of black basalt with not a single fork, no chance to do what he had been so intent on doing all his life – choose another direction, make a detour, cut across – because here he was being hurled straight ahead, taken from A to Z by the fastest means possible, and he knew he was going to die, a notion as absurd and ironic as the possibility of Fridtjof Nansen dying in the midst of preparations for his journey across Greenland.
         
 
         They were heading for a so-called ‘a-b-c’ run, a long stretch of rapids in three stages. The oarsman yelled at Jonas and Veronika and the photographer that they were going to have to be better at shifting their weight when he gave the word. Things started to move dangerously fast; the raft pitched and juddered. Jonas felt as if he were in the middle of a hurricane surrounded by an incessant roaring. He fiddled with his life-jacket, which did not look all that reliable, a fact which one nervous individual had pointed out repeatedly back on the river bank. Jonas was conscious of his own adrenalin surging as fiercely as the waters around him. There was a smell of water, of moisture, water against warm hillsides, the smell of sweat from the man at the oars, from all of them, or from the rock-face itself. Spray was constantly flying up, everyone was sopping wet, the air around them resounded, white foam against black rock, a deafening thunder, applause from hell.
         
 
         And then something happened which, oddly enough, in spite of the risk and the foolhardiness and, if I might add, the stupidity of such ventures, almost never happens on these expeditions: someone fell into the water, right at the top of the second of the three almost continuous falls, and it took a moment for it to register with an incredulous Jonas Wergeland that it was not, in fact, him. The accident occurred as they took a wave the wrong way, and the raft was flipped aside as if by a giant hand.
         
 
         For one perverse, protracted second, as he clung to the rope and saw, nay, studied this person being flung overboard, how in midair the face of the individual in question went rigid with shock, how the limbs spread-eagled, Jonas contemplated the vast and quite incredible power contained within water.
         
 
         The previous day he had been up by the Victoria Falls, overlooking the sheer drop into the long, narrow gorge at Knife Edge Point, a rocky outcrop every bit as grim as its name suggests, admiring the mile-wide mass of water plummeting down into the depths and feeling, of all things, as if he were confronted with a gigantic organ, possibly because of the mighty roar and the almost palpable pressure on his chest from the wall of water.
         
 
         He was making a quick sketch in his notebook, concentrating mainly on capturing the sweep of the cascade – not an easy task with the paper continually being spattered by spray – when an African man approached him and inquired politely as to whether Jonas was Norwegian, pointing as he did so at the plastic bag in which Jonas was carrying his shirt and a camera and which – quite coincidentally and yet most aptly, considering that they were standing next to a rock-face curtained by water – happened to come from the Steen & Strøm, literally ‘Stone & Stream’, department store in Oslo. In all probability it was the ‘ø’ which had aroused the African gentleman’s suspicions.
 
         The man, who was there with his family, all of them eminently well-dressed, the wife in high-heels, formally introduced himself and informed Jonas that he was a manager with Zesco, the Zambia Electricity Supply Corporation, and, after they had exchanged a few preliminary remarks from which Jonas gathered that he was here faced with a highly educated man, the Zambian asked, with not a little pride, whether Jonas had visited Kafue. As it transpired that Jonas had not visited Kafue and, to the man’s astonishment, knew nothing about the place, he went on to describe in some detail the six turbines supplied to the power station there by the Norwegian company Kværner Brug.
 
         ‘I have been to Norway,’ the man said, as if anxious to change the subject for Jonas’s sake, and again he pointed to the carrier bag. ‘I attended a festival of the sun. And I thought the Norwegians were a Christian people,’ he laughed.
         
 
         Jonas had no idea what he was talking about.
 
         ‘This man told me about Odin,’ said the man.
 
         ‘That was a long time ago,’ said Jonas.
 
         ‘But it’s a locomotive,’ said the other.
         
 
         Jonas still did not know what he was talking about.
 
         ‘I’ve visited the Opera at Rjukan,’ said the man.
 
         ‘I think you must be mistaken,’ said Jonas. ‘There’s no opera at Rjukan.’
 
         The Zambian was starting to bridle, thinking Jonas was making fun of him, but as he went on to explain, Jonas began to get the picture. The man had been to Oslo in the mid-seventies, on a visit to Kværner with a Swedish consultant to check on orders for Kafue and Zambia, and while he was there a hospitable, cosmopolitan Norwegian engineer had invited him to his cottage at Rjukan in Telemark. In the course of this memorable trip to the mountains, in March no less, the Zambian had the opportunity, among other things, to look over the Såheim power station, popularly known as the Opera House, with its old towers built out of blocks of granite. It was this same exceptionally kindly Norwegian engineer who had told his visitor from abroad about Odin, one of the little steam engines used on the steep branch-line from Rjukan to the Vemork plant. ‘But of all the things I saw in Norway, nothing impressed me as much as Samuel Eyde,’ the Zambian exclaimed with real warmth as he stood there next to Jonas at Knife Edge Point in the spray from the mighty Victoria Falls. In Rjukan, he said, he had seen a statue of Sam Eyde, and the Norwegian engineer had told him about this far-sighted Norwegian who had been astute enough to recognize the potential of the power inherent in waterfalls for the growth of Norwegian trade and industry and who, in years to come, was also to establish that cornerstone of the nation’s business sector, Norsk Hydro.
         
 
         ‘What a pity Sam Eyde wasn’t African, and that he didn’t start up here a hundred years ago,’ said the Zambian with a little smile and went on to deliver one of the most crucial lines Jonas Wergeland was to hear in his adult life. ‘The course of history might have been quite different if he had.’
 
         The man walked over to his family, but Jonas stayed where he was, thinking about what the African had said. Not the part about the Kværner turbines at Kafue – he had known nothing about these, an example of Norwegian engineering know-how in the middle of Africa – or about the power station in Norway so beautiful that it had been dubbed ‘the Opera’, a name which could perhaps be justified by the fact that the song of the turbines sounded so operatic. No, Jonas Wergeland was considering the name of Sam Eyde. He knew the name, of course, but had never really understood its import. For a moment, this name seemed so full of meaning that it was as if Jonas had come across a severed limb, something belonging to him, something he had lost, a finger, a hand. Eyde. Water. Eyde and water. Water as opera. Water as work, an entire industrial plant.
         
 
         And now here he was, in the thick of those rushing waters himself, surrounded by all that ineffable power, power capable of lighting up a whole country; or, he thought, in the middle of an opera, because this is a truly Valkyrian ride, not to mention pure soap opera. All of the geographical features around them, the rocky gorge, the glimpses of trees two hundred metres above them, were reminiscent of a stage set, seeming almost too theatrical, too extravagant to have anything to do with reality.
         
 
         It was Veronika Røed who had been tipped into the water, who had forgotten to hang on when they collided with that wave at the top of the middle stretch. She was probably pondering how best to describe this hazardous ride in her piece for the newspaper; looking for a metaphor, something along the lines of ‘a lifeboat down a bobsleigh run’.
 
         Despite the ceasefire of sorts that had been in force, Veronika Røed was a lifelong enemy, and so, terrified as he was, Jonas could not help but feel a frisson of malicious glee at the sight of this woman and the wide-eyed expression on her face as she was hurled up and out, in an arc, arms and legs outstretched, as if this were an act of revenge devised by him personally: a horrid and involved plot which entailed him getting roped into something from which he would normally run a mile. But even while, in some malevolent corner of his mind, he was crowing with delight, he could not help but see how she was instantly dragged under by the roaring waters and stayed under for so long that she was gasping for breath and evidently in a bad way when, thanks to her life-jacket, she bobbed into view now and again amidst the foam, heading down the rapids.
 
         At this point events took yet another dramatic turn: at the foot of the rapids, at a slight bend in the river, with everyone screaming at once and no one hearing a word, just as their own boat, which was the last in the convoy, was drawn relentlessly towards the next set of falls, Veronika Røed was sucked into a whirlpool; and even though the man at the oars – also filled with disbelief and furious with this bloody tourist who wasn’t even capable of holding on – struggled frantically to manoeuvre the boat against the current towards her, or at any rate towards the shore, it was clear to all of them that they were going to be swept away and no one could say what then would become of Veronika Røed, who was caught in this whirlpool and, what is more, looked likely to lose consciousness at any minute.
         
 
         Six people remained on board, and Jonas knew that someone was going to have to jump in soon, and he wondered who it would be even while searching, out of the corner of his eye as it were, for something, a sign, although he had no idea what, knowing only that someone was going to have to jump in, and he knew it would have to be him, he was going to be forced to jump in and save his worst enemy, a woman for whom, in his heart of hearts, he felt the most profound contempt; for her and her family and all they stood for. Jonas could not think straight, he felt sick, sick to the very core of his being, sick with fear, sick with indecision, sick with indignation at having allowed himself to become mixed up in this singularly tricky situation; a murderous form of blackmail offering only one alternative.
         
 
         Jonas Wergeland jumped into the water, felt how he was promptly dragged under, thinking deep inside himself, in some corner of his mind, that this is too bloody much. So she managed it after all, he thought: by sacrificing herself, by dying in order to trick him into jumping in, he too would die in the heart of darkest Africa.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Rattus Norvegicus
            

         
 
         Uncle William, or Sir William, as everyone in Jonas’s family called him on account of an incurable weakness for expensive blazers and flamboyant silk cravats, had been in Africa, a fact that he never failed to mention as if it were an alibi for some crime about which no one had inquired. During the eventful dinner party, much talked about within the family thereafter, when Jonas and his sister Rakel went to the length of poisoning Sir William, the latter seized his chance the minute they sat down at the table, having already consumed a couple of generous predinner highballs. ‘Did I ever tell you, our kid,’ he said, ‘about the time I met Haile Selassie?’
         
 
         ‘Our kid’ was none other than Haakon Hansen, Jonas’s father, who had just risen from the piano where he had been improvising a lovely little prelude to dinner aimed also at tempering Sir William’s dissatisfaction with their cheap whisky. He merely smiled back, not without a trace of concern: after all, here was his brother, together with his children, honouring them with one of his very rare visits. Now he was just waiting for his brother to start up his constant refrain: ‘I never could see why a dyed-in-the-wool heathen like you didn’t become a concert pianist, that way at least you’d have made a bit of money.’
         
 
         But it never came. Sir William had more than enough to do, holding forth about Haile Selassie as if he were the world’s leading authority on Ethiopia, a personal friend of the emperor who had personally witnessed the skinny little monarch feeding the lions and leopards, not to mention the black panther, in the course of his regular morning constitutional. Not that Sir William did not have an excellent excuse for making this his topic for the evening, since the emperor had just died, a prisoner in his own palace. ‘D’you remember when we visited Addis Ababa, Veronika,’ he said, addressing his daughter, ‘and we saw St George’s Cathedral, where Haile Selassie was crowned?’
         
 
         Veronika made some inconsequential, corroborative reply, but Sir William was not listening. Veronika, attractive, almost too attractive, and the same age as Jonas, had just started her studies at the institution which was to lay the foundations for her sensational career: the College of Journalism.
         
 
         Uncle William went on pontificating about Haile Selassie – about his fantastic memory and his gratitude to loyal servants – realizing to his delight that he had come up with the perfect subject with which to dominate the dinner party, better in fact than the optional extras on his latest Mercedes, or his meetings with the prime minister, so he talked in glowing terms of Haile Selassie. Encouraged by the fact that no one was interrupting him, he launched into a long account of how the emperor had resisted Mussolini’s invasion of his country, growing more and more animated as he went on, like those mediocre actors who never land a leading role and so, in an effort to get even, elevate every social gathering to a stage upon which they blow their trumpet loud and long all evening, delivering endless monologues broken only by their own hoots of laughter.
         
 
         The Brothers Grimm, who had not been to Africa, sat facing one another, wearing impeccable, almost identical suits and lending a strange symmetry to the table. Their names were Preben and Stephan, and Jonas recalled with a shudder his uncle incessantly cheering them on when they holidayed together on Hvaler as boys, whether they were diving, fishing or kicking a football about: Perfect, Preben! Splendid, Stephan! Rakel called them the Brothers Grimm because they were so ugly and because they had once ruined a fabulous doll’s house belonging to her. Rakel never forgave anyone for ruining a fairy-tale.
         
 
         Now, however, the Brothers Grimm said hardly a word. In Sir William’s presence even these two inveterate egotists were relegated to walk-on parts. They had to content themselves with laughing or making little comments – when, that is, they were not blatantly inspecting the backs of the cutlery for hallmarks or sniggering eloquently at one another over the cheap crystal glasses. The Brothers Grimm were pushing thirty, but they were still just big kids, something which went some way to explaining why they were the first – and by that I mean at least a year ahead of everybody else – to have mobile telephones, pagers, laptop computers, Time Managers, fax machines, SUVs and the like. Fix & Fax Ltd., as Rakel said when speaking of their business dealings.
         
 
         They were sitting in the dining room of the new villa. The large windows looked out onto Bergensveien, the town and a September day in the mid-seventies. Before dinner, Sir William and his three children had been shown around the house, which really was a very different story from the three-room flat in one of the low blocks of flats across the road. Only the picture in the bathroom, Theodor Kittelsen’s Soria Moria Castle remained the same. Sir William had run a curious eye over the place and a finger along the mantelpiece merely to ascertain with obvious disapproval Åse and Haakon Hansen’s relaxed approach to housework. For his own part, after his divorce he had employed someone to keep house for him. He banged a wall here and there or admired the pleasing blend of wood, tile and Persian rugs, these last a generous gift from Aunt Laura, who had most firmly declined the invitation to dinner. Even now, as he relentlessly continued his soliloquy on the emperor of Ethiopia, spouting assertions which no one was in a position to check, Sir William’s eye roved the room, taking in the full suite of dining-room furniture, all in pine, as if he could not believe what he was seeing: that his younger brother finally had his own house.
         
 
         Jonas sat fiddling with the tablecloth and gazing out of the window as his uncle launched into a long, involved story to do with Haile Selassie’s reforms and his building projects, in which he gave the impression that this diminutive monarch had more or less single-handedly raised Ethiopia out of the Stone Age and into the twentieth century, even though Sir William knew very well that the emperor was a despot of the first order who had clung to power any way he could and had vast sums of money salted away in foreign bank accounts, while his land lay fallow and his people ate sand. Suddenly, Jonas’s uncle turned to his hostess. ‘By the way, Åse, where’s your mother?’ he asked artlessly. ‘Still playing war games over in Oscars gate?’ The Brothers Grimm obviously got a great kick out of this question. Sir William was referring to Jonas’s grandmother who had, for long spells in her life, adopted the persona of Winston Churchill.
         
 
         Jonas’s mother did not turn a hair, just sat there, smiling her little half-smile, as if now, as always, she knew something that no one else knew. In fact, she set some store by her brother-in-law’s lack of social nous, not least because his rude remarks usually provided fodder for weeks of amusing conversation with her husband.
 
         Jonas felt much the same. There was something about his uncle’s creatively poisonous tongue which fascinated him, that ability to spend a whole evening going on and on about what a brilliant diplomat Haile Selassie was simply to prevent anyone else from getting a word in edgewise: a manifest demonstration of power quite in the spirit of the old emperor himself.
 
         Rakel, on the other hand, had had enough of their uncle and had decided to shut him up more or less as an experiment, to see whether such a thing was even possible. She had hatched a plan to which Jonas was party, more out of principle than out of hate. Rakel believed it was time their uncle was given a taste of his own medicine: poison. So when she now appeared in the kitchen doorway wreathed in delicious smells, only these two, sister and brother, were aware that, all going well, this evening was liable to turn out rather differently than their uncle imagined.
 
         The dishes were set on the table, thus forcing Sir William to stem his own stream of rhetoric: a mishmash of facts about Ethiopia, about all the intrigue which had sadly toppled the emperor from his throne the previous year, and snide remarks about Norwegian radicals who did not know the first thing about Africa, these aimed mainly at Jonas’s brother Daniel, one year his senior, ‘Red Daniel’ as he was known in those days. His brother, however, having been on the receiving end before, had been wise enough to make himself scarce that Sunday. Besides, he hated ‘such petty bourgeois affairs’.
 
         Rakel had taken a lot of trouble over dinner, preparing filet de boeuf en croûte with a mushroom stuffing. Sir William smacked his lips at the very sight of the laden serving dish, and Rakel flashed Jonas a look of encouragement before she started slicing into the pastry, revealing what lay inside, the slices of beef interspersed with the mushrooms – this last being, obviously, the vital ingredient. Rakel passed round the bowl of salad, but had the dinner guests hand their plates to her to help them to the meat. That way she could make sure that her uncle was given the correct portion of mushrooms. If all went according to plan, in a little while he would have more to think about than sitting there like an emperor on his throne, dispensing spiteful remarks. Buddha was just about the only one to be exempt from his insinuations. He simply sat there, wearing his inscrutable smile and seeming to rise far above the verbal ructions round about him.
         
 
         ‘I remember how cheap fillet steak was in Nairobi,’ said Sir William after sampling the food. ‘Cost next to nothing – and quite out of this world. We’ll never have meat like that again.’
 
         The reason for my dwelling at such length on Sir William is, of course, that this man happens to personify a crucial element in the story of Jonas Wergeland’s life. Sir William is not merely an uncle, Sir William is Norway, disguised in a blue blazer and gold cravat, a nouveau riche upstart. To Jonas, Sir William represented the very key to vital chapters in his nation’s most recent history. So when his uncle sat there, droning on and on about Emperor Haile Selassie, wearing an expression of superiority, authority and moral infallibility, in Jonas’s eyes it might just as well have been Norway sitting there talking.
         
 
         Sir William had lived and worked in Kenya for three years and, speaking of this, I would like, if I may, to insert here a brief discourse on Norway. I am, as I am sure some of you will already have guessed, not Norwegian. I am an objective observer. I do not know what I would have to say to shake a Norwegian out of his fixed ideas about his nation’s history, but I might perhaps say that Norway and the sudden prosperity experienced by this country during the second half of the twentieth century could, in fact, be likened to the Netherlands – that, too, a small country bounded by the North Sea – and its almost unbelievable heyday during the seventeenth century. But unlike the Netherlands, Norway has been able to rake in the fruits of the rest of the world without – and this is the amazing thing – armed intervention, so that its people, almost unseen by the international community, have been able to sit back and revel in the riches which have poured into the country and which they themselves have, so to speak, merely processed, not altogether unlike a rat stowing away on a ship laden to the gunwales with food. Nor, I should perhaps point out in parenthesis, has Norway experienced any flourishing of the arts in conjunction with this material surfeit, as was the case in the Netherlands – and I suppose there is some justice in that. Little good does it do for an overexcited journalist once to have described Jonas Wergeland as the Rembrandt of his medium, on account of his innovative use of colour and wealth of detail.
         
 
         I would like, in other words, to defend a point of view which holds luck to be the key factor in the history of Norway in the twentieth century; and when I say luck, I do not just mean the fluke by which, by being in the right place, at the right time, a nation quite unexpectedly finds itself enjoying a golden age. I am also thinking of the sort of good fortune which makes it possible to commit a crime and not be punished for it: crime without punishment, to twist the words of one of Russia’s greatest writers. And I have asked myself – please do take this as being well-meant, as a working hypothesis – whether it might not be this self-same good fortune, or the suppression of such, that has turned the Norwegian people so clearly into a nation of spoiled children, to the point where they have utterly lost sight of one of the most important facets of human nature: a sense for the tragic.
         
 
         Sir William – who had studied civil engineering at the Norwegian Technical College, as it then was, in Trondheim – was the embodiment of this same combination of luck and criminal tendencies, of what one might call the ‘lucky sod’ syndrome. In the mid-sixties he had signed up as a so-called expert with the newly established and extremely lucrative undertaking that went by the name, not to say alias, of Norwegian Development Aid. So Sir William belonged, in fact, to the first generation of Norwegians to leave the country as perfectly ordinary Norwegian citizens and to come back rolling in money – not so much helping others as helping themselves, as Rakel put it – so much so that they could go right out and buy a better car or build a bigger house, the latter also necessary in order to have room for all those enormous zebra hides and rugs, all the chests and weapons, lion-claw necklaces and stuffed baby crocodiles, drums and stone figurines, the whole of Africa reduced to bric-à-brac, as if their stay there had been one long safari, several years of tourism, with the Norwegian state footing the bill. It was his time as an aid worker in Kenya that did for Sir William, although he had evinced incipient signs of snobbery early on: as, for example, when he exchanged his original surname for that of Rød, a place near Hvaler, and as if that weren’t enough had added an extra letter, giving Røed. But it was in Africa that he really had the chance to be on top in both material and social terms, where he could savour to the full the pleasure of belonging to a social elite with people bowing and scraping to you both in your own home and at the office. So by the time Sir William returned home, ironically enough from a commission entrusted to him by the Norwegian state, all of his socialist upbringing with its ideals of equality and distribution of goods had been about as thoroughly undermined as it could possibly be.
         
 
         And yet the most amazing thing, and the reason why Jonas always kept a very close eye on Sir William in case he should inadvertently let slip some clue to the mystery, was that this long sojourn in a poverty-stricken African country had not instilled in him a greater sense of humility and gratitude. Instead, Sir William could sit there and talk as if he were the world’s greatest expert on Africa, when, that is, he was not pouring scorn on Norway as if intent in some way upon renouncing his country’s excellent infrastructure and relatively well-developed democracy in favour of a misgoverned dictatorship on the verge of collapse simply because it accorded such paradisiacal privileges to people of his (i.e. Sir William’s) calibre. Sir William did not return home, as did the individuals in Jonas Wergeland’s television series Thinking Big, intellectually enriched; he came home laden with prejudices, even more narrow-minded than before – and, not only that, but espousing a baffling brand of morality which amounted, basically, to straining at a gnat and swallowing a camel. He could, for instance, never understand – indeed it was quite beyond his powers of comprehension – how his brother, Jonas’s father, could have chosen a profession in which the chances of making any real money were so slim.
         
 
         And it was for this reason that he reluctantly concluded his peroration on Emperor Haile Selassie with a sort of prophetic pronouncement to the effect that tomorrow’s Ethiopia was going to go down the toilet and only then deigned to congratulate his brother on his new villa: ‘Splendid house, our kid, splendid,’ he said, glancing around. And even though Sir William earned five times as much as Jonas’s father and lived in a mansion, he could not quite conceal yet another character trait which he had honed to perfection while mixing with the other foreigners in Kenya: envy. ‘But where the hell did you get the money for it,’ he asked. ‘Did you rob a bank? Or have people suddenly started paying you for creating an atmosphere in their church?’
 
         ‘Winston Churchill helped us,’ said Jonas.
 
         ‘No, it was art,’ Haakon Hansen said, his fingers fluttering fretfully along the edge of the table as if longing for the piano keys. ‘I know you’ll find this hard to believe, William, but we came by the money through art.’
 
         ‘It’s not exactly what you’d call a prime location, is it?’ one of the Brothers Grimm chipped in.
 
         ‘The fact that it’s Grorud knocks half a million off the price,’ added the other.
 
         Jonas’s mother just sat and smiled, shaking her head ever so slightly, as if she were shocked but was nonetheless having an uncommonly good time and would not have missed this for the world.
 
         The mention of art prompted Veronika to turn the conversation to an exhibition which was currently the subject of fierce debate in the newspapers: a move which led Sir William, after screwing up his face at the red wine, to make a show of his interest in the arts by proclaiming how appallingly bad the artist in question, a woman, was, while his tirade only served to betray the fact that he had not even seen the exhibition.
         
 
         As their uncle took a forkful of the poisonous mushrooms and popped them into his mouth, causing Rakel to look down at her plate, a sly smile on her face, he asked, apropos this artist, if it were not the case that Jonas knew her and if it were not in fact the case that he had even gone out with her. ‘That would be just like you,’ he remarked, turning to Jonas. ‘You never did have any ambition.’
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Journey to the Centre of the Night
            

         
 
         The name of the woman to whom Sir William was referring was Dagny M., and Jonas had met her one Sunday at Katten, a popular bathing spot on the shores of Oslo Fjord, after his last dip of the year. Jonas Wergeland was, as we know, a keen swimmer. He had been sitting on the rocks, gazing out across the water, overcome by a strange melancholy, when he became conscious that someone was watching him – no, staring at him – and when he looked up she did not take her eyes off him but simply went on staring as intensely as if she were capturing him on film. The fact that she had strawberry-blond hair barely registered with Jonas, and he took no note at all of what she was wearing although that was pretty much par for the course: Jonas Wergeland seldom latched on to more than one feature of a person and in Dagny M.’s case this feature was her eyes, which is to say that piercing look. She had also made up her face in a striking manner which deliberately drew attention to her eyes, and that in itself was remarkable enough, this being the seventies and makeup not exactly what one could call a top priority with women of her age.
         
 
         Jonas rose to his feet and walked up towards the road towards the bus stop and noticed nothing until she was right alongside him. He saw that she was also wearing nail polish and an unusual shade of lipstick and that her eyes were not green, as one might have thought and as the newspapers would often have it, but blue, very blue, brilliant blue eyes. ‘You’d better come with me,’ she said.
 
         Only then, walking up the slope towards Mosseveien, did Jonas recognize that sign which he reckoned to be just about fail-safe: a shiver creeping slowly from his tail-bone to the back of his neck, to leave a tingling sensation between his shoulder blades as if a silver thread running up his spine had been gently warmed up. And so he did not hesitate to follow her. To say no would have been tantamount to refusing a very precious gift.
         
 
         She took him to an old Swiss-style villa sitting on the hill above the road, with a magnificent view of the fjord. She wanted, quite simply, to paint him, have him to model for her, that is. The fact that she was an artist made no impact on Jonas, but he might have been surprised had he known how famous she would one day become. Dagny M. had a very rare gift: she was a trailblazer who would receive much acclaim in the course of her life, not to mention many international honours, for her groundbreaking works, and many people believed that she alone had saved Norwegian art from utter mediocrity and provincialism at a time when even criticism of new Norwegian art tended to be pretty poor, as was demonstrated, not least, by the embarrassingly judgemental response to her first exhibition.
 
         ‘Would you mind undressing?’ she said. So he took off his clothes, asked no questions. ‘Underpants, too,’ she said. He took off his underpants, and Dagny M. spent a long time studying his member, unashamedly, with a rapture that she made no attempt to conceal and which quite confirmed one of Aunt Laura’s favourite sayings, that the cock is a work of art.
 
         ‘Sit over there,’ she said, pointing to a chair. She worked feverishly for about an hour. Jonas had the feeling that she hardly looked at him or, if she did look at him, her glance flickered over his genitals rather than his face and the rest of his body. From the chair he could look out of the window at the scenery and the fjord. The light began to fade. He gazed down on the calm waters showing between the trees and the roofs of the houses and noted the lovely lines formed by the beach and the Nesodden peninsula farther out, an observation that gave him pause: never before had he taken pleasure in a landscape for the line of it.
         
 
         ‘Come back in a week’s time,’ she said with her back to him.
 
         And Jonas came back. They exchanged no more than a word or two before he got undressed and sat down on the chair. She worked intently, glancing up now and again, glancing at his member. He came back each week for three months. She worked just as intently each time. He liked sitting there even though he did not understand how she could take so long to complete just one canvas. But he enjoyed being painted, it made him feel good, a bit like having his hair cut. He liked feeling her eye on him, liked being studied, appreciated. And he liked looking out of the window at the scenery, the trees and the rooftops, the fjord down below, the lines formed where the water met the shore. She always stopped when the light waned, when the clouds were stained red, and the water turned pure-white.
         
 
         They said little to one another. She told him none of the things that would later be revealed in biographies of her life: that she had been plagued by illness, especially as a child; that she had fought a personal battle against angst, nerves; had led a footloose existence, wandering around Europe. She simply painted, feverishly, looking up now and again to feast her eyes on his penis.
         
 
         The room could hardly have been described as a studio. Only the smell betrayed the presence of the paints, the tubes and bottles laid out on the little table next to the easel. Other than that, the room was neat and tidy and bore more resemblance to an office, possibly an architect’s office, what with the couple of slanted drawing boards and the filing cabinets with their shallow drawers for charts and drawings. Sometimes one had a feeling in this room of being on the bridge of a ship or in a control tower, due not least to the view and the massive and complex hi-fi system arranged on the floor under the tall windows, with its array of lights. To Jonas’s great delight Dagny M. listened to opera while she worked and during those months only once did she smile, when Jonas suddenly began to sing along, at the top of his voice, to ‘Deh vieni all finestra, o mio tesoro’ from Mozart’s Don Giovanni.
         
 
         Autumn came, and the days grew darker. Outside the windows of the studio the landscape had fallen into a soft minor key as Jonas called it in his head. He was still in the habit of contemplating, with an interest as great and as freshly-aroused, the purplish hues outside, the tops of the pine trees, the winding coastline and now and again the column of moonlight on the water, as if his optic nerves underwent a change while she painted him. As the weeks progressed, more and more sketches were hung on the walls, sketches of which he could not make head nor tail, but in which he occasionally thought he recognized the shapes of airplanes, snow-castles, propellers and suchlike, sometimes just vague outlines which moved him to guess, to make associations: a scarab, a truck, a row of organ pipes, a caricature of Mao Tse Tung, penises of different shapes and sizes. Eventually these sketches came to form a frieze on the wall, a decorative feature, a sum which had nothing to do with the individual pictures.
         
 
         Then, one evening, she was finished. The full moon hung outside the window, and a vibrant column of gold stretched across the waters of Oslo Fjord. She did not say that she was finished, she simply came across to him and kissed him without hesitation. She kissed him passionately, consummately, kissing him in such a way that they melted together in the dark, without faces, without lips, and he felt her kiss, her tongue, touch something at the very heart of him.
         
 
         They kissed in the darkness, while she steered him around the floor as if in a dance. She stopped, took his head between her hands. Outside, the pine trees loomed dark-blue. She was as tall as he, she curved her head round, kissed the back of his neck lingeringly, wrapped him in her hair, kissed him, gently bit him.
 
         She pulled out a mattress, unrolled it and took off her clothes before purposefully laying him down on it and, as she did so, he realized how prepared he actually was, how ready, as if in painting him she had been priming him mentally to be made love to. And Dagny M. truly intended to make love to him. She pinned up her hair with two paintbrushes, Japanese-style, and sat astride him. She was wet, had saved up three months’ worth of moist lust, and now she let it ooze down over him, began to run her vulva over his body as if it were a sponge and she were washing him. Jonas felt as if she had gone from painting on a canvas to painting him, with a damp brush, a form of body-painting, decorating him, executing quirky little strokes this way and that like a ritual almost, as if she were intent on transforming him, recreating him or getting him to remember something, something of which he had only dreamed once upon a time. Dagny M. took her vulva on a long journey across his body, took her time, left tracks, lines, let her movements describe a pattern which she repeated again and again, drew her wet pubic hair across his thighs, his stomach, up to his nipples, made circling movements with her sex, moistened his skin, from head to toe. Jonas lay there and allowed himself to be slowly rocked, brushed, into another state of mind.
         
 
         Then she guided him inside her, enfolded him, and even in the heat of the moment Jonas noted that she had a classic mare yoni, a vagina so delightful that as they made love in the dark he began to see colours, dramatic pictures which were, nonetheless, nothing but colours, large planes of colour flowing past one another or blending together, colours he had never seen before. It was as if he were on a journey through colours and shapes, going in all directions at once, and he wanted only for this journey to last, for her to go on and on making love to him, every bit as passionately, while the darkness glowed with colour.
         
 
         He was jolted out of this state, or perception, by the orgasm which began to shake her, first gently then with greater and greater force, and yet so infinitely removed from all the clichéd notions of orgasm, while her face exhibited surprise, disbelief almost, as if she herself could not comprehend it, such forces, such pleasure coursing through her body or as if she had suspected that it was bound to come to this, at the end of a long journey which, for once, surpassed even the most optimistic expectations, but hardly dared, even so, to embrace this experience, this overwhelming ecstasy when first it made its full force felt.
         
 
         And since he, too, had in a way returned to consciousness, he let himself slide the last bit of the way into unconditional surrender, and here, in Dagny M’s house, overlooking a purple landscape with the moon dripping gold onto the fjord, Jonas Wergeland did something he had never done before: he screamed out loud as he came, a scream that set waves of different colours rippling around his body, layer upon layer of them.
         
 
         Although they only made love that one time, for both of them this proved to be a momentous event. Dagny M. was struck by a desire and a passion the likes of which she would never know again, a sense of euphoria which filled her the moment she lowered herself down onto him and did not leave her until long after she had climbed off him, a thrill and a warmth which were totally new to her and which relegated her orgasm to an almost incidental part of the pleasure. There may be those who imagine that I am exaggerating, but that is how it was and that is how it would be for all of those women who lowered themselves down onto Jonas Wergeland’s – I might as well say it now – quite exceptional penis. The very memory of this act of lovemaking was enough to make these women’s hearts beat faster and render them numb with desire, even as they were filled with a huge sense of loss, as if Jonas Wergeland had established a utopia which, they knew in their heart of hearts, they would never find again.
         
 
         At the tail end of that long night, in the grey light of dawn, Jonas was allowed to see the picture, a picture which surprised him because it depicted only his face and because he was struck by the magnetism of the portrait as if becoming aware for the first time of his own charisma. His face looked like a map, limned in the colours of the atlas and marked with routes, lines, tracks: a face which presented the whole intricate network of stories which went to make up his life while at the same time capturing many of the other faces he owned, colours laid one on top of the other, hidden levels, levels of which he knew nothing, had only an inkling, and thanks to his gift, the ability to know a good work of art when he saw it, Jonas realized right away that this was a fine, no, a masterly picture.
 
         ‘Why did I have to pose in the nude?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Because the face is a part of the body,’ she replied.
 
         Only a day or so later Jonas felt an irresistible urge to draw. He had done some drawing before but only every once in a while. But as soon as he picked up the pencil he could tell that something had changed; he was aware of a facility that had not been there before, the pencil even sat better between his fingers, as if he had been doing this all his life. And when he drew the first line on the paper he could see that even this line was quite different from anything else he could remember: sure, significant, not to say creative, it went its own way, and he experienced, not least, the pleasure of executing this line, the pencil point on the grain of the paper, the infinite potential of that line to become a part of anything whatsoever. So he drew, drew for a long time, and sketches grew beneath his fingers, amazing figures which showed him that he was on the trail of a considerable and untapped innate talent, and it would be no exaggeration to say that Jonas Wergeland – at long last – realized his dream of becoming an architect thanks to his encounter with Dagny M.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Rattrap
            

         
 
         Dagny M.’s exhibition had been the talk of the arts scene in the high summer, a furore which gave rise to all manner of inquiry and analysis in the press, all of it dominated by philistine celebrities, and panel discussions on television in which those few who could actually wield a brush were drowned out by all of the other windbags. It had been a long time since Jonas had visited an exhibition, now that his grandmother had wound down her activities as a patron of the arts, but he did make a point, not surprisingly, of taking in Dagny M.’s controversial debut, although he chose to ignore the invitation to the opening. He spent a whole morning at the Art Society keenly surveying walls hung with what one might call travel pictures, or perhaps it would be better to say: pictures which had travelled – vague, hazy monuments and antique buildings, possibly in ruins, canvases covered in layer upon layer of colour, colours which seemed quite, quite new, shimmering and yet triggering associations with aircraft aluminium and railway-carriage panels and bearing such titles as Caravan of Dreams and Hadrian’s Trail.
         
 
         ‘There was one portrait there, not particularly flattering,’ said Veronika, while Jonas, utterly hypnotized, studied the way in which she stuck her tongue far out to meet the food as if wishing to satisfy herself as to the taste long before the contents of the fork entered her mouth – if, that is, it was not an indication of her forked tongue, her viperish streak or her duplicity. ‘A face caked with brushstrokes and paint splotches,’ she went on. ‘Journey over J.W. it was called. That wouldn’t have had anything to do with you, would it, Jonas?’
         
 
         ‘It might have,’ said Jonas.
 
         ‘Well, you always did have bloody awful taste,’ said Sir William, to Jonas’s satisfaction stuffing another forkful of deadly mushrooms into his mouth. ‘This is delicious, Rakel. I really think marriage has been the making of you.’ And the food truly was worth remarking on; if anyone had served filet de boeuf en croûte at a family get-together when Jonas was a boy it would have been considered every bit as bizarre as those dishes said to have been served in Ancient Rome, where whole roasted oxen were slit open and live birds flew out.
         
 
         There was one reason, and one reason only, for Sir William’s ridicule of Dagny M. and, through her, Jonas: that reviewers had slated her exhibition. In fact, they had well and truly torn it to shreds, as they say. And as far as Jonas Wergeland was concerned, this just about summed up his uncle, that is to say Norway, in the guise of an expensive blazer and a flamboyant silk cravat: that it was quite beyond his grasp that a painter who had received bad reviews might, nonetheless, be good.
         
 
         All in all Sir William had the ability constantly to amaze Jonas and fill his head with questions and thus was forever challenging his notions of what was actually possible. His uncle lived up on the hill next to the Heming sports stadium, on Gråkammen – ‘the best part of the west side’ as he put it – in a house where the books were arranged by colour and the pictures on the walls purchased by an interior designer with a flair for harmonious tonal schemes. Whenever Jonas visited this part of town there were two things in particular which fascinated him: one was the garages, which spoke of an interest, totally alien to Jonas, in all things sporty, crammed with everything from dozens of pairs of slalom skis to obscure accoutrements for sailboats and even, now and again, a real live horse. The other was the rooms of the houses, so stuffed with traditional rustic furniture that Jonas could not help thinking that every stick of old furniture from every Norwegian farmhouse for centuries must have found its way to this area around Holmenkollen Heights. Jonas had been given some little insight into the enigma which was Sir William on the day his uncle opened the door of an age-old rose-painted cabinet to show off his new set of golf clubs.
         
 
         ‘Well all I can say is, buying one of those pictures would be a really rotten investment,’ said one of the Brothers Grimm.
         
 
         ‘There’s absolutely no way of knowing what those daubs are supposed to represent,’ said Sir William, who had happened across a couple of reproductions in the newspapers. ‘A dose of realism would have worked wonders there.’
 
         ‘Realism ought to be defined as the opposite of art,’ retorted Jonas quick as a flash, and suddenly all eyes were on him. ‘The only thing which could save realism from being something other than an empty word would be if all people had the same idea and were of the same opinion on absolutely everything.’ Although he did not say so, Jonas was quoting the French painter Eugène Delacroix, from an entry in his diary for 22 February 1860, if anyone is interested.
 
         ‘Yes well, you always were so bloody smart,’ said Sir William. ‘I don’t know where you get it all from. Funny that you’ve never amounted to anything.’ Jonas dropped his eyes and bit his lip. This was one of his uncle’s favourite hobbyhorses: belittling Jonas for his shilly-shallying, harping on about him being ‘a perpetual student’, quizzing him, cross-examining him on how things were going with his music studies, his plans for the College of Architecture, while Veronika and the Brothers Grimm hugged themselves with malicious glee. ‘You’ll never get beyond the bloody Entrance Exam,’ he confined himself to saying. ‘Pity you had to get such a prize wimp for a son, our kid,’ he said to Jonas’s father.
         
 
         I do not intend to delve much deeper in my attempt to describe Jonas Wergeland’s uncle and his three children, not that it does not, for all its brevity, say something about these people, but because Jonas – who is, after all, my main concern – did not really know these relatives, a fact which never ceased to intrigue him, all through his life. Take, for example, the Brothers Grimm at the dinner table, plying their toothpicks so one could be forgiven for thinking that they were afraid that even the tiniest morsel stuck between their teeth would be regarded as a blot on their immaculate facade. Jonas never did discover what they did, whether they were in shipping or property or what, whether they were speculators or in business in some way. All he knew was that they belonged to the ranks of the paper brokers, people who made their money by ways other than through the production of goods and who could make a fortune simply by being in possession of the right currency at the right time. The Brothers Grimm did not move stones or steel about, they moved money; they did ‘light labour’, as Rakel called it, ‘legitimate fraud’. For this reason these two also seemed abstract in Jonas’s eyes, and every time the two families were together it was this particular aspect of them he studied, his relatives’ indeterminacy, their indefinable contours, their extraordinary impenetrability, their limp handshakes which somehow made him feel as if he were shaking hands with a shadow.
         
 
         At this point in the dinner Jonas asked his sister, as they had agreed and just by the way, as it were, whether she had also put into the stuffing some of those other mushrooms, the little ones which they had not been too sure about and had been meaning to have an expert to look at, just out of interest. Rakel replied, resisting the temptation to glance in Sir William’s direction, that yes, she had used them, but what harm could it do, there were so few of them.
 
         Sir William’s eyes flickered ever so slightly. He had not realized that they had picked the mushrooms themselves, and he had been thinking they tasted a bit odd, but he pushed this thought away, not wanting to let Dagny M. off the hook so easily: ‘D’you know what I call people like her? Parasites. Living off the rest of us. It’s a disgrace. Who pays for her oil? Daylight robbery if you ask me. Grants and all that. She doesn’t know how lucky she is to live in Norway.’ Sir William knocked back half a glass of red wine, made a face. ‘God-awful bilge water,’ he muttered.
         
 
         ‘Has it never occurred to you,’ Jonas said, ‘that you are actually stealing the oil from which you make such a packet?’ He just threw the comment in purely on instinct; he knew nothing for sure. Sir William just laughed, did not even bother to reply.
         
 
         But Jonas Wergeland was actually onto something here: an important point. While people in Norway were ranting and raving about the EEC, the really crucial moves were, as always, being made on the quiet: in this case, the setting up of Statoil, Norway’s very own government-run oil company. Jonas’s casual accusation was prompted by the fact that Sir William was now working for Statoil, in fact not only working for them, but practically running the company, one reason why he was also toying with the idea of selling the house on Gråkammen and moving to Stavanger for good. And here I would like to insert my second little discourse on the subject of Norway and its good fortune, the ‘lucky sod’ syndrome, this time as it relates to the nation’s oil. It was just around this time that Norway, believe it or not, suddenly and inconceivably began to show the highest level of economic growth in Europe, and it started to dawn on people what fabulous wealth the oil represented, so great that fairytale metaphors were all they had to fall back on, talk of the Ash Lad and the like, in endeavouring to explain what was going on. You see it was not only that Norway, due to its situation on the outskirts of Europe, was able to share in the more or less blatant tapping of resources in other parts of the world without getting its fingers dirty, as it were; in addition Norway discovered oil, thereby adding – if you will forgive me – yet another unspoken crime to its national record.
         
 
         Which brings me back to the Netherlands and its golden age, since it was thanks to the father of international law, Hugo Grotius, who wrote that ‘the sea is common to all, being so boundless that it cannot be the property of any one nation’, that the oceans were for so long considered to be mankind’s common heritage until, that is, in the wake of the Second World War, certain countries demanded greater disposition rights over their part of the Continental shelf. But the Norwegians were slow to catch on, thinking, as usual, mainly about fish, and I can safely say, without treading on too many toes, that there was a distinct dearth of expertise, interest and, above all, imagination. In the fifties, when the Norwegian Institute for Geological Surveys received an inquiry from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as to the commercial potential for the nation of the Norwegian Continental shelf, back came a reply which was both short and to the point, a classic example of professional incompetence: ‘Any possibility of finding coal, oil or sulphur on the Continental shelf bordering the Norwegian coastline can be ruled out.’ Not until 1962 when, as luck would have it, foreign oil companies contacted the Norwegian authorities, did it occur to anyone that there might be something afoot, and shortly afterwards an Order in Council was issued, establishing Norway’s rights to its part of the Continental shelf. A couple of years later Norway entered into delimitation agreements with Great Britain and Denmark and had the luck of the devil once again – I almost said it goes without saying – when the median line principle was introduced, although this was by no means a matter of course, thus securing for Norway, among other things, the rich EcoFisk field. All this thanks to luck and a handful of prescient and, above all, open-minded public servants, first and foremost among them the then Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Jens Evensen. The Netherlands may have had Hugo Grotius, but Norway boasts its own legal brain in Evensen. It would not be at all unreasonable if every Norwegian, out of sheer gratitude, were to have a bust of Jens Evensen displayed in their home.
         
 
         And what were the gains from this? The gains were colossal; the gains were so high that they transcend the bounds of even the most chauvinistic imagination. In terms of geographical area, Norway is about the sixtieth largest country in the world. But take into account the area of the sea now coming under Norwegian dominion and suddenly only eleven countries in the world exceed it in size. Nowadays Norway lays claim to a section of the Continental shelf four times as great as its mainland, corresponding to one third of the entire European shelf – in other words, Norway has secured control over untold resources.
         
 
         So what does this tell us? It tells us that the most improbable things happen all the time without anyone being aware of it.
 
         The ‘nationalization’ of the sea and the seabed represents the most radical carving up of geographical areas and commodities since colonial times, and this is a point which never ceases to amaze me: in a country where people will march and protest against just about everything under the sun not one single citizen opened their mouth to question the gigantic area gain which fell straight into Norway’s lap thanks to the efforts of others and, in fact, this phenomenal expansion of Norway has not so much as figured on the public agenda. Unbelievable! I say again: Unbelievable! It may be that Norwegians will take exception to my use of the word ‘crime’ and indeed think it quite fair that Norway should receive such a big slice of the cake and equally fair that fifty-five countries in the world, to all intents and purposes, receive nothing at all, thus proving that we have long since realized Peer Gynt’s motto: ‘be sufficient unto oneself.’ Nonetheless if I might be so bold as to remind the reader of how these days everyone laughs at the Tordesilla treaty, signed at the end of the fifteenth century, under the terms of which Spain and Portugal simply split the Atlantic Ocean and thereby the world, between themselves. If we are to learn anything from history then we ought perhaps to question whether anyone today would view the nationalization of the continental shelf in the same light. In any case, I do not mean to preach, I merely want to point to luck as being the key factor in modern Norwegian history.
         
 
         Dinner at the new villa in Grorud was drawing to a close. Sir William was looking a touch glassy about the forehead and seemed remarkably preoccupied with the heavy ring on his little finger, set with a blue, not black, stone which, to Jonas’s mind spoke of sorcery, of his uncle’s penchant for secret societies or perhaps rather his amazing luck. Jonas was just about to press on to the next phase of their plan when Veronika unexpectedly came to his aid: ‘Am I right in thinking,’ she said, sounding a mite anxious, ‘that some mushrooms can be confused with fly-agaric, especially when they’re small?’
         
 
         ‘That’s right,’ said Jonas. ‘Weird, isn’t it, how the poisonous ones grow right next to the edible ones?’
 
         ‘How can you actually tell if you’ve been poisoned?’ asked Veronika, trying to sound casual, but with a note in her voice which betrayed that she, too, had eaten a couple of mouthfuls of the stuffing that had been intended solely for Sir William.
 
         ‘Well, nausea for starters,’ said Jonas. ‘I’ve heard it can come on pretty quickly.’ He cast a sidelong glance at Rakel, who was having trouble keeping her face straight.
 
         And that, basically, was all it took. There was one ghastly moment when Sir William realized that he had eaten fly-agaric and that one of the most lethal of all poisonous fungi was being absorbed by his intestine, thence to pass into his bloodstream. Sir William was in a bad way, he felt a wave of nausea building up inside him. To some extent he had good reason for thinking he had been poisoned inasmuch as Rakel had given him a very generous portion of stuffing. Granted, it had contained nothing but harmless mushrooms, but it had been laced with a substance procured from a pharmacist acquaintance of Rakel’s which made the stuffing taste a bit odd and acted as a mild, but undeniable, emetic.
         
 
         Sir William rose to his feet, white as a sheet, and started to walk, to stagger towards the bathroom. ‘Is something the matter, Uncle William?’ Rakel asked. ‘Shut your mouth, Rakel, and just get out of my way or I’ll smash your face in, you bloody bitch, damn whore!’ Sir William was almost weeping with rage, but he was also scared stiff; brutishly he knocked a couple of chairs out of his way en route to the bathroom, making it abundantly plain that beneath the veneer of a modern lifestyle dominated by information and science, by expertise on Africa and oil technology, by higher education and every conceivable material advantage, that under all of this lurked primitive forces which, when given outlet, were ruthless in their ferocity.
         
 
         Sir William made a dash for the bathroom, clearly nauseated, ashen-faced; and since in his haste and his desperation he forgot to shut the door behind him everyone could see him crouched under Kittelsen’s picture of Soria Moria Castle, spewing out chunks of beef and pastry and mushrooms which he happened to believe to be fly-agaric, all mixed up with red wine; some of it landing on the white tiles, some going into the pan. And even while kneeling there, or hanging over the lavatory pan, he still had the presence of mind to curse his brother’s damnable family, who had always wanted to do away with him, who weren’t even fit to tie his shoelaces and who, if he lived through this, would never see his shoes again either.
 
         It was not the knowledge that the symptoms of fly-agaric poisoning should have made themselves felt much later which aroused Veronika’s suspicions, but the strained expression on Rakel’s and Jonas’s faces, which could be put down to triumph at having done what they set out to do, tinged with disappointment at not having succeeded in shutting up Sir William. Not even with a mouth full of vomit did he stop talking. 
 
         Veronika eyed them accusingly, especially Jonas – a look he remembered well, expressing as it did such unequivocal sorrow over the fact that Jonas was still alive. It was a look he had seen at least twice before in his life and was to see again at least once more.
         
 
         Buddha was the only one who had not risen, he sat and observed the whole performance with a smile on his face.
 
         Sir William yelled from the bathroom, where he knelt in a pool of his own mucilaginous vomit, whipped into a panic by the power of psychosomatic suggestion. He roared for someone to ring for an ambulance, or no, that there wasn’t time and at that, he came out, spattered with vomit and yelling that one of his sons would have to drive him to casualty, drive like blazes, it wasn’t all that far away, thank heavens, bloody family, rotten sods, c’mon Preben, here’s the key, step on it, lad. They barged their way out.
 
         What Jonas Wergeland liked best about the whole evening was a little detail that caught his eye as his uncle tottered past him: a speck of vomit smack in the middle of the badge on the breast-pocket of his expensive blazer.
         
 
         Jonas stood on the front steps as his uncle and his three children threw themselves into the Mercedes with one of the Brothers Grimm at the wheel. The last they heard was a ‘Perfect, Preben’, so even on this occasion Sir William did in fact have the last word.
         
 
         Jonas shook his head before going back to the bathroom and pulling the plug, watching the vomit partially disappearing in a swirl of water.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The White Patch
            

         
 
         Jonas was convinced that he was going to be dragged under and drowned in the swirling water right at the very outset of his reckless rescue attempt but instead found himself being pushed back to the surface as if in an elevator, gasping for breath, his first, totally disoriented thought being that he was being swept towards the rapids into which he could see the stern of the raft disappearing, before he eventually managed, by dint of a few powerful, instinctive strokes to get himself out of the mainstream and in to the bank, if you could call it a bank since it was no more than the foot of a slide covered in boulders and scree offering little or no purchase.
         
 
         Both Jonas’s knees were grazed, but he scrambled and scrabbled his way across the rocks, clawing his way back upriver until he came level with the whirlpool in which Veronika Røed was being spun round and round, at which point, as if playing for time, he dredged up an observation on the literally cliff-hanging scenery, this gigantic zigzagging cleft in the rock, a geologist’s El Dorado, until his eyes were once more drawn, mesmerized, to the whirlpool with a woman in its embrace, and he thought fleetingly of everything from maelstroms seething round a reversing boat to how as a small boy he was so fascinated by washing machines.
         
 
         So what now? Jonas stood at the water’s edge gazing at the whirlpool, which seemed somehow to form a little counter-current; he caught himself delighting in this phenomenon, the sight of a circle in the middle of the line, unnatural almost. He had to do something, but he was paralysed, standing at the bottom of a gloomy ravine listening to the interminable rush of water, the same sound as that of a television when there’s nothing on and the volume is turned up, a smell like that of explosive gases. He stood on the bank, black basalt cliffs to front and back of him, the sky like a blue band high above, but he did not look up, he looked down, held spellbound by the whirlpool at his feet, the circle of water and the face at the outer edge of the circle, a woman’s face, a cousin’s face, he had to jump in, pull her ashore, revive her; but if he jumped in he, too, might become stuck in that circle, be swept round and round along with her, his lifelong, detested foe; but still a face, an individual who would be done for if he, Jonas, did not jump in, take the risk, and still he stood there, staring at that face, that pale phizog being spun round and round by the current and he was struck by how white it was, almost as white as the water, a white speck among other white specks, a face, an entire undiscovered continent, and it was for this face that he was obliged to jump in, even though it belonged to someone whom he despised.
         
 
         Jonas Wergeland hesitated, for one second, two seconds, on the banks of the Zambezi; this was a question of values, it all came down to faith, a leap, to being out of one’s depth, with those fabled 70,000 fathoms of water beneath you, and those rapids truly were immensely deep; deep beyond imagining almost, inasmuch as those impatient waters had for thousands of years been forced to go into depth rather than take the broader approach.
         
 
         He had to leap into the depths, but he held back, held back even when he saw that she was gasping for breath and was not, in fact, unconscious, as he had thought. She was struggling to keep her head above water, he saw this and still he wavered, in a quandary, because here he was at the very zenith of his career, about to embark on his life’s work, presented with a tremendous opportunity to rouse his fellow-countrymen, to teach them how to think big, so why on Earth should he die trying to save his worst enemy?
 
         Jonas stood wavering on the banks of the Zambezi, suddenly conscious of a Duke Ellington melody pounding away at the back of his mind, one which might have been there all along, like an accompaniment that was only now getting through to him, much the way that you rarely notice the soundtrack of an action movie. Jonas considered the face being swept round and round by the water while a snatch of Duke Ellington’s ‘Cotton Tail’ came and went in his mind. He stood there with Ben Webster’s swirling saxophone and Jimmi Blanton’s pulsating bass riffs in his head, stood there while the melody played over and over again, such an incredible driving beat, that too a whirlpool; he stood on the bank, soaked by spray and shivering, because the sun did not penetrate to the bottom of the ravine, remembering, out of nowhere, a snow cave, the cold; remembering a propeller, again all-awhirl, the pain in his legs and, even so, her face, because she was lying in the water in such a way that her face was all he could see, as if it were just a face floating there, a white speck which seemed in a way to be beaming upon him like an icon, something sacred, and when he did finally jump in it was primarily in order to save that face.
         
 
         Jonas was in the water, struck once more by the mighty forces at work here, buffeted about as if caught on the fringes of an avalanche; he worked his way towards the whirlpool, musn’t get too close, barely touch it, like a tangent; as in a nightmare he pictured how he could be caught up in it, how he could get stuck there, to die along with her, Veronika, two bodies going round and round for ever.
 
         He was very close, saw her face drift past, more yellow than white now, felt those forces, watery muscles, tiny hands clutching at him; maybe, the thought flashed through his mind, this is the hub for which he had always been searching, these tremendous forces, a hub completely hidden away at the bottom of a ravine between black basalt walls, an utterly desolate spot, a counter-current with a face caught in a whirlpool. Veronika glided past again, Jonas gathered himself, swam as close as he dared, conscious of a propeller slicing lethally right next to him, reached out a hand and managed to catch hold of an arm, heaved, swam backwards for all he was worth, and he actually managed it: pulled Veronika Røed out of the whirlpool, took her in tow and floundered towards the bank then hauled her up onto it.
         
 
         She was breathing, she was conscious, retching, spluttering, her eyes were open, she looked at Jonas as if she could not believe what those same eyes were telling her, that this man, her cousin, had saved her life; she said not a word, did not have the breath to say anything, anyway. Jonas was just relieved that he did not have to give her mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, was aware of a terrible pain in one knee, an old injury acting up, an injury sustained in the greatest collision of his life, and even at that moment his mind was elsewhere. He had seen something, could not remember what, only that it was important, absolutely crucial, he must have caught sight of it just as he jumped into the water, remembered only that it was important, looked around, looked down, looked up, up the length of the cliff on the other side of the river and then he spotted it: a little fir tree growing straight out of the rock-face, a tiny green tuft amid all the black, it was a wonder it could grow there at all, and he realized that this was what he had been on the lookout for throughout the trip, this one detail that could transform a life, something even more important than the fact of having saved someone’s life, and right then and there he knew with absolute certainty that he could do it, he could win through and realize his grand vision.
         
 
         They were going to have to go back into the water, clamber a little way down the bank before swimming out and drifting with the current over the next stretch of rapids to the pool where the others were waiting for them in the raft. He was no longer afraid. It was going to be all right. He knew it would be all right. Veronika had regained her breath, was half-sitting, staring into space. Jonas knew it would be all right. The others were waiting. It wouldn’t be too much of a problem to drift over the rapids on their backs. It would be all right. His project too was going to work out just fine. He knew it. He would get there. He would see it through even if he had to take on the whole of NRK, the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation, single-handed. He took Veronika’s hand and pulled her to her feet. They clambered down the bank a little way before once more plunging into the foaming waters.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Pyramid Playing
            

         
 
         Jonas Wergeland had originally intended to open the programme on Ole Bull with the central character, in the shape of Normann Vaage, standing by a waterfall, playing one of his hell-for-leather compositions: a nod, so to speak, in the direction of the myth of the Fossgrimen, the fiddle-playing sprite of the falls, and the magic of the fiddlers of old. This sequence would also have fitted in beautifully with a cut to pictures of the green-patinated statue of Ole Bull set amid the fountains in the lovely gardens outside the Hotel Norge in Bergen, after which they could pan up to the peaks of Fløyen and Ulriken and the landscape of western Norway which supposedly meant so much to Ole Bull.
 
         That it did not turn out this way was due not only to Jonas Wergeland’s decision, following one of the basic principles behind the series, to set the key scene in each programme in a foreign location, which meant dispensing with most of the hackneyed images associated with Ole Bull – old Bergen, the family home in Valestrand and, not least, the quite fascinating jumble of a house on the island of Lysøen, a monument to his hectic travels – but also to the fact that at the planning stage Jonas had asked the same question of Ole Bornemann Bull as he asked of all his other chosen subjects: what is the story at the heart of this person’s life? And in Bull’s case, Jonas Wergeland replied as follows: Ole Bull’s story is that of a man who travelled the world over in search of the perfect sounding-board for the Norwegian tone. And this Ole Bull found at the top of the Great Pyramid of Cheops.
         
 
         Now it could be argued that this scene, too – Ole Bull atop the seventh wonder of the world on his 66th birthday – has been pretty much done to death, but when it came to a choice between this and a scene from Oleana in a small valley in the Allegheny Mountains of Pennsylvania, Jonas opted for Egypt, prompted not only by the fact that this scene could have been made for television but also by another, underlying, motive: the chance of finally getting to see Cairo, one of the few capitals in the world he had not visited. In this respect, Jonas Wergeland falls neatly into line with all the other individuals who have had NRK foot the bill for their own private jaunts abroad.
         
 
         The greatest challenge was, therefore, to come up with a ploy which would breathe fresh life into the Cheops scene, and this Jonas achieved by alternating vertical shots of the pyramid with a frenetic, panorama sequence which actually constituted the programme’s main leitmotif, depicting Ole Bull travelling the length and breadth of Europe like a sort of musical Casanova in his English-built coach. Thus the programme darted back and forth between a young Ole Bull on his helter-skelter tour of the concert halls of Europe, large and small, and an elderly Ole Bull climbing the Great Pyramid of Cheops. For the scenes of the perpetual progress from one city to the next, from Paris to Trieste, from Cadiz to Riga, Jonas alternated between exterior shots of the coach, with eight fine horses between the traces, and shots of the interior, specially fitted out as a sleeping chamber in which Ole Bull and his manservant could spend the night – all of this filmed on one of the avenues in Frognerparken in Oslo and interspersed with shots from the concerts, where the set – a more or less faithful reproduction built in the studio of the concert hall in Bologna, scene of what was possibly the most important concert of his career – remained the same throughout with various different backdrops representing Florence or St Petersburg simply and quite openly being dropped into place, and Ole Bull always giving a solo performance of the coda, rich in musical pyrotechnics and bravura flourishes, from his own, not particularly well-known, but tempestuous composition ‘Polacca guerriera’ – possibly inspired by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius – thus giving the viewers the impression of a constant repetition of the same elements: the massive coach racing full tilt across the same stretch of country; Bull in his seat, the same impatient expression on his face; the same concert hall, the same audience, the same music, the same ovations, the same ladies weeping, the same gifts, flowers and jewellery, brooches and snuff boxes inlaid with precious stones, then the carriage again, charging on through dust, mud, snow, rain, then the concert hall and so on and so forth, broken only by Bull as an old man, shot in slow motion, negotiating the massive stone blocks of the Great Pyramid, the sound of his breathing and his heartbeat amplified, dominating the soundtrack. It was said of this programme that the shaking of the carriage eventually transmitted itself to the armchairs of the viewers at home and that every time the old man was seen laboriously ascending the pyramid they were on the edge of their seats, almost as if they were watching a thriller as if, even though they knew the outcome, they were not sure whether he really would make it.
         
 
         The middle segment of the programme was given over to the regular spot in which Jonas Wergeland himself, in modern dress, stepped onto the set to interview the central character. Much of the series’ popularity could be put down to this part of the programme, thanks to Wergeland’s unique television presence and the extremely artful way in which the interview revealed certain less well-known aspects of the hero’s character. Thus, in this programme, Jonas Wergeland sat halfway up the Great Pyramid, talking to a clearly exhausted and exaggeratedly aged Ole Bull – looking like a burnt-out Casanova, to pursue the metaphor – with Bull replying as animatedly and as eloquently as was apparently his wont to the questions Jonas Wergeland put to him regarding his Arabian horses, his attempt to commit suicide by jumping into the Seine, that duel with rapiers – did that really happen? – his weakness for casinos, his affair with opera singer Maria Malibran, his two marriages, and is it true, Ole Bull, that you were offered the post of general with the Spanish army? They then went on to talk about his music, about Torgeir Augundsson, the Lad from Myllar, about the Norwegian airs, their unique character, and, above all, about Ole Bull’s great passion: violins – from his first, a Santo Seraphino, by way of all the others, among them an Amati grand patron, a Stradivarius, a Guarnerius – or was it three? – to the pride of them all which he now cradled in his arms, caressing it as if it were a baby, a Gasparo da Salò with the carved angel head at the top of the neck and the delicate zigzag border on the fingerboard. From this Wergeland switched to asking Ole Bull, halfway up the Great Pyramid of Cheops, how his instruments were constructed, got him to explain how the bridges were made lower and flatter so that he could play all of the strings at once and why he used an especially long, rigid, heavy bow, after which Ole Bull demonstrated his finesse on the violin in a brilliant sequence – with close-ups of a real violinist’s hands, of course – in which the viewers were given a taste of Bull’s matchless polyphonies and inimitable cantabile, his pizzicatos and trills and harmonics, together with a mind-boggling staccato technique which could conjure up 350 notes with one stroke of the bow, before the musician rounded off with imitations of everything from birds twittering to the wind sighing in the tops of the birch trees, from waterfalls to the crackle of lightning.
         
 
         For his own part, Jonas Wergeland was happiest with the ending – perhaps because they had been the first foreign television crew for many years to be granted permission, without bribing anyone, to film at the top of the Great Pyramid of Cheops, which says much for Jonas Wergeland’s rare gift for seducing people. They had gone so far over the top in this scene that it teetered on the very brink of pure parody. Norman Vaage, clad in a copy of Ole Bull’s concert dress, looked magnificent standing on the top of the pyramid in the sunset next to a fluttering Norwegian flag, overlooking Cairo and the Nile and the desert, playing, or supposedly playing ‘The Saeter Girl’s Sunday’ with such a passionate expression on his face and such theatrical gestures and such power that anyone would have thought he was trying to bring down the Great Pyramid the way the Hebrews had done farther east with the walls of Jericho. The diamonds set in to the tip of the bow, sparkled in the light and the music, that melancholy Norwegian melody, was so irredeemably unctuous, going as far as it decently could without slipping over into an unadulterated gypsy serenade, while Ole Bull, alias Normann Vaage, finished off – or so it seemed to the viewers – by releasing a white dove from the violin case. In addition, the Bedouin extras had been encouraged to act even more awestruck than the story would have it, if that were possible, which is to say that they fell to their knees as if bewitched, exclaiming ‘Allah, Allah!’ In Jonas Wergeland’s version even the camels knelt before him.
         
 
         Jonas realized, of course, that Ole Bull had to be viewed in the light of the nineteenth-century concert tradition, whereby the performer was very much an improviser, creating the music as he went along; nonetheless Jonas wanted also to leave some room for those critical voices which hold that Ole Bull was more of a buffoon and a conjuror than a musician, not to say composer, of real standing and maintain that Bull had to resort to cheap tricks and bravura displays for want of genuine virtuosity. And here Wergeland was alluding to a particularly Norwegian syndrome: that in Norway one can at best be a virtuoso but never creative and certainly never innovative – as exemplified by Ole Bull, who could have been one of the truly great musicians but who possibly let this opportunity slip by not taking lessons, so that one cannot but agree with Franz Liszt when that temperamental gentleman declared in the midst of a private contretemps that the name of Ole Bull would have been forgotten by Europe when the world was still paying homage to his, Liszt’s, memory. Nevertheless Jonas Wergeland succeeded in highlighting Bull’s greatest gift to the Norwegian people, both in his own day and today: his innate ability to kindle excitement in others. There were many viewers who felt that Ole Bull not only conquered Cheops but also the heart of the Norwegian people. Ole Bull’s was a fine, uplifting story, a fairy tale to his contemporaries, the first and greatest red-letter day of their lives, as Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson – for once – so aptly put it, a Norwegian who played a whole night long in the Colosseum in the moonlight and proved that even an insignificant little country such as Norway could make its mark in the big wide world: a fact which to this very day the nation finds it hard to comprehend, with the result that they have to go to the length of creating advertising campaigns costing millions of kroner, taking out full pages in the newspapers to persuade more Norwegians that they are as good as the rest of the world.
 
         Although Jonas Wergeland had long since become used to the power of television, he could still be surprised by its unforeseen consequences. After the programme on Ole Bull people rushed out in droves to buy the soundtrack from it, which included ‘Polacca guerriera’, the relatively unknown piece by Bull that had run like a deep, irresistible undercurrent throughout the programme. It was also gratifying to note that this record had been made by a young Norwegian musician – the same violinist whom Jonas Wergeland had used in the programme – so this was just one of many examples of the way in which, through his television series, Jonas Wergeland played his part in promoting many talented artists, thus triggering a wave of creativity within many areas of the Norwegian arts scene.
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