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Getting the most from this guide

This guide is designed to help you to develop your understanding and critical appreciation of the concepts and issues raised in Der Vorleser as well as your language skills, fully preparing you for your Paper 2 exam. It will help you when you are studying the book for the first time and also during your revision.

A mix of German and English is used throughout the guide to ensure you learn key vocabulary and structures you’ll need for your essay, while also allowing you to develop a deep understanding of the work.

The following features have been used throughout this guide to help build your language skills and focus your understanding of the novel:
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Activity

A mix of activities is found throughout the book to test your knowledge of the work and develop your vocabulary and grammar. Longer writing tasks will help prepare you for your exam.
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die Aufseherin female guard

For every paragraph in German, key vocabulary is highlighted and translated. Make sure you know these words so you can write an essay with accurate language and a wide range of vocabulary, which is essential to receive the top mark for AO3.
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Build critical skills

These offer an opportunity to consider some more challenging questions. They are designed to encourage deeper thinking and analysis to take you beyond what happens in the novel to explore why the author has used particular techniques, and the effects they have on you. These analytical and critical skills are essential for success in AO4 in the exam.
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GRADE BOOSTER

These top tips will advise you on what to do, as well as what not to do, to maximise your chances of success in the examination.
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Answers

Answers to every activity, task and critical skills question can be found online at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/mfl-study-guide-answers
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TASK

Short tasks are included throughout the book to test your knowledge of the novel. These require short written answers.
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Key quotation

Key quotations are highlighted as they may be useful supporting evidence in your essay.

Manchmal hatte ich das Gefühl, wir, seine Familie, seien für ihn wie Haustiere.

(Erster Teil, Kapitel 7)
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1 Synopsis

Erster Teil

The first section of Bernhard Schlink’s novel Der Vorleser deals with the illicit relationship between a 15-year-old schoolboy, Michael Berg, and a 38-year-old woman, Hanna Schmitz. On his way home from school, Michael falls ill and is helped by Hanna. When his parents send him back after his recovery from jaundice to thank her for her kindness, a relationship develops. When Michael helps her by collecting coal, he returns covered in coal dust. Hanna takes the opportunity to seduce him in her bath and an intense sexual relationship develops which lasts several months.

Michael begins to visit Hanna regularly to have sex. His infatuation with the older woman turns to love for her, although she remains aloof, controlling the relationship with her dominating behaviour whilst treating him almost as a son. At her request he begins to read aloud to her and this too, like their love-making, develops into a ritual.

Otherwise, their lives continue as normal. Although we learn very little about her other relationships, we know that Hanna works as a conductor on a tram, returns home every day at midday and awaits Michael’s visits. Michael, on the other hand, develops as an apparently normal teenager, making friends with girls at school. At the same time, he skips the last class every day to be with Hanna.
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TASK

Erforschen Sie den Schriftsteller Bernhard Schlink. Machen Sie kurze Notizen zu den Hauptdetails in seinem Leben und zu den Hauptthemen in seinen Werken.
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After some tensions have arisen, they decide to go on a biking holiday. When Michael slips out of the bedroom one morning to get breakfast for them he leaves Hanna a note. He returns innocently to find her in a furious temper and there is no sign of the note.

At the beginning of a new term, Michael’s relationships at school blossom and he makes new friends. Although the relationship with Hanna continues, he feels uneasy about the strains that have developed and when he sees Hanna watching him with his friends at the swimming pool one day he does not acknowledge her. The following day, Michael is surprised to find that Hanna has mysteriously disappeared and questions whether he is to blame.

Zweiter Teil

The second section of the novel jumps forward several years to find Michael as a law student at university. When he attends a Nazi war crimes trial, he is shocked to see Hanna being interrogated as a war criminal. He attends the trial daily and learns of her past as a voluntary SS guard at Auschwitz. She was well known as the female guard who had younger female prisoners read aloud to her before they were sent off to their death.

In one particular incident, Hanna seems to have been responsible for the death of a group of women in a church that has burned down. The female prisoners were unable to escape because the guards would not open the door to let them out. When a survivor testifies against Hanna, she admits that she had written a report about the incident.

In an attempt to understand her motives, Michael visits the site of a concentration camp in Alsace. However, the experience leaves him with an uncanny feeling about her past and about his own relationship with German history.

When Michael realises during the trial that Hanna is illiterate he not only understands the disappearance of the note during their biking holiday, but also decides to report this to the judge who is presiding over Hanna’s case. However, during this meeting he avoids the issue of Hanna’s illiteracy. Consequently, Hanna is sentenced to life imprisonment for war crimes.

Dritter Teil

Michael in the meantime marries and fathers a child. When his daughter, Julia, reaches the age of five, Michael and his wife, Gertrude, divorce. His inability to sustain a long-term relationship means also that he has few friends.

Unable to forget Hanna, Michael decides to continue the ritual of reading to her by sending to her prison cell recordings of him reading aloud. When he receives a thank-you note from her, he realises that she has learned to read and write in prison.

After she has served 18 years in prison, Hanna is due for early release. The prison warden summons Michael for a meeting during which she asks him, as Hanna’s only contact in the outside world, to help reintegrate her into society. A changed person, Hanna has learned to read and write in prison. Michael listens to her views on justice and prepares for her release.

However, on the night before her release Hanna commits suicide by hanging herself in her cell. Michael visits the cell and reflects on his relationship with her. He realises that their relationship is symbolic of the relationship between his generation and the older generation of his parents.

Michael’s final task is to carry out Hanna’s last will and testament. When he has withdrawn the 7,000 Deutschmark from her bank account, he travels to America to give the money to the daughter of the mother who survived the church fire. She refuses to accept the donation and the money is transferred to the Jewish League Against Illiteracy. When Michael receives a thank-you letter for the donation, he visits Hanna’s grave for one time only.
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