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Praise for The Reader

‘The Reader is a fine novel, as far above a Holocaust genre as Crime and Punishment is above the average thriller. A sensitive, daring, deeply moving book about the tragic results of fear and the redemptive power of understanding’

Ruth Rendell

‘Crammed with incident and analysis, and yet Schlink finds room for virtuoso passages of evocation … compelling’

London Review of Books

‘Until I read this novel I was not convinced that there was room for many more books about the Holocaust … the universal appeal of his sparely told story will remain’

Sunday Telegraph

‘He has thought so long and hard about German guilt that The Reader distils its questions, its answers, and its pure pain more simply and disturbingly than anything I’ve ever read’

The Spectator

‘Book reviewing can be a somewhat bleak trade … The infrequent bonus is the arrival, almost unheralded, of a masterly work. Then, the reviewer’s sole and privileged function is to say as loudly as he is able “Read this” and “read it again”’

George Steiner, Observer

‘Achieves enormous moral force in the strength of its uncertainty … haunting and unforgettable’

Literary Review

‘Bernhard Schlink’s extraordinary novel The Reader is a compelling meditation on the connections between Germany’s past and present, dramatized with extreme emotional intelligence as the story of a relationship between the narrator and an older woman. It has won deserved praise across Europe for the tact and power with which it handles its material, both erotic and philosophical’

Independent Saturday Magazine
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Part One


1

Perhaps you will see the painting one day. Long lost, suddenly resurfaced – all the museums will want to display it. By now, Karl Schwind is one of the most famous and expensive painters in the world. When he turned seventy, I saw him in every paper, on every channel. Still, I had to look a long time before I recognized the young man in the old.

The painting, I recognized immediately. I walked into the last court of the Art Gallery and there it hung. It moved me as it had when I entered the parlour of Gundlach’s villa, and saw it for the first time.

A woman descends a staircase. The right foot lands on the lower tread, the left grazes the upper, but is on the verge of its next step. The woman is naked, her body pale; her hair is blonde, above and below; the crown of her head gleams with light. Nude, pale and blonde – against a gray-green backdrop of blurred stairs and walls, the woman moves lightly, as if floating, towards the viewer. And yet her long legs, ample hips, and full breasts give her a sensual weight.

I approached the painting slowly. I felt awkward, just as I had back then. Then, it was because the woman who, a day before, had sat in my office in jeans, blouse, and jacket, approached me in the painting naked. Now I felt awkward because the painting brought up what happened back then, what I’d gotten myself into, and what I had soon banished from memory.

Woman on Staircase, the label read. The painting was on loan. I found the curator and asked him who had lent the painting. He said he couldn’t disclose the name. I told him I knew the woman in the painting, and the owner of the painting, and that its ownership would likely be contested. He furrowed his brow, but again said he couldn’t tell me the name.


2

My flight back to Frankfurt was booked for Thursday afternoon. Since the negotiations in Sydney finished up on Wednesday morning, I could have rescheduled for Wednesday afternoon. But I wanted to spend the rest of the day in the Botanic Garden.

I wanted to eat lunch there, lie on the grass, then see Carmen at the Opera House. I like the Botanic Garden, its Art Gallery, its Conservatory, the way it is bordered by a cathedral on the north, the Opera House on the south – its hills with their view onto the bay. It has a palm garden, a herb garden, and a rose garden; ponds, arbours, statues; many lawns with huge trees; grandparents with grandchildren; lonely men and women with their dogs; picnickers, lovers, people reading, people napping. On the veranda of the restaurant in the middle of the Garden, time stands still: old iron columns, an old cast-iron railing, trees filled with fruit bats, a fountain full of colourful birds with long, curved beaks.

I ordered food, and called my colleague. He had handled the Australian side of the merger, I, the German. We were, as is the case with mergers, partners as well as opponents. But we liked each other: we were the same age, both widowers, both senior partners at one of the last law firms that hadn’t been taken over by the Americans or the English. I asked him which detective agency his firm used and he gave me the name.

“Is there a problem we can help with?”

“No, just something I’ve always been curious about.”

I reached the head of the agency, and asked him to track down who owned the Karl Schwind in the Art Gallery of New South Wales, whether it was Irene Gundlach, or an Irene formerly Gundlach, and if a woman by that name lived in Australia. He said it could take a couple of days. I offered a bonus if he could tell me by the next morning. He laughed. Either he’d be able to obtain the information today at the Art Gallery, or it would take a couple of days, bonus or no bonus. He’d get back to me.

Then the food came, and with the food I ordered a bottle of wine I didn’t want to finish, but finished anyway. Occasionally the fruit bats awoke, and all at once whooshed out from the branches, flew around the trees, then returned to their branches, and wrapped themselves back in their wings. Once in a while one of the colourful birds at the fountain let out a cry. Or a child cried out, or a dog barked, or the sound of a group of Japanese tourists wafted up like the twitter of a swarm of birds. Sometimes I heard only the chirr of cicadas.

On the slope below the Conservatory, I lay down on the grass. In my suit. Normally, the prospect of walking around in a wrinkled, even stained suit would have horrified me. Now it did not. I grew indifferent, too, to what awaited me in Germany. There was nothing I couldn’t do without, nothing others couldn’t do without me. In everything that lay before me, I was replaceable. I was irreplaceable only in what lay behind.


3

I hadn’t actually wanted to become a lawyer. I had wanted to be a judge. I had the necessary grades, I knew that judges were in demand, and I was prepared to move wherever I was needed. I regarded the interview at the Department of Justice a formality. It was in the afternoon.

The head of personnel was an older man with kind eyes. “You finished school at seventeen, passed your first state exam at twenty-one and your second at twenty-three – I’ve never seen an applicant so young, and rarely one so qualified.”

I was proud of my grades and my youth, but wanted to appear humble. “I was enrolled young, and the state changed the school year twice, each time making us complete a year in a semester.”

He nodded. “A gift of two half-years. And you gained another half-year when you didn’t have to wait after the first state exam, and became an apprentice right away. So you have time to spare.”

“I don’t understand …”

“No?” He looked at me gently. “If you start next month, you’ll be judging others for forty-two years. You will sit on high, they below; you will listen to them, talk to them, even smile at them sometimes, but in the end you decide who’s in the right and who is wrong, who gets locked up and who goes free. Is that what you want – forty-two years up on the bench, forty-two years of being right? You think that will do you good?”

I didn’t know what to say. In fact, I liked the prospect of sitting on high, dealing with others fairly, justly deciding their fates. Why not forty-two years?

He closed the file that lay before him. “Of course we’ll take you if you really want. But I won’t take you today. Come back next week, my successor can hire you. Or come back in a year and a half, when you’ve spent your extra time. Or in five years, when you’ve seen the world of law from below, as a lawyer, or a legal advisor, or a criminal investigator.”

He stood up, and I stood up too, confused and at a loss for words. I watched him as he took his coat from the closet and lay it over his arm. Then I went with him out of the room, down the hall, down the stairs, and finally stood with him in front of the building.

“Do you feel the summer in the air? Not long now, and we’ll have hot days, and balmy evenings, and warm rainstorms.” He smiled. “God be with you.”

I was annoyed. They didn’t want me? Then I did not want them. I became a lawyer not to heed the old man’s advice, but to spite it. I moved to Frankfurt, joined Karchinger and Kunze, a five-man firm, wrote a dissertation in my free time and made partner in three years. I was the youngest partner at any firm in Frankfurt, and was proud of it. Karchinger and Kunze were friends from their schooldays, and had gone to law school together. Kunze had no wife or children, Karchinger had a jovial wife from the Rhine Valley and a son my age, who was expected to join the firm one day. He struggled with his studies and I prepped him for his exams. Luckily, we got along well, and still do. Today he’s a senior partner like me, and what he lacks in legal expertise, he makes up for in social finesse. He has landed important clients. That we now have seventeen junior partners and thirty-eight employees is his doing too.
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