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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 Besuch der alten Dame as well as your language skills, fully preparing you for your Paper 2 exam. It will help you when you are studying the play 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 play:
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Activity


A mix of activities are 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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der Zweck purpose


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 boxes 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 play to explore why the dramatist 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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TASK


Short tasks are included throughout the book to test your knowledge of the play. 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.


Doch nun will ich eine Rede halten, vom Besuch erzählen der alten Dame in Güllen.


(Der Lehrer, Dritter Akt)
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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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1 Synopsis


Erster Akt


The townspeople of Güllen are desperate. Despite the town’s rich cultural heritage, this once thriving community is on the brink of bankruptcy. Unemployment and poverty dominate the lives of its citizens, whose only pleasure is watching the trans-European trains hurtle past the dilapidated station. However, they have one hope. They are planning the visit of the richest woman in the world, Claire Zachanassian, who spent her childhood in the town. Their plan to ask her for financial help hinges on the character of Alfred Ill, the billionairess’s childhood sweetheart.


Their plans for a ceremonious welcome are thwarted when a train stops unexpectedly and Claire emerges with her bizarre retinue: a butler, two gangsters, a coffin and a black panther in a cage. She immediately raises the hopes of the onlookers by donating a large amount of money to the bewildered train driver.


Things begin to get even better when Alfred Ill accompanies her to the woods. She seems pleased to see him and reminisces fondly about their past while revealing the troubled path of her own life, which has left her body largely reconstructed by the surgeon’s knife. All seems well.


In the local hostelry, the town worthies are impressed by Claire’s magnanimity. However, they are puzzled by her retinue, which also includes two blind men who speak in unison. In addition, Claire seems to change her husbands on a whim. Having arrived with husband number seven, she is planning wedding number eight in Güllen’s minster.


The pompous mayor’s welcome speech is debunked by the plain-speaking billionairess, who reveals that her apparently charitable actions were in fact bribes so that she could share a bed with Alfred Ill. When she finally makes her offer to the town of a substantial financial donation to the public purse and to each citizen, there are triumphant cries of joy.


However, she then reveals her true purpose. As a young girl she was forced to leave the town after she had become pregnant with Ill’s child. Her butler is the judge and the two blind men the original witnesses who had perjured themselves in court after having been bribed by Ill to swear that they too had slept with her. Now she has come to claim justice for herself. She will donate the money to save the town if someone kills Alfred Ill.


The indignant mayor rejects her offer on behalf of the outraged citizens. But Claire insists that all she has to do is wait.
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TASK


1 Erforschen Sie den Dramatiker Friedrich Dürrenmatt. Machen Sie kurze Notizen zu seinem Leben und zu dem Stil und den Hauptthemen in seinen Werken.
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Zweiter Akt


Surrounded by her strange entourage, Claire positions herself on her hotel balcony, from where she can watch developments in the town below.


In his shop, Ill serves his usual customers, each of whom buys more expensive goods than normal. When he questions the cost, they ask him for credit. Gradually he notices that they are all wearing new yellow shoes and begins to fear for his life.


Relying on the loyalty of his fellow citizens, he goes in turn to three representatives of local institutions to ask for help: the mayor, the policeman and the priest. However, he is horrified to discover that they too have succumbed to temptation. He is astonished by the mayor’s new typewriter and by his extensive plans for redevelopment in the town; he is amazed to see that the policeman has a brand-new gold tooth in his mouth; and despite the priest’s sanctimonious words, he is appalled to hear a new church bell.


Taking the priest’s advice, Ill decides to flee and heads for the station. Here he is surrounded by the townspeople who reassure him that he is safe. He realises however that he can never escape the influence of the billionairess, who will find him wherever he goes, as she did the butler and the blind men.


Dritter Akt


In a local barn, Claire awaits her wedding day. She receives a visit from the doctor and the teacher, who plead with her to donate the money without the condition of Ill’s murder. However, she refuses, telling them how her rejection led her into a life of prostitution which came to an end only when she met her first husband, Zachanassian. She knows the value of money, has power and is determined to use it to get her revenge on the man who ruined her life.


In Ill’s shop, his wife and family, also stricken with the credit bug, continue to serve customers as normal. The teacher, unable to cope with what is happening around him, becomes drunk and is prevented from telling the press about Claire’s offer only when a new portrait of Ill is crashed on his head.


Ill emerges from his room a changed man. After days of soul-searching he has finally accepted his guilt and the inevitability of his death. The mayor visits him with a rifle and a strong suggestion that Ill should take his own life rather than force the citizens to commit a crime. Ill refuses.


Finally the day of reckoning comes. In a formal meeting the mayor leads the citizens of Güllen in denouncing Alfred Ill and the men kill him. With the intention of taking the corpse to a mausoleum on the island of Capri, Claire hands over the cheque.




2 Historical and social context


Dürrenmatt als Dramatiker
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Der Schweizer Friedrich Dürrenmatt ist einer der bedeutendsten Dramatiker des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts. Sein Stil ist voller zynischen Humors und Kritik auf die Gesellschaft. Jedoch haben seine Werke einen didaktischen Zweck: Sie sollen den Zuschauer zum Denken anregen. Für ihn bietet das Theater eine Möglichkeit an, die moderne Welt zu analysieren und Lösungen für die vielen Probleme des modernen Menschen zu suchen. In seinen über zwanzig Bühnenstücken versucht er, das Publikum zu irritieren und zu kritischer Reflexion zu bewegen. Typische Themen für ihn sind Recht und Unrecht, Macht und Gewalt oder persönliche Verantwortung in einer konfusen Welt. Seine bevorzugte Gattung im Theater war die Form der Tragikomödie. Die Uraufführung seines Stücks Der Besuch der alten Dame fand am 29. Januar 1956 statt.
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der Zweck purpose


die Zuschauer (pl) audience


das Bühnenstück stage play


bevorzugt preferred


die Uraufführung first performance
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It has always been difficult to categorise Dürrenmatt’s style and this is what makes his plays so original. For him the theatre was a place for presenting works of art rather than a venue for presenting political or theoretical views. The most important element of his plays is their theatricality. In his writing about the theatre he explains that he wants the audience to be concerned with a series of stage images that merge together in their minds to allow them to understand his dramatic purpose.


Dürrenmatt was greatly influenced by the theatre work of Bertolt Brecht, who is renowned for his Alienation Effect or Verfremdungseffekt in the theatre. Both Brecht and Dürrenmatt intend the theatre to be used for didactic purposes and both aim to alienate their audiences from becoming too emotionally involved in the plot of the play by using certain dramatic techniques. However, while Brecht wants to remind his audience constantly that they are in a theatre, Dürrenmatt is more subtle in his approach. He claims that ‘Theater ist Theater’: in Der Besuch der alten Dame he creates his own reality through his use of selected scenery and props — the reality of a desperate town and desperate people.
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GRADE BOOSTER


In your exam essays remember that you are writing about a play which is to be performed on stage. Always consider the dramatic impact of a scene or an image on an audience, e.g. the yellow shoes, rather than simply their symbolic function in the script.
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In many of his plays Dürrenmatt explores the question of whether it is possible in the modern world to have a true hero. In Greek theatre, the tragic hero was a possibility because the hero’s fate was sealed from the outset in a world in which order reigned supreme. In the modern chaotic world with all its horrors, order is impossible and therefore the tragic hero cannot exist. However, as we see through the character of Alfred Ill, tragedy is still possible, although it is society and social trends which shape the fate of the protagonist.


In Dürrenmatt’s theatrical world, exaggeration is necessary rather than realism. Thus, Claire is presented as a larger-than-life individual who takes her control to an extreme, changes her husbands at will, gives her whole entourage rhyming names and is herself a grotesquely exaggerated figure created with artificial limbs.


Many critics have asked if Der Besuch der alten Dame is a political play, a satire on the struggle for dominance between communism and capitalism in post-war Europe. However, Dürrenmatt himself refuted this idea. It is better to view the play as a sort of modern morality play which forces its audiences to consider their moral priorities in an increasingly materialistic world.


Entstehung und Rezeption des Werks
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Die Idee für das Stück stammt zunächst aus einer Novelle von Dürrenmatt selbst, die er dann in ein Bühnenstück umwandelte. Der Dramatiker befand sich in tiefer finanzieller Not und konnte die Krankenhausrechnungen für seine Frau nicht bezahlen. Von seinen täglichen Bahnfahrten zu seiner kranken Frau und den ärgerlichen Aufenthalten an kleinen Bahnhöfen bekam er die Idee für die erste Szene am Bahnhof. Nach der Uraufführung am Schauspielhaus Zürich im Jahr 1956 wurde das Stück mit großem Erfolg in anderen europäischen Theatern aufgeführt und wurde bald zu einem der beliebtesten Stücken der 50er Jahre und zu einem Welterfolg. Für Dürrenmatt begründete es seinen Ruhm als Dramatiker und sicherte seine finanzielle Zukunft. Aber nicht alle Kritiker waren positiv. Das Stück wurde vor allem in der Schweiz kritisiert, da es die moderne Gesellschaft in einem schlechten Licht erscheinen ließ.
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ärgerlich annoying


der Erfolg success


der Ruhm fame


die Gesellschaft society


erscheinen to appear
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After the television premiere of the play, one outraged viewer from Berlin sent the broadcasting company a sum of money to use as seen fit under the condition that Friedrich Dürrenmatt was killed. The ordinary people of central Europe who were enjoying the new prosperity of the Wirtschaftswunder were insulted by the insinuation of the play that they would resort to anything for money — even to murder. However, such negativity soon faded as the play captured the imagination of audiences in the 1950s.


In the creative process, Dürrenmatt was always intent on finding ‘der Einfall’, the original idea which would set his plot in motion. He found the original idea for this play in his own short story Mondfinsternis which he had written some years earlier. He developed the main character Claire Zachanassian not, as some people suggested, to provide a starring role for his favourite actress Therese Giehse, but to make the play dramatic. Her sudden early arrival at the dilapidated station in her sedan chair is one of the iconic moments of twentieth-century theatre and is, in Dürrenmatt’s own words, ‘bühnenatmosphärisch’.
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TASK


1 Was verstehen Sie unter dem Begriff „bühnenatmos- phärisch“? Machen Sie Ihre eigene Liste von „bühnenatmos- phärischen“ Effekten in diesem Stück. Wie würden sie zu der Aufführung beitragen?
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Der Besuch der alten Dame is still performed widely throughout the world, its universal themes transcending the narrow world of the 1950s. As well as several adaptations for television, it was made into a film entitled The Visit in 1964 starring Ingrid Bergman and Anthony Quinn, although this version deviates from the original in many respects. Musical adaptations include an opera by Gottfried von Einem in 1971 and a stage musical by Kander and Ebb first seen in 2001.


Materialismus in den fünfziger Jahren
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Nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg waren die 50er Jahre in Deutschland die Zeit des Wirtschaftswunders, in der die Menschen das gemeinsame Ziel des Wiederaufbaus teilten. Obwohl man die alten Traditionen bewahren wollte, wollte man auch die neuen Waren der modernen Zeit anschaffen – vor allem Waren aus Amerika! Allmählich wandte sich die Bevölkerung der Vergangenheit den Rücken zu und sah optimistisch in die Zukunft. Deutsche Bürger vergnügten sich wie nie zuvor mit mehr Geld und größerer Freiheit. Das Auto, vor allem der VW-Käfer, verkörperte Erfolg und Wohlstand. Und die Deutschen durften in dieser neuen Demokratie ihr Leben selbst bestimmen, was in den vorigen zwei Jahrzehnten nicht möglich gewesen war.
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das Wirtschaftswunder economic miracle


der Wiederaufbau rebuilding


bewahren to preserve


der Wohlstand prosperity


das Jahrzehnt decade
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The poverty in Güllen was not unusual in post-war Europe. Constant bombing had left much of the continent’s infrastructure in ruins; large sections of the German population were displaced; and the Allies embarked on restoring democracy in a country whose political system had been dominated by the Hitler dictatorship for over a decade. The rapid economic recovery of Germany after the Second World War is, therefore, often described as a miracle.
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GRADE BOOSTER


In your exam it is not necessary to refer to the historical background. Dürrenmatt refused to acknowledge that his play was explicitly about post-war Europe or German guilt over the Holocaust. However, an understanding of the background helps to place the work in its historical and social context.
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Key quotation


—Sie vergessen, daß Sie sich in Güllen befinden. In einer Stadt mit humanistischer Tradition. Goethe hat hier übernachtet, Brahms ein Quartett komponiert. Diese Werte verpflichten.


(Der Bürgermeister, Zweiter Akt)
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The stark contrast between the old order and a new world is embodied in the contrast between the town of Güllen, with the faded grandeur of the hotel and the memories of its humanist tradition (Goethe spent a night here, Brahms composed a string quartet), and Claire’s entourage (the American gangsters, her glamorous husbands). She tempts the town with a promise of a rich and happy future which has for them only been a dream and which they are unable to resist.


As the people of Güllen accrue debts, they purchase the goods and follow the trends which typified the 1950s and which would have resonated with the audience at the first performance in 1956. Thus, Ill’s family’s dream of an affluent lifestyle is symbolised in the new car, his wife’s fur coat, his daughter’s tennis and French lessons. Their neighbours even have a new radio. The mayor sits in his office in the town hall admiring his new town plan.


Claire rules her world with new technology. From the balcony of her hotel room she telephones around the world to organise her international empire. Importantly, she relies on the press and the television reporters to keep her in the limelight. In contrast to the people of Güllen, who are in awe of these new technologies, she uses them to her own ends: in her first scene, she tells her perplexed husband to leave the press members in the dining car of the train because she does not need them yet.
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TASK


2 Machen Sie eine Liste von den Waren, die die Güllener anschaffen. Was bedeuten diese Waren für sie?
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Griechisches Theater
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Für die alten Griechen war das Drama sowohl unpolitisch als auch erzieherisch. Indem sich die Zuschauer mit dem Helden identifizieren, sollten sie intensive Gefühle erleben, durch die sie im eigenen Leben verbessert werden. Im Prinzip ist es auch so in Dürrenmatts Werken. Das griechische Theater spielte für ihn eine bedeutende Rolle. In dem Protagonisten Alfred Ill bemerken wir große Ähnlichkeiten mit dem typischen griechischen Helden. Er befindet sich in einem moralischen Dilemma, in dem es einen Widerspruch zwischen zwei kontrastierenden unvereinbaren Ideen gibt. In Der Besuch der alten Dame muss sich Ill zwischen Lüge und Wahrheit wählen. Schließlich muss der griechische Held die Verantwortung für sein Handeln übernehmen, genau wie es Alfred Ill im Laufe der Handlung tut.
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erzieherisch educational


der Held hero


erleben to experience


die Ähnlichkeit similarity


der Widerspruch conflict
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Dürrenmatt’s interest in Greek theatre is most obvious in this play. Even in its form, it observes the three unities of classical theatre (place, time and action), and the three-act structure adopts the familiar pattern of exposition, development and denouement which classical dramatists used. The protagonist, Alfred Ill, undergoes a transformation in the course of the action, reaching his lowest point at the end of the second act before confronting the inevitability of his fate and accepting his death as a foregone conclusion. In doing so, he displays a level of courage which sets him above his fellow mortals.
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Key quotation


Doch nun will ich eine Rede halten, vom Besuch erzählen der alten Dame in Güllen.


(Der Lehrer, Dritter Akt)
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There are many classical illusions throughout the play. These are made mostly by the teacher, whose efforts to instil the values of the ancient Greeks have been his life’s work in the local school. Thus, he recognises Claire’s affinity with the murderous, vengeful Medea or the lustful Greek courtesan Lais who used men for her own good, and he sees Claire as the angel of vengeance who comes to wreak havoc in this formerly virtuous community. No wonder then that his words have a grand classical tone, out of step with the more mundane utterances of his fellow townspeople.
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