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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.




[image: ]


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.





2 Social and historical context



Die Konzentrationslager
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Im Zweiten Teil des Romans erfahren wir von Hannas Vergangenheit als Aufseherin in einem Konzentrationslager. Das dichte Netz von Arbeits- und Vernichtungslagern, das die Nationalsozialisten aufbauten, trug zwischen den Jahren 1933 und 1945 zum Regime des Terrors und der Verfolgung bei. Mit tierischer Brutalität verfolgten die Nationalsozialisten alle Gegner. Unter den Opfern befanden sich politische Gegner, sowie sogenannte Zigeuner und Homosexuelle, aber vor allem Juden wurden in die KZs eingeliefert und dort getötet oder vergast. Die Lebensumstände waren menschenunwürdig, Seuchen waren keine Seltenheit und die Überlebenschancen waren gering. Zu den bekanntesten Konzentrationslagern gehörten Auschwitz, Bergen-Belsen, Dachau und Buchenwald. Weil sich die Grenzen von Nazi-Deutschland viel breiter ausdehnten als die heutige Bundesrepublik, befinden sich jetzt viele Konzentrationslager in anderen europäischen Ländern, wie zum Beispiel Polen, der Tschechei oder Frankreich. Als die Alliierten die Vernichtungslager im Jahre 1945 befreiten, fanden sie abgemagerte Überlebende, die als Menschen kaum zu erkennen waren. Man schätzt, dass Millionen in den Konzentrationslagern umgebracht wurden.
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die Aufseherin female guard


das Konzentrations-lager (KZ) concentration camp


das Opfer victim


Überlebende survivors
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Michael discovers that Hanna was active as a guard in Auschwitz concentration camp in the spring of 1944 and subsequently in a smaller camp in Poland until the end of the war.


Auschwitz-Birkenau was the largest of the Nazi extermination camps. Among the many atrocities committed here, many were carried out by the notorious Dr Josef Mengele, whose particular speciality was to experiment with twins. An estimated 1.1 million prisoners were killed in Auschwitz, more than in any other Nazi death camp. Although more than 7,000 staff are believed to have worked there, only a few hundred have ever been brought to trial.
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GRADE BOOSTER


Some important events happen before the actual events of the novel are described. The novel is not written chronologically. Make sure you are clear about the order of events by referring to the chart on page 36 and be clear about the timeline in your exam essays.
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The Natzweiler-Struthof camp was created in 1941. Predominantly a labour camp that supported the war effort, it also provided human fodder for medical experiments by professors from nearby Strasbourg University. In the last 4 years of the war, an estimated 22,000 prisoners died in Natzweiler-Struthof.
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This is the camp in modern-day Alsace in France which Michael chooses to visit in an attempt to understand how human beings were capable of carrying out such atrocities as were witnessed during the Holocaust. Despite his attempts to imagine the camp full of human beings, he leaves with a feeling of desolation. His desire to understand Hanna and to judge her highlights how much he is at odds with his own feelings about the Holocaust and Germany’s National Socialist past.


Die SS
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Unter der Leitung von Heinrich Himmler war die Schutzstaffel, kurz SS genannt, die polizeiliche Branche der Nationalsozialisten, deren Mitglieder die rassenideologischen Ideale der Nazi-Partei teilen mussten. Anfangs als Elitentruppe gemeint, wurde die Organisation bald mehr als eine reine Schutztruppe. Nachdem die SS ab 1934 für die Organisation und Kontrolle der Konzentrationslager verantwortlich geworden war, wurde sie zu einem der wichtigsten Terrorinstrumente in Hitlers Diktatur. Im Laufe des Krieges wurde die SS immer größer: zu ihren Mitgliedern zählten nicht nur arische Männer, die wegen ihrer körperlichen Stärke ausgewählt wurden, sondern auch Frauen, die sich oft freiwillig für den Dienst als Aufseherinnen bewarben. Die SS-Mitglieder waren im Wesentlichen für die Ermordung der Millionen von Juden verantwortlich und begingen unzählige rücksichtslose Kriegsverbrechen. Doch als die Organisation am Ende des Zweiten Weltkriegs verboten wurde, konnten viele Mitglieder entkommen und ihrer Strafe entfliehen.
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die Schutzstaffel (SS) special police force of the Nazi party


die Nationalsozialisten (Nazis) National Socialists (Nazis)


die Aufseherinnen female guards


verantwortlich für responsible for
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GRADE BOOSTER


In your exam essay, remember that you are not writing a history essay. Concentrate on the novel. The historical and social background given here simply puts the events of the novel into context. You should not go into historical detail in your exam essay.
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As the SS developed its role in running the concentration camps, the power of its members grew out of control. The male and female guards, of whom Hanna Schmitz was one, were under the control of the Lagerkommandant. They were a mixture of Germans and other nationalities and some were even former criminals. Their brutality is well documented.


Survivors of the Holocaust have varying reactions to their SS guards. Some seek absolution (for survivors’ guilt) by forgiving their sadistic tormentors. Some continue to seek justice for their cruelty and for the loss of their families and friends. Others plead with former SS guards to admit openly their part in the Nazi killing machine.


As an SS guard, Hanna would have been left to make her own decisions about how to treat the prisoners in her charge. Her sudden violent outbursts, both physical and verbal, contrast with her gentler side, which is epitomised by her choice of female favourites to read to her before they are deported to be killed.


The daughter who has survived the fire in the church with her mother encourages Hanna to admit and accept her guilt during the trial. At the end of the novel, she rejects Michael’s offer of the money in a scene in which she appears to be devoid of emotion, perhaps indicative of the fact that all emotion has been ripped from her by the SS guards.


Frauen in der SS
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Ob dienstverpflichtet oder freiwillig wollten viele SS-Aufseherinnen dem Elternhaus entfliehen, Karriere machen und sozial aufsteigen. Sie waren oft jung und unerfahren. Da viele aus der Unterschicht der Gesellschaft stammten, waren sie oft auch schlecht ausgebildet. In den Konzentrationslagern hatten sie oft die Aufgabe, weibliche Gefangene zu überwachen und wurden von der Oberaufseherin geleitet. Im KZ Ravensbrück wurden in den Kriegsjahren 3.500 Frauen als Aufseherinnen ausgebildet. Der Kontrast zwischen dem üblichen nationalsozialistischen Bild der Frau als Hausfrau und Mutter und der Grausamkeit dieser Frauen ist eine mögliche Erklärung für ihren mehr als schlechten Ruf. Viele Überlebende berichteten oft, die SS-Frauen seien brutaler gewesen als die Männer. Obwohl Misshandlung der Gefangenen verboten war, ist es jetzt bekannt, dass die Aufseherinnen Gewalt ausübten und Gefangene mit Schlägen und anderen brutalen Aktionen quälten, um Disziplin zu halten. In diesem Zusammenhang kann man Hannas Vergangenheit, ihr Verhalten gegenüber Michael und ihren Analphabetismus besser verstehen.
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dienstverpflichtet conscripted


freiwillig voluntary


weiblich female


die Gefangene female prisoner


die Hausfrau housewife


die Gewalt force
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About 10% of guards in Auschwitz were female. As one of these, Hanna would have passed an entrance examination to establish her loyalty to the National Socialist cause and signed a contract with one of the SS-Helferinnen. After six months’ training she would have become a fully qualified guard. Although her wages were relatively high, she would not have shared equal rights with her male counterparts in the SS.


The contrast that has been noted above in Hanna’s treatment of her prisoners was not uncommon. A senior female SS officer was reported to have sent many children to their deaths as part of her drive to keep the concentration camps under control. At the same time she distributed biscuits to the youngest victims.


One of the most notorious and sadistic female guards was the infamous Irma Grese. The aspiring actress was a noted beauty who subjected prisoners to extreme acts of brutality, including whipping, beating women whom she deemed to be beautiful and on one occasion gouging out the eyes of a girl as a punishment.


During the post-war trials of war criminals, women were often treated more severely than men and more women than men were sentenced to death. Presumably, because of their low numbers, they were more memorable. Irma Grese, ‘die Hyäne von Auschwitz’, was hanged in her cell in 1947, leaving behind her no words of regret for her actions. However, like Hanna, she was punished for her crimes.


Die Kriegsverbrecherprozesse
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Schon im November 1945 begannen in Nürnberg die Kriegsverbrecherprozesse, bei denen die schuldige Führungselite des NS-Regimes für ihr Verhalten zur Rechenschaft gezogen werden sollte. In den vier Besatzungszonen fanden weitere Prozesse gegen weniger prominente Schuldige statt. Sie wurden entweder mit „Verbrechen gegen den Frieden“, „Kriegsverbrechen“ oder „Verbrechen gegen die Menschheit“ angeklagt. Die Richter auf dem Gerichtshof waren erstklassige Juristen sowohl aus den Siegernationen als auch aus Deutschland. Der Richter, den Michael besucht, ist ein erfahrener Beamter. Zwischen 1945 und 2005 gab es Strafverfahren gegen 172.294 Angeklagte. Es war oft schwierig, die Verbrechen der benannten Täter zu beweisen, da viele Opfer schon tot waren. Außerdem verteidigten die Angeklagten oft ihre Taten, indem sie meinten, dass sie einfach den Befehlen von oben gehorchten.
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der Prozess trial


das Kriegsverbrechen war crime


der Richter judge


der Beamte civil servant


der/die Angeklagte accused
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There are several reasons why it takes so long for Hanna Schmitz to be brought to trial. The main trials of the Nazi elite held in Nuremberg took some time to set up since there was no precedent for international war crimes trials. Churchill’s suggestion that the senior Nazi officials be executed without trial was rejected. These major trials had to be held before lesser figures could be brought to justice. In Hanna’s particular case, she has spent many years moving from place to place. The authorities eventually catch up with her because of the book published in America by the surviving daughter.


Like other former SS guards, Hanna was most likely trying to live a normal life, adjusting to normality in post-war Germany. Her accusers would have taken time to locate her. As time went on, the Allies began to disagree about how best to deal with war criminals, people’s memories became muddled and identities were difficult to establish.


There is a suggestion in Schlink’s portrayal of the judge in Hanna’s trial that he has been a passive observer in the Nazi period. Nevertheless, as a Beamter, he is duty-bound to carry out his role. Such suspicion was not uncommon in post-war Germany. Many individuals who were not necessarily directly involved in the Nazi party were often thought to have colluded by accepting the status quo.


There is more than a passing similarity in Hanna’s trial with the trial of Hermine Braunsteiner, ‘die Stute von Majdanek’, whose treatment of the women and children in her care was inhumane. After the war she had married an American and lived in New York until she was tracked down by a journalist and brought to trial. Despite her husband’s refusal to accept the truth of her Nazi past and despite the judge’s misgivings about her being such a decent person, she was eventually sentenced to lifelong imprisonment.


Vergangenheitsbewältigung
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Für die Nachkriegsdeutschen waren die Taten ihrer Familienmitglieder ein großes Problem. Wie war es möglich, dass Hitler zur Macht kommen konnte? Wie konnte das deutsche Volk so blind sein, dass das Regime Millionen von Juden und anderen sozialen Gruppen töten konnte? Die Entnazifizierung der deutschen Gesellschaft nach dem Krieg mag wohl erfolgreich gewesen sein, aber viele Fragen standen noch offen und es war unmöglich, einen einfachen Schlussstrich unter diese schlimmen Periode der deutschen Geschichte zu ziehen. In den Jahrzehnten nach dem Krieg mussten sich die Deutschen immer wieder mit ihrer NS-Vergangenheit auseinandersetzen. Indem Michael erkennt, dass sein Verhältnis mit Hanna unausweichlich ist, setzt er sich mit dem großen Thema Vergangenheitsbewältigung auseinander.
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die Tat deed


die Entnazifizierung denazification


die Gesellschaft society


sich auseinandersetzen mit to come to terms with, to deal with
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