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,,Was für ein Glück, dass dieses Buch geschrieben wurde!‘‘ 

Rainer Moritz in der Weltwoche (1995) 



 

Dieses Buch 

sollte man sich 

nicht entgehen 

lassen, weil es in 

der deutschen 

Literatur unserer 

Tage hohen 

Seltenheitswert 

besitzt. 

Tagesspiegel, 

Berlin 

Weltwoche 
Schlink has thought so 

long and hard about 

German guilt that Der 

Vorleser distils its 

questions, its answers, 

and its pure pain more 

simply and disturbingly 

than anything I’ve ever 

read. 

The Spectator 

Crammed with incident and analysis, and yet Schlink 

finds room for virtuoso passages of evocation. 

London Review of Books 

Germans of Bernhard Schlink’s generation grew up in the shadow of their 

parents‘ crimes.  Der Vorleser is a vivid evocation of their difficult coming-of-

age...  Schlink confronts the difficulty of evading (or wholly recovering) his own 

and his country’s past.  He explores the conflict between generations, wrestling 

with collective guilt and individual motivation.  He examines the nature of 

understanding and tests the limit of forgiveness.  He does these things with 

honesty, restraint and a moral precision both unsettling and rare.  The result is 

as compelling as any thriller. 

The Times 

Einfühlsame Sprache 

von erstaunlicher 

Präzision.  Ein genuiner 

Schriftsteller, der hier 

ans Licht kommt.  Diese 

,traurige Geschichte‘ ist 

Schlinks persönlichstes 

Buch. 

Frankfurter Allgemeine 

Bernhard Schlink’s extraordinary novel is a 
compelling meditation on the connections 

between Germany’s past and its 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 its material, 

both erotic and philosophical. 

 Independent Saturday Magazine   

Der beklemmende Roman einer grausamen 

Liebe.  Ein Roman von solcher Sorgkraft, dass 

man ihn, einmal begonnen, nicht aus der Hand 

legen wird.    Abendzeitung, München 

A tender, horrifying 

novel that shows 

blazingly well how the 

Holocaust should be 

dealt with in fiction.  A 

thriller, a love story 

and a deeply moving 

examination of a 

German conscience.

  

Christopher Hope 



 

The concentration camps 

In the second part of the novel we learn of Hanna’s past as a guard in a 

concentration camp.  The dense network of labour camps and extermination 

camps, which the National Socialists built up, contributed to the regime of 

terror and persecution between the years 1933 and 1945.  The National 

Socialists persecuted their opponents with a bestial brutality.  Among the 

vitims were political opponents as well as so-called gypsies and homosexuals 

but it was the Jews above all who were taken to the concentration camps to 

be killed or gassed.  The living conditions were beneath human diginity.  

Epidemics were commonplace and the chances of survival were slim.  

Amongst the best known concentration camps were Auschwitz, Bergen-

Belsen, Dachau and Buchenwald.  Because the borders of Nazi Germany 

extended far beyond the present-day Federal Republic of Germany, many of 

the concentration camps are now situated in other European countries, for 

example Poland, the Czech Republik or France.  When the Allies liberated the 

extermination camps in 1945, they found emaciated survivors who could 

scarcely be recognised as humans.  It is estimated that millions of people were 

killed in the concentration camps.           

 

with her.  After the end of the affair Michael tries to get her out of his head 

but has real difficulty doing so because Hanna also dominates his dreams.  



 

 

The SS 

Under Heinrich Himmler’s leadership the Schutzstaffel (known by the 

abbreviation SS) was the police arm of the National Socialists, whose 

members had to share the racial ideology and ideals of the Nazi party.  

Initally intended as an elite force, the organisation soon became more than 

simply a protection squad.  After the SS had become responsible for 

organising and controlling the concentration camps from 1934, it became 

one of the most important instruments of terror in Hitler’s dictatorship.  

The SS got bigger and bigger as the war progressed: its membership 

comprised not only Aryan men selected for their physical strength but also 

women who often voluntarily applied to serve as guards.  Members of the 

SS were essentially responsible for murdering millions of Jews and 

committed innumerable war crimes without regard.  But when the 

organisation was banned at the end of World War Two, many members 

were able to get away and therefore escape punishment.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

Women in the SS 

Whether they were conscripted or they came voluntarily, many of the 

SS female guards wanted to escape their parental homes, have a 

career and climb the social ladder.  They were often young and 

inexperienced.  Since many of them came from the lower classes of 

society, they were often badly educated.  In the concentration camps 

they were often tasked with guarding female prisoners and were led 

by a senior female guard.  3,500 women were trained to be guards in 

the war years at Ravenbrück concentration camp.  The contrast 

between the usual National Socialist image of the woman as 

housewife and mother and the cruelty of these women might well 

explain why they have such a bad reputation.  Many survivors often 

reported that the SS women had been more brutal than the men.  

Although it was forbidden to abuse the prisoners, it is now known 

that the female guards used violence and tortured prisoners with 

beatings and other brutal actions in order to maintain discipline.   

It is in this context that one can better understand Hanna’s past, her 

behaviour to Michael and her illiteracy.   



 

 

 

The war crimes trials 

As early as November 1945 the war crimes trials began in Nuremberg; this is 

where the guilty leadership elite of the National Socialist regime were to be 

held to account for their behaviour.  Further trials took place in the four 

zones of occupation; these were the trials of less prominent offenders.  

They were charged with either ‘Crimes against Peace‘, ‘War Crimes‘ or 

‘Crimes against Humanity‘.  The judges in court were first-class lawyers from 

the victorious nations as well as from Germany.  The judge who Michael 

visits is an experienced civil servant.  Between 1945 and 2005 criminal 

charges were brought against 172,294 defendants.  It was often difficult to 

prove the crimes of the named perpetrators because many victims were 

already dead.  On top of this, the accused often defended their actions on 

the basis that they were simply obeying orders from above.        



 

 

 

 

 

Coming to terms with the past 

For post-war Germans the deeds of their family members were a big 

problem.  How was it possible for Hitler to come to power?  How could 

the German people be so blind that the regime could kill millions of Jews 

and people of other social groups?  The denazification of German society 

after the war may well have been successful but many questions 

remained open and it was impossible to simply draw a line under these 

bad periods of German history.  In the decades after the war Germans 

had to come to terms with their National Socialist past over and over 

again.  By recognising that his relationship with Hanna is inescapable, 

Michael deals with the big theme of coming to terms with the past.         



 

 

 

 

 

  

 


