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Overview
De voorlezer" (The Reader) by Bernard Schlink is a profound and morally complex novel that
explores themes of love, guilt, memory, and the burden of history in post-World War II Germany.
The story is narrated by Michael Berg, who, as a teenager in 1958, embarks on a passionate and
secretive affair with Hanna Schmitz, an older woman. Their relationship is characterized by
intense intimacy, with Hanna consistently asking Michael to read aloud to her from various
literary works before their sexual encounters. This ritual forms the core of their bond,
establishing a dynamic where Michael is both her lover and her "reader." Hanna abruptly
disappears from Michael's life, leaving him with lingering questions and a deep sense of loss.

Years later, Michael, now a law student, encounters Hanna again in a courtroom, where she is on
trial for war crimes committed as an SS guard at a concentration camp. He observes the
proceedings with a mixture of shock, confusion, and a growing understanding of her past.
During the trial, Michael uncovers a crucial secret about Hanna: her illiteracy. This revelation
forces him to confront the moral ambiguities of her actions and the choices she makes during
the trial, particularly her decision to accept blame for crimes she did not solely commit rather
than reveal her inability to read or write. The novel delves into Michael's internal struggle as he
grapples with his love for a woman who is a perpetrator of atrocities, the nature of justice, and
the collective guilt of his generation regarding the Holocaust.

The book ultimately examines the difficulty of truly knowing another person and the profound
impact of historical events on individual lives and relationships. It questions how one generation
can judge the actions of another, and how personal responsibility intersects with systemic evil.
Michael's journey reflects Germany's own struggle to come to terms with its past, highlighting
the complexities of memory, forgiveness, and the enduring legacy of trauma. The novel's power
lies in its refusal to offer easy answers, instead presenting a nuanced exploration of human
nature caught in the web of history.

Key Takeaways
• Love can exist in morally ambiguous spaces, forcing individuals to confront uncomfortable
truths about themselves and others.

• Illiteracy can be a profound source of shame, leading individuals to make drastic choices to
conceal it.
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• The burden of historical guilt affects generations, shaping personal relationships and
societal understanding of justice.

• True understanding of another person often requires confronting their hidden
vulnerabilities and past actions.

• Justice is not always straightforward, and legal judgments may not fully capture moral
complexities or individual motivations.

• Memory is a powerful, yet often unreliable, force that shapes our perception of the past and
our identity.

• The act of reading and storytelling holds transformative power, connecting individuals
across divides of time and circumstance.

Chapter Summaries
Part One: The Affair

Michael Berg, a fifteen-year-old German boy, falls ill and is helped by Hanna Schmitz, a woman
twice his age. An intense and secretive affair develops between them, marked by a ritual where
Michael reads aloud to Hanna from classic literature before they make love. This period is one of
profound discovery for Michael, both sexually and intellectually, as he becomes deeply attached
to Hanna. Their relationship is passionate but also possessive, and Hanna's moods are often
unpredictable. One day, Hanna abruptly disappears from Michael's life, leaving him heartbroken
and confused.

Part Two: The Trial

Years later, Michael, now a law student, attends a war crimes trial and is stunned to find Hanna
among the defendants. She is accused of being an SS guard at a concentration camp,
responsible for the deaths of hundreds of Jewish women. Michael observes the trial, torn
between his past love and the horrifying accusations against her. He realizes Hanna's secret: her
illiteracy. This explains her insistence on being read to and her strange behavior during the trial,
where she chooses to confess to writing a report she couldn't have written rather than reveal her
inability to read or write, leading to a harsher sentence.

Part Three: Aftermath and Legacy

Hanna is sentenced to life imprisonment. Michael struggles with his knowledge of her illiteracy,
which he believes could have mitigated her sentence, but he cannot bring himself to reveal it. He
begins recording himself reading books and sending the tapes to Hanna in prison. Over decades,
Hanna teaches herself to read and write using these tapes and books. On the eve of her release,
after more than twenty years, Hanna commits suicide. Michael then travels to New York to meet
a survivor of the camp Hanna guarded, delivering money Hanna bequeathed to her, and finally
sharing his story.
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Themes
• Guilt and Responsibility

• Memory and History

• Love and Morality

• Illiteracy and Shame

• Justice and Forgiveness

• Generational Trauma

Notable Quotes
• "I wanted to understand Hanna's crime without excusing it." — Michael's internal struggle to
reconcile his love for Hanna with her past as an SS guard.

• "No, I don't want to explain anything. I want to understand." — Michael reflecting on his
attempts to comprehend Hanna's actions and motivations.

• "But what was the point of my understanding, if it didn't change anything?" — Michael's
frustration with his inability to influence Hanna's fate or truly help her during her trial.

• "I had to condemn her and I wanted to understand her." — Michael's lifelong moral
dilemma regarding Hanna, caught between judgment and empathy.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is De voorlezer about?

"De voorlezer" (The Reader) tells the story of Michael Berg, who, as a teenager, has an affair with
an older woman, Hanna Schmitz. Years later, he discovers she is on trial for war crimes
committed as an SS guard during World War II. The novel explores their complex relationship,
Hanna's secret illiteracy, and Michael's struggle to reconcile his love for her with her horrific past,
examining themes of guilt, justice, and memory in post-Holocaust Germany.

Is De voorlezer worth reading?

Yes, "De voorlezer" is highly regarded for its profound exploration of moral dilemmas, historical
guilt, and the complexities of human relationships. It challenges readers to confront
uncomfortable questions about justice, empathy, and the legacy of the Holocaust, making it a
thought-provoking and emotionally resonant read.

How does De voorlezer end?

Spoiler: After serving over twenty years in prison for war crimes, Hanna Schmitz is due for
release. However, on the day before her scheduled release, she commits suicide in her cell.
Michael Berg, who had been sending her recorded readings for years, visits a concentration
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camp survivor in New York to deliver money Hanna bequeathed to her, finally sharing his story.

Who should read De voorlezer?

This book is ideal for readers interested in literary fiction, post-war German history, and stories
that delve into complex moral and ethical questions. It appeals to those who appreciate nuanced
character development and a deep exploration of themes like guilt, love, and the impact of
historical events on individual lives.

How long does it take to read De voorlezer?

"De voorlezer" is a relatively short novel, typically around 200 pages. Most readers can expect to
finish it in approximately 3 to 5 hours, depending on their reading speed and engagement with
the text.


