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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

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
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
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the text.

Best Quotes
“I felt a mixture of longing and revulsion.”

Part One

This line, spoken by Michael Berg, describes his complex and contradictory feelings towards
Hanna Schmitz from their very first encounter. It establishes the central emotional conflict that
defines their relationship and Michael's subsequent life, highlighting the magnetic yet disturbing
nature of their bond.

“I had to love her. I had to hate her.”

Part Two

Michael Berg reflects on his enduring, conflicted emotions towards Hanna Schmitz. This
encapsulates the profound moral dilemma he faces: his deep personal connection and love for
her, juxtaposed with the horrific revelations of her past as an SS guard. It highlights the
impossibility of reconciling these two aspects of his experience.

“What I did was wrong, but it was not a crime.”

Part Two

This is Hanna Schmitz's defiant and morally perplexing statement during her trial. It reveals her
inability or refusal to understand the legal and ethical gravity of her actions in the concentration
camp, instead focusing on her perceived adherence to orders and her personal shame regarding
her illiteracy.

“I was ashamed of my love for her.”

Part Two

Michael Berg expresses the profound shame he carries throughout his life due to his love for
Hanna, a convicted war criminal. This shame is a central theme, illustrating the burden of his
secret relationship and the societal judgment he anticipates, even if unspoken. It isolates him
and shapes his future relationships.

“I wanted to understand Hanna's crime. It was important to me not to condemn her, but to
understand her.”

Part Two
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This reveals Michael Berg's primary motivation as he grapples with Hanna's past. His intellectual
and emotional quest is not for judgment, but for comprehension, reflecting a broader
post-Holocaust German struggle to come to terms with the actions of the previous generation.
This desire drives his lifelong engagement with her story.

“It was the only way I could be close to her.”

Part Three

Michael Berg reflects on his decision to record himself reading books and sending the tapes to
Hanna in prison. This act becomes his sole means of maintaining a connection with her, bridging
the physical and emotional distance, and fulfilling his deep-seated need to engage with her, even
after her conviction.

“The shame was not that I had loved her, but that I had not understood her.”

Part Three

This represents a crucial shift in Michael Berg's understanding of his lifelong burden. Initially
ashamed of loving a criminal, he later realizes his deeper failing was his inability or unwillingness
to fully comprehend the complexities of Hanna's character and actions, particularly her illiteracy
and its impact.

“I was her judge, her executioner, her lover, her son.”

Part Three

Michael Berg articulates the incredibly complex and contradictory roles he felt he played in
Hanna's life. This line powerfully summarizes the entangled nature of their relationship,
encompassing intimacy, judgment, and a sense of responsibility, highlighting the profound
psychological impact Hanna had on him.

“The book was a bridge between us.”

Part Three

This metaphor highlights the profound significance of reading in Michael and Hanna's
relationship. Initially, Michael read to Hanna as a lover; later, his taped readings became their
only connection in prison. Books provided a shared world, a means of communication, and
ultimately, a path for Hanna's self-education and liberation.

“I had to live with the fact that I had loved a criminal.”

Part Three
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Michael Berg expresses the enduring burden and internal conflict he carries throughout his
adult life. This line underscores the profound and inescapable impact of his relationship with
Hanna Schmitz, a convicted war criminal, on his identity and his ability to form other meaningful
connections.

Questions & Answers
What is the central conflict of "The Reader"?

The central conflict revolves around Michael Berg's lifelong struggle to reconcile his deep love
and intimacy with Hanna Schmitz, an older woman with whom he had an affair as a teenager,
with the later revelation that she was a brutal SS concentration camp guard during World War II.
It explores themes of guilt, shame, understanding, and the legacy of the Holocaust.

Who is Hanna Schmitz and what is her secret?

Hanna Schmitz is an older woman who has an affair with teenage Michael Berg. Her secret,
which is revealed during her trial for war crimes, is that she is illiterate. This illiteracy profoundly
shaped her life choices, including her decision to become an SS guard and her subsequent
actions during the war, as well as her behavior during the trial.

Why does Hanna Schmitz prefer to be convicted of war crimes rather than reveal her
secret?

Hanna is deeply ashamed of her illiteracy, viewing it as a profound personal failing and a source
of vulnerability. She believes that revealing it would expose her to ridicule and humiliation far
worse than a prison sentence. Her pride and fear of judgment lead her to accept a life sentence,
even when revealing her illiteracy could have mitigated her punishment.

How does Michael Berg discover Hanna's past?

Michael discovers Hanna's past years after their affair ends, when he is a law student observing a
war crimes trial. To his shock, he recognizes Hanna Schmitz as one of the defendants, accused of
overseeing the deaths of Jewish prisoners during a death march and selecting prisoners for
extermination.

What role does reading play in Michael and Hanna's relationship?

Reading is central to their relationship. During their affair, Michael reads to Hanna, which is a
source of intimacy and pleasure for her. Later, when Hanna is in prison, Michael sends her taped
readings. This act not only provides her with comfort and a connection to him but also eventually
enables her to teach herself to read and write, leading to a profound personal transformation.

Why doesn't Michael help Hanna during her trial?
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Michael is torn between his love for Hanna and his moral obligation to justice. He understands
that revealing her illiteracy could explain some of her actions and potentially lessen her
sentence, but doing so would also expose their secret affair and Hanna's deep shame.
Ultimately, his own shame, fear, and a sense of betrayal prevent him from intervening, a decision
that haunts him for life.

What is the significance of the title "The Reader"?

The title refers to Hanna Schmitz, who is "the reader" in two senses. Initially, she is the one being
read to by Michael, a source of comfort and education. Later, she becomes a reader herself,
teaching herself to read and write in prison, which empowers her and allows her to engage with
the world in a new way. It highlights the transformative power of literacy.

Spoiler: What happens to Hanna Schmitz at the end of the book?

Spoiler: After serving twenty years in prison, during which she taught herself to read and write
with Michael's taped readings, Hanna Schmitz commits suicide on the eve of her release. She
hangs herself in her cell, leaving behind her meager savings and a note for Michael, indicating
her decision was a final act of agency and perhaps a release from her past.

How does Michael's relationship with Hanna affect his adult life?

Michael's relationship with Hanna profoundly impacts his adult life. He struggles with intimacy,
his marriage fails, and he carries a deep sense of guilt and shame. He becomes emotionally
distant and isolated, constantly revisiting his past with Hanna, trying to understand her and his
own complicity, which prevents him from fully engaging with the present.

What is the author's message about guilt and responsibility in "The Reader"?

The author explores the complexities of individual and collective guilt, particularly in
post-Holocaust Germany. It suggests that responsibility is not always clear-cut, examining how
personal shame (Hanna's illiteracy) can intersect with historical atrocities. It also delves into the
guilt of the younger generation (Michael) who inherited the legacy of their parents' actions.

How does the book explore the theme of understanding versus judgment?

The book centers on Michael's lifelong quest to understand Hanna, rather than merely condemn
her. It challenges readers to look beyond simple moral judgments and consider the complex
psychological, social, and historical factors that shape individuals' actions, even in the face of
unspeakable crimes. It asks whether understanding can coexist with condemnation.

What is the significance of the money Hanna leaves for the survivor?

Hanna leaves her small savings to the Jewish survivor she had corresponded with, asking Michael
to deliver it. This act signifies her final attempt at atonement and reconciliation. It shows that
despite her inability to articulate remorse in court, she did achieve a form of understanding and
regret through her reading and reflection in prison.
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How does the book portray the German generation gap regarding the Holocaust?

The book vividly portrays the chasm between the generation that perpetrated or witnessed the
Holocaust (Hanna) and the subsequent generation (Michael) grappling with its legacy. Michael
and his peers struggle to comprehend their parents' actions, feeling a mix of shame, anger, and
a desperate need for understanding, often finding silence or inadequate explanations.

What is the role of memory in "The Reader"?

Memory is a central theme, particularly Michael's subjective and often painful memories of
Hanna and their affair. The book explores how memory is constructed, revisited, and
reinterpreted over time, shaping identity and understanding. Michael's constant re-engagement
with his past is an attempt to make sense of an unbearable truth.

Does the book offer any clear answers about Hanna's moral culpability?

The book deliberately avoids offering simple answers regarding Hanna's moral culpability. It
presents her as a complex figure—a perpetrator of horrific acts, yet also a victim of her illiteracy
and the societal structures that enabled her choices. It forces the reader to grapple with the
ambiguities of guilt, responsibility, and human nature without providing easy judgments.

How does Michael's profession as a law professor relate to his personal story?

Michael's profession as a law professor, specializing in legal history and the philosophy of law,
directly mirrors his personal struggle. He teaches about justice, guilt, and responsibility, themes
he grapples with intensely in his own life concerning Hanna. His academic pursuits become an
intellectual framework for processing his unresolved emotional trauma and seeking
understanding.

What is the significance of Hanna's final act of suicide?

Hanna's suicide on the eve of her release is a complex act. It can be seen as a final assertion of
control, an escape from the shame and judgment she anticipated upon re-entering society, or a
culmination of her journey of self-education and reflection, leading her to a profound, albeit
silent, reckoning with her past. It leaves Michael with a final, unanswerable question.

How does the book challenge traditional notions of love?

The book challenges traditional notions of love by presenting a relationship that is deeply
intimate and passionate, yet also morally compromised and rooted in an imbalance of power.
Michael's love for Hanna persists despite her horrific past, forcing the reader to confront how
love can exist alongside revulsion, shame, and profound moral conflict.

What does "The Reader" suggest about the nature of truth?

The book suggests that truth is often multifaceted, subjective, and difficult to fully grasp.
Michael's quest for truth about Hanna is complicated by her secrets, his own biases, and the
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passage of time. It highlights how personal narratives, historical facts, and emotional realities
can intertwine to create a complex and often elusive understanding of events.

What is the lasting impact of the book on readers?

"The Reader" leaves a lasting impact by forcing readers to confront uncomfortable questions
about morality, justice, and human nature. It challenges simplistic judgments, encourages
empathy for complex characters, and provokes reflection on the legacy of historical trauma, the
power of secrets, and the enduring struggle for understanding and reconciliation.
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