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Summary by chapter of The Reader (Der Forleser)
The summary by chapter is always a great way of getting in touch with the whole novel The Reader or just for repeating the content without reading the book a second time. Here you will find a meaningful summary of each specific chapter of the novel, The Reader, by Bernhard Schlink, which describes the main content of each chapter. With these short summaries, you will get a good, detailed, yet quick overview of the plot of The Reader, without having to read the entire book word for word.

Please use the links below to jump to the other parts or just scroll down…
Part Two
Part Three
First part of The Reader

Chapter 1: “I was fifteen, I got hepatitis.”
In the first chapter of the novel, The Reader by Bernhard Schlink, Michael throws up on the way home. Hanna comes to his aid. She washes him and cleans the sidewalk with. When he begins to cry, she asks where he lives and brings him home. The doctor, who is there right away, diagnoses him with jaundice.

Chapter 2: “I had been aware of this building since I was a little boy. It dominated the whole row.”
Michael describes Hanna’s house in Bahnhofstrasse. He describes it as it is today, as it was when he was fifteen years old, as he looked at it when he was a little boy and as he sees it in his dreams.

Chapter 3: “If I see her in my mind’s eye as she was then, she doesn’t have a face at all, and I have to reconstruct it.”
In the third chapter, Michael visits Hanna to thank her. She irons on the kitchen table when Michael tells of his illness. Michael describes the apartment Hanna is living in and what it looked like back then.

Chapter 4: “As she was reaching for the other stocking, she paused, turned towards the door, and looked straight at me.”
In the fourth chapter, Michael is still with Hanna. When he wants to go, she asks him to wait, because she also had to go and wanted to go with him. Michael is waiting in the hallway while Hanna is in the kitchen, the door is open a crack. Michael observes Hanna. When she recognises this, Michael runs out of the house and walks slowly home.

Chapter 5: “If looking at someone with desire was as bad as satisfying the desire, if having an active fantasy was as bad as the act you were fantasizing—then why not the satisfaction and the act itself?”
In the fifth chapter, Michael thinks about visiting Hanna again. Previously, he thought a long time about whether he should do so, but finally, he comes to the conclusion that it would be more dangerous if he did not go to Hanna, because then he would not get rid his fantasies.

 Chapter 6: “Then she let the towel fall to the floor. I didn’t dare move. She came so close to me that I could feel her breasts against my back and her stomach against my behind.”
In the sixth chapter, Michael visits Hanna, but she is not at home. Michael is waiting on the stairs in front of Hanna’s apartment until she finally comes home. He recognizes by her clothes that Hanna is a streetcar conductor. In her hand, she holds a coke chute (a container for charcoal) and sends Michael to the basement to get two more. Michael gets really dirty when handling the charcoal in the basement. Hanna and he are laughing together, she makes Michael a bath. When he is in the tub, she cleans his clothes. Hanna holds a towel to dry Michael. He realizes that Hanna is naked when she drops the towel. Then they sleep with each other.

Chapter 7: “The next night I fell in love with her. I could barely sleep, I was yearning for her, I dreamed of her, thought I could feel her until I realized that I was clutching the pillow or the blanket. My mouth hurt from kissing.”
In the seventh chapter, Michael decides to go back to school, even though he would have to stay for three weeks more at home because of his illness. He describes a scene from his childhood, when his mother washed him. He also describes the relationship from his father to his family.

Chapter 8: “She got out of bed, stood naked in the kitchen being a conductor.”
Michael tells Hanna that he skips the last lesson in school every day to meet her. Hanna gets upset about this fact, and they argue for the first time. She sends him home because she does not want to be guilty of Michael failing in school and make him end up being illiterate and a streetcar conductor like her.

Chapter 9: “But to be seen with Hanna, who was ten years younger than my mother but could have been my mother, didn’t bother me. It made me proud.”
In the 9th chapter of the book, The Reader, written by Bernhard Schlink, Michael works hard in class because he had missed some topics in school because of his illness. He faces many questions about marriage and happiness, and wonders whether both can last forever. He takes a look at himself and remembers the happy time when he was a young boy with too long arms and legs. He also said that he was neither good nor bad in school. Michael goes on to explain Hanna, who lived out of the situation and tells a little of their own past. Hanna lives the moment. It was the same with the future. Michael also says that he does not like be out together with his mother. When he goes with Hanna, who is only about 10 years younger and could also be his mother, he was even proud of it. With Hanna by his side, Michael feels like an adult. When Michael looks back to this time, he would see 15 years old as a child.
He reads many stories to Hanna, then they sleep together and shower. This is the typical procedure of their meetings. Hanna really loves it when Michael reads to her. She is an attentive listener, who responds in the appropriate places. Both enjoyed their time together.

Chapter 10: “If she threatened, I instantly and unconditionally surrendered. I took all the blame. I admitted mistakes I hadn’t made, intentions I’d never had. Whenever she turned cold and hard, I begged her to be good to me again, to forgive me and love me.”
On the first day of spring break, Michael gets up extra early and enters the train in which Hanna works as railway conductress. He knows what her stints are and on which routes she goes. Michael enters the second wagon and waits for Hanna come over to him. She is in the first wagon and talks to the driver.
Hanna does not come over to him. After several stations of waiting, Michael finally gets out sadly. Michael goes the way back home and thinks about Hanna’s behavior. He reappears at Hanna’s flat at the usual time and wants to ask her why she ignored him in the tram. She tells him to go away because she feels aggravated by him. Michael goes home really sad but visits Hanna after a half an hour again, because he could not stand the feeling. He asks her if she can forgive him. Hanna agrees. Then they sleep together. Every time the two have a conflict, Michael degrades into an excuse and admits things he has never done.

Chapter 11: “She kept looking at my split lip, until it healed, and stroking it gently. We made love a different way.”
In chapter 11 of the book, The Reader, written by Bernhard Schlink, Hanna and Michael decide to do a bike ride in the week after Easter. Michael says that he does not know what he has told his parents just before he drove away with Hanna. Michael wants to pay for Hanna, but does not have enough pocket money, although he had spent nothing during his illness. So he sold his stamp collection for seventy marks. Although he feels cheated, he says nothing. Hanna and Michael are both excited. He tells of the beautiful drive along the forests of the Rhine valley, they have looked at the landscape and are talking a lot. On the first night, the two cuddle together and Michael thinks about spending every night like this one with her. But the next nights, they sleep deeply because the ride is exhausting. Hanna allows Michael to determine the route; for her, it is sometimes nice to have not the responsibility. One morning. Michael wants to surprise Hanna with breakfast and flowers. He wrote her a little note that he will come back soon.
Hanna is very angry when he returns. She beats him up with her belt until his lips are bloody and breaks down in tears. Michael searches for the note but he cannot find it. Hanna says she would like to believe him, but she did not see any note. Afterwards, he reads it again to her and liked seeing a different side of Hanna. Not only the strong, but the gentle.

Chapter 12: “Her eyes explored everything—the Biedermeier furniture, the piano, the old grandfather clock, the pictures, the bookcases, the plates and cutlery on the table.”
In the last week of the holidays, Michael’s parents and his two older siblings go away. His younger sister should stay at friends‘, she thinks it is unfair that Michael should stay alone at home. Therefore, Michael asked her what she would like to have that he can stay alone at home. She tells him a few things that she wants. Michael decides to steal these things because he has no money. The plan almost works, only, at the last object, he is seen by the store detective and escapes in the last moment.
The first night at home alone, he invites Hanna. She takes a look to the house where Michael lives with his parents. She goes through all rooms and is especially interested in his father’s books. Hanna asks him if his father wrote the books himself or if he has just read them. Michael reads to her again and Hanna wants to know if Michael even wants to write books later. Michael is not sure. Then both eat together and they go to Hanna’s apartment. Michael gives her a nightgown made of silk, which he had stolen. Hanna puts on the nightgown and dances in front of the mirror with it. For Michael, this is one of the key images of Hanna in his mind.

Chapter 13: “Nausicaa, white-armed and virginal, who in body and features resembled the immortals—should I imagine her as Hanna or as Sophie?”
In the 13th chapter of the book, The Reader, written by Bernhard Schlink, Michael starts a new school year and for him, it is the change from the lower to the upper fifth. Michael describes his school and reported that this school has previously included only boys but now girls can also visit this school. He also tells about his class. Beside him sits Sophie, a very beautiful girl. Michael feels good, but he feels either totally safe or extremely unsafe. If he felt sure, he mastered difficult situations. He also describes the view out of the window. He says that he has always loved The Odyssey. In the end, Michael asks if he should imagine Hanna or Sophie as a character in the story. He could not decide.

Chapter 14: “When I think of horses, I don’t think horse’s teeth or horse face or whatever it is that worries you, I think of something good, warm, soft, strong. You’re not a bunny or a kitten, and whatever [whenever?] there is in a tiger—that evil something— that’s not you either.”
Michael compares the love between Hanna and him with a sliding plane. Their ritual of reading aloud, of loving and taking a shower together is still alive. One evening, when Michael reads from a book that both do not know, Hanna asks Michael what pet names he has for her. He waits a second and then he says that he thinks of a horse, if he keeps Hanna in his arms. Hanna is neither pleased nor repellent. Michael is a little suspicious because usually, Hanna is always for or against something. He calls her other nicknames. After a moment of silence, she says that she likes to be called horse. She asks him to explain the different names.

Together, the two visit a theatre play. For Michael, the opinion of the other viewers did not matter when he put his hand around Hanna’s waist. In the afternoon, Michael often meets with his school friends in the swimming pool to do homework. He is sometimes too late, but the others does not bother because it makes him more interesting. On his birthday, he is back with Hanna. She is in a bad mood and knows nothing of his birthday. Michael would have rather been in the swimming pool at this point. He also apologized again, even though he had done nothing and this time, he was very angry.

Chapter 15: “From the outside, it is impossible to tell if you are disowning someone or simply exercising discretion, being considerate, avoiding embarrassments and sources of irritation.”
The 15th chapter of the book, The Reader, by Bernhard Schlink is about Michael and his friends, especially his school friend, Sophie. Michael had told his friends nothing about Hanna. On the way back from the pool, Sophie and Michael get into a thunderstorm. Together, they take cover and start talking. Sophie is interested in whether he is depressed by his illness. Michael explains that he is healthy again. He is not sure whether he should tell her about Hanna. He staves off Sophie and proposes to talk about it at another time. It never happened.

Chapter 16: “I never found out what Hanna did when she wasn’t working and we weren’t together.”
Michael says he has never met Hanna randomly somewhere and that they talk a lot about movies they saw both in cinema. Hanna was under emotional pressure for a while and he did not know why. After Hanna seemed to be normal again, they bathed together. When Michael went into the swimming pool, he felt dizzy. By the time everything was clear again and it was just a normal afternoon, Hanna suddenly appeared in the swimming pool. He had never seen her randomly somewhere and wondered what she was doing in the pool. When he got up to go to her, he looked away briefly. At this moment, Hanna left the pool. He writes that this is a picture that he has in his memory.

Chapter 17: “Next day she was gone.”
Michael wants to visit Hanna and sits on the stairs outside her apartment, waiting for her. When she does not appear after a while, he calls the streetcar and mountain railway company and hears that Hanna has cancelled as they offered her a training to become a streetcar driver. The carpenter in the yard tells Michael that Hanna moved out the same day.

 

Second Part of the Book

Chapter 1: “After Hanna left the city, it took a while before I stopped watching for her everywhere, before I got used to the fact that afternoons had lost their shape, and before I could look at books and open them without asking myself whether they were suitable for reading aloud.” 
After Hanna’s disappearance, Michael misses her very much. He even developed feelings of guilt, but after some time, he forgets Hanna. Meanwhile, school and university are easy for him, but Sophie gets tuberculosis. He describes his own behavior as a cocky, with some parts of arrogance in it. Sophie notices this when she is healthy again after some years.

Chapter 2: “When I saw Hanna again, it was in a courtroom.”
During his studies, Michael attends a court case for sentencing concentration camp guards. He sees Hanna again, as a defendant, and reports of how much devotion he and the other students have to analyzing the process. It seems to please him to work up the past.

Chapter 3: “Our group was the fourth, and so would witness the examination of the defendants at the actual start of proceedings.”
At the beginning of the chapter, Michael describes the architectural style of the courthouse and he feels a positive mood again because he can finally apply what he has learned. In the process, we learn that Hanna had previously worked at Siemens and is then changed to the SS. She also worked in two different camps and moved several times thereafter. Michael is frightened of himself when he thinks that he would like to see Hanna arrested, so she is just out of his life.

Chapter 4: “During the weeks of the trial, I felt nothing: my feelings were numbed.”
As a reader, you can clearly see that the distance between Hanna and Michael becomes even greater during the process. Michael looks at Hanna as if he had never had a relationship with her. Nevertheless, he takes part in all hearings and his professor welcomes his voluntary commitment, because he can tell the other students who experience only parts of process the missing parts.

Chapter 5: “Of course the five defendants had not been in charge of the camp.”
In this short chapter, Michael begins to think about whether and how someone who has worked in Auschwitz could be condemned. In addition, the charges are mentioned briefly and the court makes a trip to Israel to interview a witness without Michael.

Chapter 6: “After the indictment had been read out, she spoke up to say that something was incorrect; the presiding judge rebuked her irritably, telling her that she had had plenty of time before the trial to study the charges and register objections;”
Chapter 6 of The Reader, written by Bernhard Schlink, shows the reader in the court process that Hanna is illiterate. She notes that some things that are written in the log of her examination are not true, even though she has signed it. She also reacts a little strange when she learns that a witness report is not read, because everyone has received it in writing. In summary, you can say the process is designed to her disadvantage. At first, she contradicts and she is excited, but the longer the process takes, the more Hanna takes up the guilt of the other.

Chapter 7: “In fact, the evidence itself was favorable to the defendants.”
Hanna develops a great deal of honesty in the further course of the process and she also declares things she has been committed. This, in turn, annoys the other defendants and their defenders because the court actually had no concrete evidence without the testimony of Hanna. Otherwise, it would be easy to dismiss the guilt of all. The other defenders are taking advantage of Hanna’s honesty and put all the blame on her. You will learn in this chapter, too, that Hanna had inmates in the camps who had read to her. This clarifies her illiteracy again.

Chapter 8: “In one camp, the daughter had known a guard who was called “Mare,” also young, beautiful, and diligent, but cruel and uncontrolled.”
Michael describes the contents of the book of the surviving daughter. It describes the situation of the concentration camp and tells how each month, sixty women were selected and sent to Auschwitz. The daughter also describes how she survived the fire with her mother in the church on a small gallery.

Chapter 9: “Why did you not unlock the doors?”
The judge asked the defendants consecutively why they did not unlocked the door of the burning church. Each of them said that it was not possible and that this report is wrong. However, Hanna explains that they had all wrote the report together. When another defendant rejects this and the judge asks Hanna for her handwriting, Hanna admits that she has written the report.

Chapter 10: “Hanna could neither read nor write.”
When considering Hanna’s behavior, Michael recognizes that Hanna cannot read and write during a walk in the woods. This explains many of Hanna’s strange behaviors in the past, such as the dispute during the bike ride, and her job as a camp guard and the situation when she pretends to be the sole author of the report. Michael now makes allegations to himself that he loved a criminal.

Chapter 11: “She had seized command. She did the talking and the writing. She had made the decisions.”
The other defendants have an easy game to push all the blame on Hanna and refer to her as “leader”. Hanna tries to escape from this situation by arguing, but this is hopeless. Michael wonders if he should go to the presiding judge to tell him that Hanna is illiterate.

Chapter 12: “No, your problem has no appealing solution.”
Michael cannot decide whether he should talk to the judge presiding over Hanna or even to Hanna herself. He seeks advice from his father. His father shows him with philosophical parables that he should speak with Hanna and the presiding judge. In spite of counsel, Michael is still undecided and unsure.

Chapter 13: “Again and again, my thoughts wandered off and were lost in images.”
Michael goes to the lectures at the university he has missed during the time of Hanna’s process. The court travels to Israel to hear a witness. He always has dreams day and night that show situations of the life of him with Hanna or Hanna alone. He also wonders how little information was there on concentration camps when he went to school.

Chapter 14: “But executioners don’t hate the people they execute, and they execute them all the same.”
Michael decides to visit a concentration camp. Because he has no visa for the one at Auschwitz, he goes hitchhiking to the next concentration camp, “Struthof”, in Alsace. On the way, he meets different people, and with one of the drivers, he leads a debate. The man defends the people who executed Jews and other people in the concentration camps. He is of the opinion that they have only done their work, and the Jews were indifferent to the people. After a provocative question, Michael has to leave the car and went the rest of the way on foot.

Chapter 15: “I wanted simultaneously to understand Hanna’s crime and to condemn it.”
For the second time now, Michael visited the concentration camp in Alsace. Now it is winter and he remembers how he tried to imagine the barracks of the camp full of people at his first visit. Afterwards, he goes into a restaurant and he has a bad night. Michael is very upset and cannot decide whether he wants to understand or condemn Hanna’s crime. The next day, he goes hitchhiking back home.

Chapter 16: “I had to make sure justice was done, despite Hanna’s lifelong lie, justice both for and against Hanna, so to speak. But I wasn’t really concerned with justice. I couldn’t leave Hanna the way she was, or wanted to be.”
Michael goes to the judge to tell him that Hanna is illiterate. It is not just about justice for Hanna. She has deceived and abandoned him. He does not want to accept her decision. The judge knows the seminar group well and welcomes Michael. He tells him that he can come back at any time.

Chapter 17: “But she looked straight ahead and through everything. A proud, wounded, lost, and infinitely tired look. A look that wished to see nothing and no one.”
Hanna’s judgment is read. She gets a life sentence. The spectators are really excited at the trial, because Hanna wears a costume that looks like the uniform of the SS. She listens to her judgment without moving and leaves the courtroom without looking at anyone.

 

Third Part of Schlink’s The Reader

Chapter 1: “Knowing what was going on did not mean taking part”
After the trial, Michael pulls back and learned a lot. Nevertheless, he is asked if he would like to go skiing with other students. He agrees. On this vacation, he is sick. Afterwards, he completed his studies and becomes a trainee.

Chapter 2: “When Gertrude and I were open and warm with each other, Julia swam in it like a fish in water.” 
During the ski vacation Michael meets Gertrude. He marries her later. The two have a daughter, whom they call Julia. They divorce when Julia is five years old. After the marriage to Gertrude, Michael never builds a long lasting relationship again.

Chapter 3: “The streetcar stopped, the door opened, and I got on.”
The professor of the concentration camp seminar dies. Michael does not want to go to the funeral at first, but then he does. At the cemetery, he talks to a former seminar participant. When he asks about Hanna, Michael tries to change the subject. At the end of the funeral, the other seminar participant asked again, and Michael runs away and jumps on the streetcar.

Chapter 4: “I escaped and was relieved that I could do so.” 
Michael is struggling with the choice of his job. He wants to become neither judge nor defense lawyer, and finally, he takes a job as a legal historian. He is reading The Odyssey again, which he loved as a child.

Chapter 5: “When I read it aloud, I could tell if the feeling was right or not.”
Michael begins to record books on cassette and he sends them to Hanna in prison. Later, he also writes stories himself, which he records on tape to send to Hanna. He never talks about anything personal in the record, only the text and the author.

Chapter 6: “Kid, the last story was especially nice. Thank you. Hanna.” 
After four years of contact by tapes with Hanna, Michael gets the first letter from her. She thanks him for the many cassettes she received from him. Hanna learned to write and she now writes Michael letters. She comments very carefully on literature. She recognizes epochs, older literature of recent or what the authors moved, possibly a woman, or that Goethe’s poems are like little pictures. Michael also admires Hanna’s courage she has had to learn to read and write. He collects all their letters and also observed the development of her writing. From her initial child-like writing, the letters are now always neat and beautiful. Yet, he never writes her. The cassettes are his way of talking to Hanna.

Chapter 7: “I never thought about the fact that Hanna would be released one day.” 
… But then, Michael gets a letter from the prison. They write him because Hanna may get a parole board hearing next year and could be released after 18 years in prison. The head of the prison asks him to take care of Hanna. He is looking for a flat for her and even finds a job at a tailor for Hanna. The request to visit Hanna in prison is not satisfied, because Michael pushes against it. Then he gets a call from the prison: “In a week, Hanna is released.”

Chapter 8: “But why should I have given her a place in my life?”
It’s Sunday and Michael visits Hanna in prison. They sit in the prison garden on a bench. Hanna has gray hair and wrinkles. She is wearing a light blue dress when they sit next to each other and Michael remembers Hanna’s fragrance. How she smelled as she worked, when they slept together, when she did the laundry, or the smell of her sweat. He also remembers what she looked like at the time before prison, but now he smells and looks at an old woman. Michael tells her how he admires her that she has learned to read and write, and thanks her for the letters. He tells her about his divorce and his daughter. Also, they talk about the time before and why Hanna never told him anything about her past. In her opinion, no one would understand her past. Michael gets the feeling that everything seems wrong.

Chapter 9: “Think about what we should do tomorrow.” 
It is the day before Hanna’s discharge. Michael calls the jail to speak to Hanna. He asks her what they should do tomorrow. Michael is very nervous this week and is not able to concentrate. However, it is a strange feeling for him. Michael wonders if he had to demand accountability from Hanna, too.

Chapter 10: “Tears were filling my chest and throat, and I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to speak.” 
By the next morning, Hanna is dead. She hanged herself at daybreak. Michael goes to the jail and talk to the manager. She asks Michael if he suspected something and he says no. The manager shows him Hanna’s cell, where she has lived the past 18 years. The cell is still equipped and Michael takes a look at her books, some about concentration camps and women in concentration camps. On the walls are little notes. There are quotations, poems, small messages, recipes, or images from newspapers. An image of Michael as a high school graduate is also included. Also, Michael finds the tapes he sent her. The director tells him that Hanna learned to read with these tapes. First, she read word by word and sentence by sentence during the tape playing. There is also a last will and testament. The 7,000 DM from her bank account should be send to the mother with the daughter who survived the fire in the church. Michael discovers that Hanna has lived there for many years like a volunteer at the monastery. All this makes Michael sad and he often starts to cry. But when he sees Hanna’s dead body, he cries no more tears.

Chapter 11: “It was autumn before I could carry out Hanna’s instructions. The daughter lived in New York, and I used a meeting in Boston as the occasion to bring her the money.”
Michael travels to New York to complete the order of Hanna’s testament. The daughter invites him for tea and he tells her about Hanna’s death and the job. Michael tells her about their relationship and that he was Hanna’s reader and even by the tapes, too. The daughter agrees with him that they transfer the money by Hanna’s name to a Jewish institution for the illiterate.

Chapter 12: “With the letter in my pocket, I drove to the cemetery, to Hanna’s grave. It was the first and only time I stood there.” 
10 years have passed since Hanna’s death. Michael has asked himself many questions. He wonders if he was responsible for Hanna’s death. He is even angry with her. But then he starts to write the story down to get rid of it and to make peace with Hanna. He also transfers the money to the “Jewish League Against Illiteracy”. They thank Hanna for the donation with a letter. Michael takes the letter and goes to Hanna’s grave. “It was the first and only time I stood there.”
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The Reader
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

For the film based on the book, see The Reader (2008 film). For other uses, see The Reader (disambiguation).

The Reader (Der Vorleser) is a novel by German law professor and judge Bernhard Schlink, published in Germany in 1995 and in the United States in 1997. The story is a parable, dealing with the difficulties post-war German generations have had comprehending the Holocaust; Ruth Franklin writes that it was aimed specifically at the generation Bertolt Brecht called the Nachgeborenen, those who came after. Like other novels in the genre of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, the struggle to come to terms with the past, The Reader explores how the post-war generations should approach the generation that took part in, or witnessed, the atrocities. These are the questions at the heart of Holocaust literature in the late 20th and early 21st century, as the victims and witnesses die and living memory fades.[1]
Schlink's book was well received in his native country and elsewhere, winning several awards. Der Spiegel wrote that it was one of the greatest triumphs of German literature since Günter Grass's The Tin Drum. It sold 500,000 copies in Germany and was listed 14th of the 100 favorite books of German readers in a television poll in 2007.[2] It won the German Hans Fallada Prize in 1998, and became the first German book to top The New York Times bestselling books list. It has been translated into 45 different languages and has been included in the curricula of college-level courses in Holocaust literature and German language and German literature. A 2008 film adaptation directed by Stephen Daldry was nominated for five Academy Awards, Kate Winslet winning for her portrayal of Hanna Schmitz.
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Synopsis[edit]
Characters[edit]
· Michael Berg, a German man who is first portrayed as a 15-year-old boy and is revisited at later parts of his life; notably, when he is a researcher in legal history, divorced with one daughter, Julia. Like many of his generation, he struggles to come to terms with his country's recent history.

· Hanna Schmitz, a former guard at Auschwitz. She is 36, illiterate and working as a tram conductor in Neustadt when she first meets 15-year-old Michael. She takes a dominant position in their relationship.

· Sophie, a friend of Michael's when he is in school, and on whom he probably has a crush. She is almost the first person whom he tells about Hanna. When he begins his friendship with her, he begins to "betray" Hanna by denying her relationship with him and by cutting short his time with Hanna to be with Sophie and his other friends.

· Michael's father, a philosophy professor who specializes in Kant and Hegel. During the Nazi era he lost his job for giving a lecture on Spinoza and had to support himself and his family by writing hiking guidebooks. He is very formal and requires his children to make appointments to see him. He is emotionally stiff and does not easily express his emotions to Michael or his three siblings, which exacerbates the difficulties Hanna creates for Michael. By the time Michael is narrating the story, his father is dead.

· Michael's mother, seen briefly. Michael has fond memories of her pampering him as a child, which his relationship with Hanna reawakens. A psychoanalyst tells him he should consider his mother's effect on him more, since she barely figures in his retelling of his life.

· The daughter of a Jewish woman who wrote the book about the death march from Auschwitz. She lives in New York City when Michael visits her near the end of the story, still suffering from the loss of her own family.

Part 1[edit]
The story is told in three parts by the main character, Michael Berg. Each part takes place in a different time period in the past. Part I begins in a West German city in 1958. After 15-year-old Michael becomes ill on his way home, 36-year-old tram conductor Hanna Schmitz notices him, cleans him up, and sees him safely home. He spends the next three months absent from school battling hepatitis. He visits Hanna to thank her for her help and realizes he is attracted to her. Embarrassed after she catches him watching her getting dressed, he runs away, but he returns days later. After she asks him to retrieve coal from her cellar, he is covered in coal dust; she watches him bathe and seduces him. He returns eagerly to her apartment on a regular basis, and they begin a heated affair. They develop a ritual of bathing and having sex, before which she frequently has him read aloud to her, especially classical literature, such as The Odyssey and Chekhov's The Lady with the Dog. Both remain somewhat distant from each other emotionally, despite their physical closeness. Hanna is at times physically and verbally abusive to Michael. Months into the relationship, she suddenly leaves without a trace. The distance between them had been growing as Michael had been spending more time with his school friends; he feels guilty and believes it was something he did that caused her departure. The memory of her taints all his other relationships with women.
Part 2[edit]
Six years later, while attending law school, Michael is part of a group of students observing a war crimes trial. A group of middle-aged women who had served as SS guards at a satellite of Auschwitz in occupied Poland are being tried for allowing 300 Jewish womenunder their ostensible "protection" to die in a fire locked in a church that had been bombed during the evacuation of the camp. The incident was chronicled in a book written by one of the few survivors, who emigrated to the United States after the war; she is the main prosecution witness at the trial.

Michael is stunned to see that Hanna is one of the defendants, sending him on a roller coaster of complex emotions. He feels guilty for having loved a remorseless criminal and at the same time is mystified at Hanna's willingness to accept full responsibility for supervising the other guards despite evidence proving otherwise. She is accused of writing the account of the fire.

At first she denies this, then in panic admits it in order not to have to provide a sample of her handwriting. Michael, horrified, realizes then that Hanna has a secret that she refuses to reveal at any cost—that she is illiterate. This explains many of Hanna's actions. Among them: 
· her refusal of the promotion that would have removed her from the responsibility of supervising these women and also 
· the panic she carried her entire life over being discovered.

During the trial, it transpires that she took in the weak, sickly women and had them read to her before they were sent to the gas chambers. Michael is uncertain if she wanted to make their last days bearable or if she sent them to their death so they would not reveal her secret.

She is convicted and sentenced to life in prison while the other women receive only minor sentences. After much deliberation, he chooses not to reveal her secret, which could have saved her from her life sentence, as their relationship was a forbidden one because he was a minor at the time.

Part 3[edit]
Years have passed, Michael is divorced and has a daughter from his brief marriage. He is trying to come to terms with his feelings for Hanna, and begins taping readings of books and sending them to her without any correspondence while she is in prison. Hanna begins to teach herself to read, and then write in a childlike way, by borrowing the books from the prison library and following the tapes along in the text. She writes to Michael, but he cannot bring himself to reply. After 18 years, Hanna is about to be released, so he agrees (after hesitation) to find her a place to stay and employment, visiting her in prison. On the day of her release in 1983, she commits suicide and Michael is heartbroken. Michael learns from the warden that she had been reading books by many prominent Holocaust survivors, such as Elie Wiesel, Primo Levi, Tadeusz Borowski, and histories of the camps. The warden, in her anger towards Michael for communicating with Hanna only by audio tapes, expresses Hanna's disappointment. Hanna left him an assignment: give all her money to the survivor of the church fire.

While in the U.S., Michael travels to New York to visit the Jewish woman who was a witness at the trial, and who wrote the book about the winter death march from Auschwitz. She can see his terrible conflict of emotions and he finally tells of his youthful relationship with Hanna. The unspoken damage she left to the people around her hangs in the air. He reveals his short, cold marriage, and his distant relationship with his daughter. The woman understands, but nonetheless refuses to take the savings Hanna had asked Michael to convey to her, saying, "Using it for something to do with the Holocaust would really seem like an absolution to me, and that is something I neither wish nor care to grant." She asks that he donate it as he sees fit; he chooses a Jewish charity for combating illiteracy, in Hanna's name. Having had a caddy stolen from her when she was a child in the camp, the woman does take the old tea caddy in which Hanna had kept her money and mementos. Returning to Germany, and with a letter of thanks for the donation made in Hanna's name, Michael visits Hanna's grave for the first and only time.

Literary elements[edit]
Style[edit]
Schlink's tone is sparse; he writes with an "icy clarity that simultaneously reveals and conceals," as Ruth Franklin puts it,[3] a style exemplified by the bluntness of chapter openings at key turns in the plot, such as the first sentence of chapter seven: "The next night I fell in love with her."[4] His "clear and unadorned language enhances the authenticity of the text," according to S. Lillian Kremer, and the short chapters and streamlined plot recall detective novels and increase the realism.[5] Schlink's main theme is how his generation, and indeed all generations after the Third Reich, have struggled to come to terms with the crimes of the Nazis: "the past which brands us and with which we must live."[6] For his cohorts, there was the unique position of being blameless and the sense of duty to call to account their parents' generation:

… [which] had been served by the guards and enforcers, or had done nothing to stop them, or had not banished them from their midst as it could have done after 1945, was in the dock, and we explored it, subjected it to trial by daylight, and condemned it to shame … We all condemned our parents to shame, even if the only charge we could bring was that after 1945 they had tolerated the perpetrators in their midst … The more horrible the events about which we read and heard, the more certain we became of our responsibility to enlighten and accuse.[7]
But while he would like it to be as simple as that, his experience with Hanna complicates matters:

I wanted simultaneously to understand Hanna's crime and to condemn it. But it was too terrible for that. When I tried to understand it, I had the feeling I was failing to condemn it as it must be condemned. When I condemned it as it must be condemned, there was no room for understanding. But even as I wanted to understand Hanna, failing to understand her meant betraying her all over again. I could not resolve this. I wanted to pose myself both tasks—understanding and condemnation. But it was impossible to do both.[8]
Hanna and Michael's asymmetrical relationship enacts, in microcosm, the pas de deux of older and younger Germans in the postwar years: Michael concludes that "the pain I went through because of my love for Hanna was, in a way, the fate of my generation, a German fate."[9] This idea plays itself out in the scene where the student Michael hitchhikes to the Natzweiler-Struthof concentration camp site during the trial, to get what he hopes will be some sense of the place. The driver who picks him up is an older man who questions him closely about what he believes motivated those who carried out the killings, then offers an answer of his own:

An executioner is not under orders. He's doing his work, he doesn't hate the people he executes, he's not taking revenge on them, he's not killing them because they're in his way or threatening or attacking them. They're a matter of such indifference to him that he can kill them as easily as not.[10]
After the man tells an anecdote about a photograph of Jews being shot in Russia, one that he supposedly saw, but which showed an unusual level of insight into what a Nazi officer might have been thinking, Michael suspects him of being that officer and confronts him. The man stops the car and asks him to leave.[11]
Metaphor[edit]
Germany had the highest literacy rate in Europe; Franklin suggests that Hanna's illiteracy represented the ignorance that allowed ordinary people to commit atrocities.[3] Nicholas Wroe, in the Guardian, likewise writes of the relationship between Hanna's illiteracy and the Third Reich's "moral illiteracy,"[12] and Ron Rosenbaum of Slate says that Hanna is "a stand-in for the German people and their supposed inability to 'read' the signs that mass murder was being done in their name, by their fellow citizens."[13] Michael's relationship with Hanna, partly erotic and partly maternal, stands for the ambivalent relationship of present-day Germany and its Nazi past: the past is "mother" of Michael's generation, and he eventually finds out, like other Germans of his generation, that his "parents" were guilty. "The paralyzing shame, the psychic numbing, the moral failures of the 'lucky late-born' are the novel's central focus," writes Suzanne Ruta in the New York Times.[14] Only through his relationship with Hanna can Michael get well; Franklin interprets that to mean that "postwar Germany is sick, and it can begin to heal only through its encounter with the Nazi past."[3] Richard Bernstein of the New York Times also notes that "In some sense, perhaps, Hanna can be seen to stand in for the larger German quandary of remembrance and atonement," but prefers not to read the novel as an allegory.[15] That said, the novel is about Michael, not Hanna; the original German title, Der Vorleser, specifically indicates one who reads aloud, as Michael does for Hanna.[16]
The Reader abounds with references to representations of the Holocaust, both external and internal to Michael's narrative, some real and some invented by Schlink. Of the latter, the most important is the book by the death-march survivor that constitutes the basis of the case against Hanna. It is summarized at some length and even briefly quoted, although its title is never given. Michael must read it in English since its German translation has not yet been published: "(It was) an unfamiliar and laborious exercise at the time. And as always, the alien language, unmastered and struggled over, created a strange concatenation of distance and immediacy." On a second reading in later life, he says, "it is the book that creates distance."[17] For Michael, written media alone cannot convey a full impression of the Holocaust: the victims are not sympathetic, and the oppressors are too faceless to be judged. He cannot muster up the empathy to "make the experience part of his internal life," according to Froma Zeitlin.[16] Hanna, however, has the opposite experience upon reading books by Holocaust survivors. She tells Michael:

I always had the feeling that no one understood me anyway, that no one knew who I was and what made me do this or that. And you know, when no one understands you, no one can call you to account. Not even the court could call me to account. But the dead can. They understand. They don't even have to have been there, but if they do, they understand even better. Here in prison they were with me a lot. They came every night, whether I wanted them to or not. Before the trial I could still chase them away when they wanted to come.[18]
When she breaks with German practice and asks the judge at her trial "What would you have done?"[19] about whether she should have left her job at Siemens and taken the guard position, her question indicates that she does not know that she could have acted differently,[5] and her statement that there was "no alternative" claims a lack of moral responsibility.[20] As a result of her shame at being illiterate, she has not only let the bulk of the crime be pinned on her, she has let those with a greater share of responsibility escape full accountability. Franklin writes that this is the moral center of the novel—that Hanna, as Michael puts it, chooses exposure as a criminal over exposure as an illiterate—and in Franklin's view the novel cannot recover from the weakness of this position. Franklin regards it not only as implausible, but the implication that Hanna chose the job and acted as she did because of her illiteracy appears intended to exonerate her. Her Nazism was accidental, and Franklin writes that Schlink offers no guidance about how to punish a brutality of convenience, rather than of ideology.[21]
Michael is aware that all his attempts to visualize what Hanna might have been like back then, what happened, are colored by what he has read and seen in movies. He feels a difficult identification with the victims when he learns that Hanna often picked one prisoner to read to her, as she chose him later on, only to send that girl to Auschwitz and the gas chamber after several months. Did she do it to make the last months of the condemned more bearable? Or to keep her secret safe? Michael's inability to both condemn and understand springs from this. He asks himself and the reader:

What should our second generation have done, what should it do with the knowledge of the horrors of the extermination of the Jews? We should not believe we can comprehend the incomprehensible, we may not compare the incomparable, we may not inquire because to make the horrors an object of inquiry is to make the horrors an object of discussion, even if the horrors themselves are not questioned, instead of accepting them as something in the face of which we can only fall silent in revulsion, shame and guilt. Should we only fall silent in revulsion, shame and guilt? To what purpose?[22]
Intertextuality[edit]
The books read in the novel, both by Michael to Hanna and by Hanna herself, are significant. Michael selects texts from the Enlightenment, "with its emphasis on moral and ethical absolutes," and German classics by which means he tries to reclaim German heritage.[5]The texts include Friedrich Schiller's Intrigue and Love and Gotthold Lessing's Emilia Galotti.

Katharina Hall writes that the novel itself relies on intertextual knowledge: it "reworks the ‘Väterliteratur’ model of the 1970s and 1980s," which depicts the relationship between the first and second generations; here, however, the relationship is sexual rather than parent-child. She also notes the invoking of tropes present in mass-market romance fiction, though the gender roles are inverted.[23]
Reception[edit]
The Reader sold 500,000 copies in Germany. It received several literary awards and many favorable reviews. In 2004, when the television network ZDF published a list of the 100 favorite books of German readers, it was 14th, the second-highest ranking for any contemporary German novel on the list.[24] Critic Rainer Moritz of Die Welt wrote that it took "the artistic contrast between private and public to the absurd."[25] Werner Fuld wrote in Focus that "one must not let great themes roll away, when one can truly write about them."[26] In 1998 The Reader was awarded the Hans Fallada Prize, a German literary award.

As of 2002 the novel had been translated into 25 languages.[12] Writing in The New York Times, Richard Bernstein called it "arresting, philosophically elegant, (and) morally complex."[15] While finding the ending too abrupt Suzanne Ruta said in the New York Times Book Review that "daring fusion of 19th-century post-romantic, post-fairy-tale models with the awful history of the 20th century makes for a moving, suggestive and ultimately hopeful work."[14] It went on to sell two million copies in the United States (many of them after it was featured in Oprah's Book Club in 1999) 200,000 copies in the UK, 100,000 in France,[12] and in South Africa it was awarded the 1999 Boeke Prize.

Criticism[edit]
Schlink's problematic approach toward Hanna's culpability in the Final Solution has been a frequent complaint about the book. Early on he was accused of revising or falsifying history. In the Süddeutsche Zeitung, Jeremy Adler accused him of "cultural pornography" and said the novel simplifies history and compels its readers to identify with the perpetrators.[27] In the English-speaking world, Frederic Raphael wrote that no one could recommend the book "without having a tin ear for fiction and a blind eye for evil."[28] Ron Rosenbaum, criticizing the film adaptation of The Reader, wrote that even if Germans like Hanna were metaphorically "illiterate", "they could have heard it from Hitler's mouth in his infamous 1939 radio broadcast to Germany and the world, threatening extermination of the Jews if war started. You had to be deaf, dumb, and blind, not merely illiterate… You'd have to be exceedingly stupid."[13] (This refers to the January 30, 1939 statement to the Reichstag,[29] later deliberately misdated to 1 September 1939[30])

Cynthia Ozick in Commentary Magazine called it a "product, conscious or not, of a desire to divert (attention) from the culpability of a normally educated population in a nation famed for Kultur."[31] Ozick's reading of the novel was challenged by Richard H. Weisberg, who highlighted a passage in the novel where Hanna strikes Michael repeatedly with a leather strap drawing blood and splitting his lip. In Weisberg's view, Schlink has Hanna revert to concentration-camp mode, the split lip reminding us of the bloodletting of millions.[32]Jeffrey I. Roth replied that Ozick had misread the novel, confusing the perspective of the immature and impressionable narrator, Michael Berg, who loves Hanna and cannot condemn her entirely, with the point of view of the author, Bernhard Schlink, who writes of Hanna, "That woman was truly brutal." Roth found in Hanna an unsympathetic character who behaves brutally and never fully accepts her criminal responsibility, making Ozick's suggestion, that Schlink wants us to sympathize with Hanna and by extension her Nazi cohorts, implausible.[33]
As critics of The Reader argued increasingly on historical grounds, pointing out that everybody in Germany could and should have known about Hitler's intentions towards the Jews, there has not been a great deal of discussion about the character "Hanna" having been born not in Germany proper, but in the City of Hermannstadt (modern-day Sibiu), a long-standing centre of German culture in Transylvania, Romania. The first study on the reasons Germans from Transylvania entered the SS appeared only in 2007, twelve years after the novel was published; in general, discussions on The Reader have solidly placed Hanna in the context of Germany. The study paints a historical picture as complex as Schlink's novel.[34]
Schlink wrote that "in Israel and New York the older generation liked the book," but those of his own generation were more likely to criticize Michael (and his) inability to fully condemn Hanna. He added, "I've heard that criticism several times but never from the older generation, people who have lived through it."[12]
Film adaptation[edit]
Main article: The Reader (2008 film)
The film version, directed by Stephen Daldry, was released in December 2008. Kate Winslet played Hanna,[35] with David Kross as the young Michael and Ralph Fiennes as the older man.[36] Bruno Ganz and Lena Olin played supporting roles. It was nominated for five Academy Awards including Best Picture. Winslet won the Oscar for leading actress.

