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Bernhard Schlink and his work: pages of
the manuscript of his novel “The Reader”
which has recently been adapted for film.

An expert in being German

April 2009 Life

Bernhard Schlink is one of Germany’s
best-known novelists and a successful
law professor as well – By Anna Loll

Bernhard Schlink has been the talk of
the town ever since his book “The
Reader” was turned into a Hollywood
film. But the man who has made Berlin
his home for many years is himself not
all that impressed by his own success.

A quarter of the way into the film,
“The Reader,” the main characters
Hanna and Michael cycle in the
summer sun along wheat fields and
grassy meadows in Lower Franconia
before stopping at a restaurant. It is
easy to overlook the tall gentleman
sitting at a table but Hanna (Kate
Winslet) casually glances over as she
pushes her bike out onto the street
after their meal.

The scene is a homage to the creator
of her character, for the man in the
cameo role is none other than
Bernhard Schlink, the author of the
book, “The Reader,” now adapted into
a major motion picture. Schlink is
among Germany’s best-known living
novelists and not just since his 1995

novel about the love affair between a 15-year-old boy and a 36-year-old who
later turns out to be a former concentration camp guard.

Schlink has particularly been in the public eye since Winslet won the Oscar for
best actress for her role as Hanna Schmitz. But Schlink, who makes his home
in Berlin and New York, had already won international recognition long before
director Stephen Daldry decided to make his book into a movie.

In 1999, Schlink became the first German author to top the New York Times
bestseller list. Before that, Oprah Winfrey had chosen “The Reader” as her
book of the month on her TV program; it has since been translated into 41
languages. This unexpected success, however, does not really seem to impress
Schlink, born in 1944 in the western German city of Bielefeld to a theologian
and anti-Nazi activist and a conscientious Swiss woman.

“I’m too old for the new role to have decisively changed my life,” the 64-year-
old remarked dryly about his newfound fame. And in reality, Schlink long ago
found his place in this world – not as an author but as a legal scholar.
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found his place in this world – not as an author but as a legal scholar.

He became a professor of constitutional and administrative law at Berlin’s
Humboldt University in 1992. Until 2006, he was also a judge at the state
constitutional court in North Rhine-Westphalia and helped develop a transitional
constitution for East Germany in 1989.

He also represented then-Chancellor Gerhard Schröder at the German
Constitutional Court in 2005 when the court took up the case over the early
dissolution of German parliament – which paved the way for early elections.
And in 2007, Schlink became an advisor to German Finance Minister Peer
Steinbrück. But just working as a respected legal scholar was not enough for
Schlink. Though apparently he never regretted going to law school, at some
point he realized he was missing something. He missed the joy that comes
with inventing something and then throwing it out and creating something
else. He missed playing games. “You don’t want to just live your life,” he says.

But even though Schlink’s two lives – the alter egos he creates in his books
and his real-life experiences as a legal scholar – seem to be quite different, he
frequently finds himself drawn to one issue, that of guilt and getting tangled
up in guilt. He has approached the topic in both a literary and a legal manner
in his books, essays and stories.

Schlink has become somewhat of an expert on what it means to be German.
After all, guilt and how to confront guilt became an issue for Germans at the
end of World War II. Since then, guilt has been central to the quest by
Germans to come to terms with their past and to discover their true identity.

Schlink first tackled this issue in his debut novel, “Self’s Punishment,” written
with his friend Walter Popp in 1987, featuring the private detective Gerhard
Self. The detective’s past as a Nazi prosecutor catches up with him and Self
deals with the matter in an idiosyncratic manner. In other ways, his novel
“Homecoming” and “The Reader” both pick up the issue of guilt and how
Germans have saddled themselves with it because of the country’s Nazi past.

Germany’s terrorist Red Army Faction takes center stage in his latest novel
“Das Wochenende,” published so far only in German. But even in this book, the
son of a pardoned terrorist accuses his father of having become a murderer,
just like the previous generation had during Nazi Germany.

These difficult subjects are not however immediately apparent when you pick
up one of Schlink’s books. Typical in his stories is that he portrays the criminal
outside of the context of the crime committed. Readers find themselves facing
up to the fact that good and evil are hardly easy categories.

Schlink marvelously refrains from kitschy clichés and from a black-and-white
portrayal of the world. And the worldview behind this approach becomes clear
in a rare interview, when he addresses the ambiguity of the world.

“The world would be an easy place if the perpetrators were always just
monsters,” he said. It is impossible to be entirely good and justice will always
come up short. But, Schlink added, “We should be content that again and
again, we manage to get something right.”
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