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Bernhard Schlink’s novel “The Granddaughter” (2021) is notable for its original
artistic interpretation of the experience of the post-World War II generation. The work
analyzes such important themes as crime, punishment, law and morality, intergenerational
conflicts and historical memory, and shows the importance the author attaches to the
influence of social and historical context on the individual and society. The scientific
novelty of the work lies in the fact that it examines Bernhard Schlink’s latest work, The
Granddaughter in depth. At the same time, the work focuses on how the author transforms
historical reality and creates its original, morally charged artistic interpretation, which

plays an important role in the formation of modern German identity.
Keywords: crime, punishment, law, morality

Bernhard Schlink’s The Granddaughter (2021) is one of the writer’s last
novels, in which the author once again returns to the social issues that are the
main thematic core of his work. The novel highlights with particular intensity
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such problems as: crime and punishment, justice and morality, intergenerational
conflicts, the role and importance of historical memory, the painful experience of
the post-World War II generation, reflection on the past, etc.

Among the many problems that require careful analysis, one of the most
important is the experience of the post-World War II generation. Our goal is
to carry out a comprehensive analysis of the artistic transformation of the post-
World War II generation in Bernhard Schlink’s novel The Granddaughter, based
on theoretical works of literary criticism. We also want to show how the author
gives an original artistic interpretation to the overall historical picture.

The Granddaughter is set against the background of Germany’s most
recent historical and social context, spanning the period of German division and
reunification, and addressing the social and political challenges of contemporary
Germany. Within this historical context, the novel presents both the problematic
and contradictory legacy preserved in the memory of the post-World War II
generation, the transmission of which determines both intergenerational
relations and the formation of modern German identity.

In reviewing the history of twentieth-century Germany, we are guided by
Helmut Niirnberger’s work History of German Literature (1995); for a detailed
understanding of the historical situation of German literature, we rely on Nugesha
Gagnidze’s book Essays from German-Language Literature of the Post-World
War II Period (2017). These works not only present important authors and their
works of the second half of the twentieth century, but also show the cultural and
social situation of the era.

After the publication of Bernhard Schlink’s novel The Granddaughter,
a large number of newspaper articles, reviews, and publications have been
published. Several of them are of particular importance for our research. In
them, we find critical opinions on the plot and artistic figures of the novel.
For example: Alexander Carmele’s article ,Bernhard Schlink: Die Enkelin “
(Bernhard Schlink’s Granddaughter,2021) and Markus Neuert’s review ,,Versuch
einer nachgetragenen Zuneigung“ (An Attempt at a delayed Expression of
Affection, 2022). In these critical letters, the authors analyze the novel’s main
problematic issues: isolation, disorder, the end of the GDR, repression, adoption,
and alcoholism.

Carola Krause-Reim’s review of ,,Bernhard Schlink: Die Enkelin“ (Bernhard
Schlink’s Granddaughter,2021)isan originalliterary analysisthat combinesseveral
important aspects: the author of the work analyzes the essence and meaning of
the main protagonist, Birgit, the secret, offers a subjective interpretation of guilt
and pain, and characterizes The Granddaughter as a modern, morally relevant
novel.
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The novel also contains autobiographical elements that help us understand
how Bernhard Schlink’s biography relates to his literary vision. Bernhard
Schlink himself was interested in the history of East Germany and, like many
West Germans of his generation, traveled to East Germany. He came to Berlin
as a student in the 1960s because, like Kaspar, he wanted to get to know all of
Germany. His field of interest was literature published in both West and East
Germany. His student years, his love for an East Berlin student, and his help
in escaping to the West constitute the writer’s personal story. Accordingly, the
main protagonist of the novel, Kaspar, is the author’s alter ego, who is trying to
understand the past and establish his place in the present.

The first part of the novel focuses on the relationship between Kaspar and
Birgit, their memories of the past, and their coexistence. Here, the experience
of the post-World War II generation is clearly visible: both the heavy legacy of
the past and the difficulties of personal choices and coexistence. The second part
describes Kaspar’s journey to East Germany, where it is clearly seen that the past
still affects people’s relationships. The experience of the locals, who are stuck in
the past after the war, clearly expresses the difficulties that were characteristic
of the post-World War II generation - conflicts of the past and issues of
responsibility that are passed down from generation to generation. And the third
part of the work focuses on the relationship between Kaspar and Sigrun. Here it
is clear that understanding the past and the perception of moral responsibility is a
rather difficult and long process, which, as much as it strengthens the connection
between generations, at the same time creates difficulties. Kaspar’s role in the
third part of the novel is of fundamental importance. It represents a kind of
symbolic guide for the next generation. The author shows that the post-World
War II experience is deeply rooted in the consciousness of generations and its
change is a difficult but necessary process.

Birgit is a unique and very interesting character not only in the individual
context, but also in the family and social background that shapes her personality.
Her character is initially shaped by the influence of her family: her grandmother,
who was remembered for her slangy language, her mother, who was frightened
and restrained and tried to raise her three daughters as strictly as her father raised
her, and her sisters: Gisela, who never failed in life, chose the right profession and
married the right man, and Helga, who was withdrawn and avoided everyone.

Schlink’s attempt to present Birgit as special and superior to the women
in her family is truly commendable. This idea of the author presents Birgit
as an independent, strong and self-existent individual in the novel, thereby
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emphasizing the importance of individual development in a complex historical,
family and social context.

Birgit’s deep psychological portrait is created by her strength, distinctive
individualism, and at the same time her fears, passions and desires. Her inner
monologues and unanswered questions allow the reader to understand that
Birgit’s actions and decisions are not accidental, they are always connected to
both past traumas and current problems.

Birgit’s decision to leave East Germany and start a new life in the West
symbolizes the desire of young people of that time to escape the harsh conditions
of the socialist regime in the hope of a better future.

In Kaspar Wettner, the author has created an extremely empathetic and
sensitive protagonist, the reader will enjoy getting to know. He represents a left-
liberal, educated middle class who is particularly tolerant and caring towards
others. His life is focused on responsibility, conscience and ensuring the well-
being of his loved ones.

How long ago did Birgit start writing the novel?

When did she start? Six, seven, maybe ten years ago? What did you do?

Did you lock yourself in your study? Did you write in your mind? Did you write
on paper, then crumple up and throw it away?

Did you spend years in your dreams? (Schlink 2024, 24-25)

Birgit wrote poems and told a stranger without hesitation that she was writing —
not to him? She wrote about life as well as about escape — didn’t he help her not
only escape but also gain a foothold, establish herself? (Schlink 2024, 27)

The quotes we have presented as examples show Kaspar Wettner’s subjective
view of Birgit’s life and inner world, which is conditioned by the perspective
of Schlink’s personal narrative. The questions that Kaspar asks himself analyze
Birgit’s mysterious figure through his eyes. Accordingly, the reader is given the
opportunity to get acquainted with the story not from a purely neutral, equally
focused on all events, but from Kaspar’s empathetic, subjective perception.

Kaspar Wettner’s adventures in East Germany and his contact with the
local population express the dilemmas facing the post-World War II generation:
how to cope with the heavy legacy of the past, how to create their own identity,
and how to begin to relate to a society stuck in the past.

The title of the novel, The Granddaughter, has a symbolic and thematic
meaning, through which a specific emphasis is placed on a representative of the
younger generation of the family. Sigrun is a 14-year-old girl gifted with musical
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talent. She grows up in a society influenced by the ideology of National Socialism,
which worships Rudolf Hess, denies the Holocaust, and everything foreign.
Through his relationship with Sigrun, Kaspar confronts the rigid idealism of the
National Socialists, which rejects anything un-German.

Sigrun is a representative of the younger generation after World War II.
In the novel, Sigrun undergoes a transformation thanks to his talent, which
Kaspar discovers in him. For both Kaspar and Sigrun, this relationship means
encountering a completely new world, in which they initially have nothing in
common.

Dear Grandpa,

Yesterday I was honest. I would gladly live with you, play with you, and in a year

I would enter the conservatory.

I love you, Grandpa. Thank you very much for the piano. I mean the piano in

general. Thank you very much for the electric piano too.

Yes, indeed, I am bringing your suitcase, small, black, with wheels.

I don’t have much, I'll pack it. And I took three more books for the trip — you’ll

see which ones.

I understood everything you told me.

Wish you luck, Grandpa. I hug you, Sigrun (Schlink 2024, 377-378).

Sigrun’s letter reveals Kaspar’s successful experiment. The letter combines
elements of love, gratitude, and trust. From the radical, rigid, and troubled Sigrun,
we have an empathetic, caring, and curious young man.

Sigrun combines the past and the future. She is a kind of symbol of a new
beginning, a new generation that is trying to rewrite the past, restore moral
balance, and create a better future.

As a result of our research, we have determined that Bernhard Schlink’s
novel The Granddaughter addresses one of the most difficult and contradictory
periods in recent German history. Schlink, who has gained international
recognition with his novel The Reader, remains faithful to his thematic choices
and narrative style: history as an emotional background, morality as a central
motive, and language as a precise instrument.

A comprehensive analysis of Schlink’s novel shows that the historical
context of The Granddaughter is analyzed in the novel not theoretically, but
directly through the characters, their difficult life choices, trauma, and conflict.

By transforming the facts and experiences of his own life, Schlink adds
a realistic effect and depth to the narrative, and thus earns the reader’s trust.
With an abundance of autobiographical elements, he creates deep psychological
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portraits of the characters and ensures the emotional involvement of the reader.

Bernhard Schlink’s The Granddaughter attracts the reader’s attention not
only with its diverse plot, but also with its sensitive depiction of the psychological
portraits of the characters and painful historical themes. The novel clearly shows
that literature and music play an important role in overcoming ideological
barriers. At the same time, this work echoes the author’s main message: people
can improve themselves through faith, love, and hope.

The relationship between Kaspar, Birgit and Sigrun not only reflects family
difficulties, but also makes the reader think about the consequences of ideological
confrontation in a global context. The novel reminds us that political systems
do not cease to have an impact even when they officially disappear. Their traces
remain in people’s biographies, memories and personal stories.

Bernhard Schlink once again proves that literature can adequately present
history not only by recalling general facts, but also by analyzing personal stories
in depth. Proof of this is The Granddaughter, in which the author originally
connects the drama of the individual with socio-political reality.
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