
History  
 

Transition Activity 
 

1. Make timelines for Germany 1918-45/West Germany 1945-89 and Italy 1911-1946 

2. Read at least one of these: 

 

The Reader by Bernhard Schlink 
A teenager in 1950s West Germany begins an affair with an older woman (a 36-year-

old tram conductor). The story unfolds into a reflection on war crimes and the 

Holocaust, guilt and punishment. 

 
The Past Is Myself by Christabel Bielenberg (this has also been published under the title 

'Christabel') 

This is the memoir of Christabel Bielenberg who married a German lawyer in 1934. She 

lived through the war in Germany, as a German citizen, under the horrors of Nazi rule 

and Allied bombings. Closely associated with resistance circles, her husband was 

arrested after the failure of the plot against Hitler's life on 20th July 1944, and she 

herself was interrogated by the Gestapo. 

 

The Lost Honour of Katharina Blum by Heinrich Böll 

This short novel deals with tabloid newspaper sensationalism and the political climate 

of panic over terrorism in 1970s West Germany. The main character, Katharina Blum, is 

an innocent housekeeper whose life is ruined by an invasive tabloid reporter and a 

police investigation when the man with whom she has just fallen in love turns out to 

be wanted by the police because of a bank robbery. 

 

Iron Coffins: A U-boat Commander's War, 1939-45 by Herbert Werner. 
One for fans of military history. Oscar Werner graduated from the German naval 

academy in 1941 at the age of 21. He then became a junior U-boat officer. By 1944 

he was a U-boat captain and would be one of only a couple of dozen captains who 

survived the war as U-boats moved from being hunters to prey in the face of ever-

improving Allied detection and attack techniques. This long memoir is also interesting 

for its descriptions of wartime Germany in his short periods of leave. 

Alone in Berlin by Hans Fallada 
This is a long novel about low level opposition to Nazi rule in wartime Berlin. Otto and 

Anna Quangel are a Berlin working couple, laborious, unsociable, thrifty to the point 

of stinginess, and originally not hostile to the National Socialists. That changes in 1940 

when their beloved son, Ottochen, is killed while fighting in France. Otto, a foreman in 

a furniture factory that soon will be turned over to making coffins, is provoked into 

resistance.  
 

Fans of the film ‘Cabaret’ might wish to read Goodbye to Berlin by Christopher 

Isherwood. 

None of these will be the subject of particular study on your course. They will all give 

insight into parts of German history in the period that we study. 


