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Getting the most from this guide

This guide is designed to help you to develop your understanding and critical appreciation of the concepts and issues raised in Good Bye, Lenin! as well as your language skills, fully preparing you for your Paper 2 exam. It will help you when you are studying the film for the first time and also during your revision.

A mix of German and English is used throughout the guide to ensure you learn key vocabulary and structures you’ll need for your essay, while also allowing you to develop a deep understanding of the work.

Approximate timings are given in scene summaries to help you find your way around the DVD, but as different versions vary slightly, they might not always be exact.

The following features have been used throughout this guide to help build your language skills and focus your understanding of the film:
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Activity

A mix of activities are found throughout the book to test your knowledge of the work and develop your vocabulary and grammar. Longer writing tasks will help prepare you for your exam.
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Build critical skills

These boxes offer an opportunity to consider some more challenging questions. They are designed to encourage deeper thinking and analysis to take you beyond what happens in the film to explore why the director has used particular techniques, and the effects they have on you. These analytical and critical skills are essential for success in AO4 in the exam.
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GRADE BOOSTER

These top tips will advise you on what to do, as well as what not to do, to maximise your chances of success in the examination.
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die Wende ‘turning point’ = 9 November 1989

For every paragraph in German, key vocabulary is highlighted and translated. Make sure you know these words so you can write an essay with accurate language and a wide range of vocabulary, which is essential to receive the top mark for AO3.
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TASK

Short tasks are included throughout the book to test your knowledge of the film. These require short written answers.
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Key quotation

Key quotations are highlighted as they may be useful supporting evidence in your essay.

Das Leben in unserem Land wurde immer schneller.

(Alex)
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Answers

Answers to every activity, task and critical skills question can be found online at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/mfl-study-guide-answers
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1 Synopsis

The film begins in the summer of 1978. Alex Kerner, aged 10, and his sister, Ariane (12) are watching the television broadcast showing the launch of the rocket carrying the East German cosmonaut Sigmund Jähn as the first German in space. At the same time Stasi officers are interviewing their mother, Christiane, because their father has fled the country to West Germany. Christiane reacts in anger and from that moment on ceases to speak.

After eight weeks Christiane returns home with her speech restored. She begins a new life without her husband and engages herself fully in the life of the German Democratic Republic (GDR). She receives a gold award for her services to the state. Alex dreams of becoming the second German in space.

Eleven years later, in October 1989, the GDR celebrates its fortieth anniversary with military parades. Ariane is a single mother. Alex, now a typical young man, joins a freedom demonstration. During the march he chokes on a piece of apple and is helped by an attractive young girl. The march is brutally broken up by the police and Christiane watches as Alex is arrested. As Alex is driven away, Christiane collapses with a heart attack. While she lies in a coma in hospital, the Berlin Wall comes down and the GDR ceases to exist.

Ariane gives up her university studies, takes a job with Burger King and meets a new partner, Rainer, a Wessi. Alex falls in love with his mother’s nurse, Lara, his ‘saviour’ from the protest march. He times his visits to the hospital to coincide with Lara’s shifts. Alex’s television firm closes down, but he gets a new job, fitting satellite dishes. His partner, Denis, is from the West. Denis has a second job filming weddings and family occasions and has all the necessary technical equipment at home.

In June 1990, Christiane awakes from her coma, but the doctor makes it clear that her situation is still critical. Any kind of excitement could cause a second and fatal heart attack. When she asks what has happened in the meanwhile Alex tells her a white lie – that she collapsed at the supermarket. He wants to take her home to prevent her from hearing of the collapse of the GDR.

Alex wants to furnish her room exactly as it was, but Rainer (who has moved in as a lodger) will have to move out. Alex’s determination causes a family row. Against the doctor’s advice Alex takes his mother home. His mother expresses a wish for some gherkins from the Spreewald, but the shops no longer have them. They search for Christiane’s bank book to change her money into D-Mark, but they cannot find it. Alex searches for old jars in the rubbish skip to put the replacement products in. Christiane wants to watch television, but they put her off by saying it would be too tiring. They try to get power of attorney over Christiane’s money, saying that they need it to buy the new Trabant car, but she tells them she has hidden the money and she cannot remember where.

Alex and Lara move into a deserted flat. She is delighted that the phone still works and that the cupboard is full of old GDR foodstuffs. They plan to celebrate Christiane’s birthday, but the guests have to be warned that Christiane does not know that the Wall has come down. Rainer is given a detailed history of his ‘life in the GDR’. Denis has recorded a large number of video cassettes with old GDR television programmes. At the party two boys, dressed as Young Pioneers, sing the song which Christiane taught them. Dr Klapprath gives her a present from the ‘leaders of the party’. While Alex is wishing his mother happy birthday, a large Coca-Cola drape is being unrolled on the side of the building opposite. Lara does not agree with Alex’s subterfuges and leaves. Alex and Denis film a news broadcast claiming that the original recipe for Coca-Cola was developed in Leipzig in the 1950s.

Christiane suddenly remembers where she hid her money – in the old furniture which has been put out for disposal. Alex finds the money, but the bank refuses to change it because the deadline for exchanging East German Marks has expired. From the roof of the flats he throws the money to the four winds.

Christiane’s health improves and she takes up her letter writing again. But her improving health causes arguments between Alex, Ariane and Rainer. Ariane reveals that she has seen her father, buying burgers. The situation takes its toll on Alex and he falls asleep in his mother’s room. While he is asleep she leaves the flat and encounters the changed world: a family from Wuppertal in the Bundesrepublik is moving in. There is an advert for IKEA and there are Volkswagen cars on the street. A helicopter carries away a statue of Lenin. To explain the situation, Alex and Denis make another news ‘broadcast’, saying that Honecker has welcomed refugees from the West. But Christiane decides to help by offering their summer house as accommodation for the ‘refugees’. Ariane reveals that she is pregnant and that she and Rainer are going to move out, leaving Alex alone with his mother.

The family pays a visit to the summer house. While they are there, Christiane reveals that she lied about their father. He fled to the West and she was supposed to follow with the children, but she was too frightened to do it. She hid his letters in the kitchen cupboard. That evening Christiane has another heart attack. Ariane finds the letters and discovers he is living in Wannsee. Alex goes there by taxi. The taxi driver looks like Sigmund Jähn. His father is giving a party. Alex joins two children watching television (his half-brother and sister). His father comes in and discovers who Alex is. Robert agrees to go and see Christiane. Before he arrives, Lara tells Christiane that the GDR no longer exists.

Alex and Denis make a final news broadcast, saying that Honecker has resigned and that Sigmund Jähn (played by the taxi driver!) is his successor. ‘Jähn’ explains that he has decided to open the borders of the GDR and that people from the West have come to enjoy the advantages of socialism. Although Lara has told her the truth, Christiane appears impressed. Outside a firework display (actually celebrating reunification) takes place.

Soon after this, Christiane dies. Alex places her ashes in a model rocket and fires them into the cosmos. In a final voice-over, Alex says that he will always associate the GDR he created with his mother.
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Frau Schifer, Herr Ganske, Herr Mehlert
Die Nachbarn der Familie Kerner.
Stellvertreter der alteren Generation.
Finden es schwierig, in dem vereinten Deutschland
mit dem Leben zurechtzukommen.

Dr. Klapprath

Ehemaliger Schuldirektor
von Christiane. Hat seine
Stelle nach der Wende
verloren. Jetzt Alkoholiker.

Christiane Kerner

Frau von Robert und Mutter von Alex und Ariane.
Erleidet einen Herzinfarkt und verpasst die Wende im Koma.

Robert Kerner

Ehemann von Christiane und
Vater von Alex und Ariane.

Flieht in den Westen.
Wird nach der Wende von Alex
in Wannsee besucht.

Ariane Kerner
Schwester von Alex.
Nimmt nach der Wende eine
Stelle bei Burger King.
Freundin von Rainer, ihrem
Chef bei Burger King.

Denis Domaschke

Alex’ Kollege bei der Satellitenfirma.
Macht Videofilme als Hobby.

Hilft bei der Vorbereitung der
Sendungen von Aktuelle Kamera.

Ein positives Beispiel von einem Wessi.

Alex Kerner

Held des Films. Versucht fur seine
Mutter die lllusion der alten DDR
aufrechtzuerhalten.

Lara

Krankenschwester aus der
Sowjetunion. Freundin von Alex.
Sagt Christiane die Wahrheit
{iber die Wende.
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Der Vater der Familie Kerner flieht in den Westen. Die Mutter spricht nicht. Der Kosmonaut Sigmund Jahn ist
Alex’ Idol. Mutter kommt zuriick und engagiert sich fir das Leben der DDR.

Y

Alex nimmt an einer Demonstration teil. Seine Mutter sieht zu, wie er verhaftet wird, und erleidet einen
Herzinfarkt. Wahrend sie im Krankenhaus im Koma liegt, findet die Wende statt.

Y

Alex bekommt eine neue Stelle bei einer Satellitenfirma, wo er Denis kennen lernt. Auch verliebt er sich in Lara,
die Krankenschwester seiner Mutter.

A

Nach 8 Monaten wird Christiane wieder wach, aber sie darf keine Aufregung erleben.
Alex nimmt sie mit nach Hause. Er versucht, ihr die Wende zu verheimlichen.

A

Alex sucht iiberall nach alten DDR-Glasern und fiillt die neuen West-Produkte in sie um.
Alex und Ariane suchen das Sparbuch ihrer Mutter. Sie weiB nicht mehr, wo sie ihr Geld versteckt hat.

A

Christiane will fernsehen und Denis bringt alte Sendungen von Aktuelle Kamera. Bei Christianes Geburtstagsfeier
singen zwei Jungen ein altes DDR-Lied und alle tun so, als ob die DDR noch existiert.

A

Ein Banner von der Firma Coca-Cola wird am Nachbarhaus heruntergelassen. Alex und Denis erklaren das mit
einer Sendung, in der erzahit wird, Coca-Cola sei eine sozialistische Erfindung.

A

Christiane erinnert sich daran, wo ihr Geld versteckt ist. Alex findet es auf dem Sperrmdill. Aber die Bank kann
es nicht mehr umtauschen und Alex wirft das Geld vom Dach des Wohnblocks.

A

Ariane sieht ihren Vater bei Burger King. Wahrend Alex schlsft, steht Christiane auf und geht auf die StraBe.
Ein Hubschrauber trégt ein Denkmal von Lenin vorbei. Eine weitere Video-Sendung erklart das ales.

A

Die Familie macht einen Ausflug zur Datsche. Alex will seiner Mutter die Wahrheit sagen, aber sie erzéhlt
die Wahrheit iber den Vater und bittet um Verzeihung.

Y

Christiane hat einen zweiten Herzinfarkt. Ariane findet die Briefe des Vaters und Alex fahrt zu ihm nach Wannsee.
Er tberredet ihn, seine Mutter zu besuchen. Lara erzahlt Christiane von der Wende.

Y

Eine ditte Ausgabe der Aktuellen Kamera berichtet von dem Mauerfall, mit , Sigmund Jahn”
als ,neuer Prasident der DDR”. Christiane stirbt 3 Tage spater. Alex feuert ihre Asche in den Himmel.
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