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    The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas was published in 2006 and was John Boyne’s first novel aimed at a younger audience. The story follows Bruno, a nine-year-old boy growing up in Nazi Germany. Bruno has a relatively idyllic childhood, shielded from the horrors of the Nazi regime and the Final Solution. This changes when his father is placed in charge of Auschwitz and Bruno befriends a young Jewish boy living in the camp. He gradually learns of his friend’s suffering and tries to reconcile this with his innocent worldview, with tragic consequences.


    The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas was widely praised by critics and has been published worldwide. The novel captures the nostalgia for childhood innocence, placing it in a context with which innocence is completely incompatible. The novel is frequently used in a classroom setting, and over five million copies have been sold to date.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    AN UNHAPPY HOME


    The reader is introduced to Bruno, a nine-year-old boy living in Berlin with his parents, his older sister Gretel, and the family’s servants. Bruno enjoys his life in the city, so he is horrified when he comes home from school to discover that the family is moving. We are told that Bruno’s father, a high-ranking soldier, has been appointed to a new position. Bruno and his family take the train to their new home, with Bruno wondering why the other train going in the same direction is so crowded.


    Arriving at his new house, Bruno miserably compares it to Berlin, giving the reader an insight into his privileged life in the city. He finds his new house too small and misses his schoolfriends. Bruno’s opinion is not helped by the strange view out of his bedroom window. Beyond a fence, Bruno can see many other children, all dressed in striped pyjamas, a view that makes him feel uneasy. Gretel explains to Bruno that they have moved to “Out-With” (Bruno’s mispronunciation of Auschwitz), but she does not have any explanation for the people beyond the fence. Bruno decides to discuss matters with his father, who tells him he must do as he is told and accept the move. Bruno’s father tells him that the people beyond the fence are “not people at all” (p.53), an answer that does nothing to satisfy Bruno’s curiosity.


    NEW FRIENDS


    Feeling lonely without his schoolfriends, Bruno begins to talk to the family’s maid, Maria, more often. She appears uneasy in the new house, stating that Bruno’s father has always been kind to her, so she cannot understand how he can live there. However, she tells Bruno to keep quiet and not complain. Gretel and Bruno start to adjust to their new lives. Gretel develops a crush on the intimidating Lieutenant Kotler, a young soldier who Bruno finds patronising. Bruno bonds with Pawel, a Jewish servant forced to work in the house. He learns that Pawel was a doctor before he became a waiter and, not knowing that Pawel is Jewish, cannot understand why he would switch careers.


    Despite starting classes with a new teacher, Bruno remains bored and isolated. He decides to explore his surroundings, remembering how this used to entertain him in Berlin. In the course of one of his explorations, he meets Shmuel, a nine-year-old boy living on the other side of the fence. The boys tentatively talk and discover that they share a birthday. They bond over their upset at having to leave their previous lives behind them. It is from Shmuel that Bruno learns he is now living in Poland.


    SHOCKING REVELATIONS


    Bruno remembers the time that the “Fury” (a play on the word Führer) came to dinner in Berlin, shortly before the family moved. Bruno did not like him, thinking that he was disrespectful.


    Bruno asks Shmuel why all the people are behind the fence, prompting Shmuel to describe the hardship he has faced. He was forced to leave his home in Krakow and move into a single room shared with another family. He was then forced onto an overcrowded train and sent to the camp, where his mother was separated from the rest of family. Bruno cannot comprehend this tale and does not entirely believe it. He compares their situations, not realising the extent of Shmuel’s suffering.


    Maria explains Pawel’s situation to Bruno but makes him promise not to tell anybody. Later that night, Lieutenant Kotler comes to dinner. It is revealed that Kotler’s father is a critic of the Nazi regime. When Pawel spills some wine, Kotler takes out his rage on him, viciously attacking him while the family looks on.


    Bruno continues to meet with Shmuel, whose company he enjoys. To his annoyance, Kotler continues to spend a lot of time at the house, especially with Bruno’s mother, and it is hinted that the two are having an affair. One day, Kotler brings Shmuel to the kitchen to clean glasses for a party. Bruno is delighted to see him and gives Shmuel food. When Kotler accuses Shmuel of stealing the food, Bruno is too scared to admit the truth and denies that he knows Shmuel. Bruno is later horrified to learn that Shmuel was beaten as a result and apologises. Shmuel forgives him and the two touch for the first time, holding hands through the fence.


    A FINAL ADVENTURE


    After a year at Auschwitz, Bruno has grown used to his new life and is especially happy now that Kotler has been transferred away. However, he still does not understand why the fence is there. Gretel finally explains to him that the people beyond the fence are Jewish. Bruno does not fully know what this means, but the conversation comes to an abrupt end when Gretel discovers that they have caught headlice, leading to Bruno having his head shaved. This is the final straw for Bruno’s mother, who has been becoming increasingly unhappy, and she insists on taking the children back to Berlin. Bruno’s father agrees to the move. Despite having wished for this, Bruno is upset and dreads having to tell Shmuel.


    Shmuel reveals his father is missing. After Bruno tells him that he is leaving, the two boys plan to have one adventure together. Bruno decides to sneak under the fence and help Shmuel find his father. Bruno dresses in striped pyjamas and ventures into the camp, finally realising how terrible it is there. The two boys become caught up in a march and end up in a gas chamber, although they are unaware of this. Bruno tells Shmuel that he is the best friend he has ever had. Shmuel begins to respond but the doors are shut before he can. The two boys hold hands as gas is released into the chamber.


    In the final chapter, we learn that Bruno’s family were heartbroken by his disappearance. His mother and Gretel eventually return to Berlin. Bruno’s clothes are found by the fence and his father pieces together what has happened. When soldiers arrive to liberate the camp, Bruno’s father is too devastated to protest and goes with them willingly.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    BRUNO


    Bruno is nine years old at the start of the novel and lives a privileged life in Berlin. He is small for his age, something that he is very sensitive about. He dislikes people patronising him, and hates Kotler for calling him “little man”. Bruno is a naïve character, often not understanding the situations he is placed in. He knows so little about German politics that he does not even recognise Adolf Hitler when he comes for dinner. As a result, he is completely unprepared for life at Auschwitz. The better--informed reader sees the events of the novel from Bruno’s innocent perspective, creating a certain level of irony. Bruno is very open-minded, and his judgements of people are solely based on his interactions with them. He warms to Pawel, who treats him with respect, but dislikes the arrogant Kotler regardless of his status. His friendship with Shmuel demonstrates that children are largely without prejudices if they are not taught them. In a sense, the novel shows Bruno’s coming-of-age, as he discovers the horrors of the world around him. However, his tragic death prevents this from fully happening, leaving Bruno as an eternal symbol of childhood innocence.


    SHMUEL


    Shmuel, the titular character, is a Jewish Polish boy living in Auschwitz. He is the exact same age as Bruno, which serves to emphasise the parallels between them. Shmuel forms a close relationship with Bruno, even forgiving him when Bruno betrays him to Kotler. Bruno notes that he is extremely skinny, and he always wolfs down the food that Bruno gives him. Shmuel is much more aware of the nature of the camp than Bruno because he has witnessed it first-hand. However, he does not disagree with Bruno’s naïve statements to avoid arguments. Shmuel seems to be quieter than Bruno and enjoys talking rather than playing. He is intelligent, speaking two languages fluently. However, we do not know much about his interests before he was imprisoned. Shmuel serves to teach Bruno (and the reader) about life beyond the fence.


    FATHER


    Bruno’s parents are not named in the novel, as they are seen solely from Bruno’s perspective. Bruno’s father fought in World War One and has risen through the ranks. His promotion to the role of Commandant at Auschwitz triggers the events of the novel. He is described as tall and strong (stronger than Hitler in Bruno’s view). Descriptions of his personality vary. He is initially presented as stern and strict, making decisions for the family without consulting them. His work at Auschwitz fills the reader with horror, and many other characters express their disgust. One of the most vocal protesters is Bruno’s grandmother, who hates her son’s work. Despite this, Father appears proud of his rank. However, Bruno and Maria provide positive assessments of his character. Maria describes how he has always helped her and her family, contrasting this with his work in the camp. Bruno is proud of his father and believes that he is “a good soldier” (p.140), which Shmuel silently doubts. He is left broken at the end of the novel, when he discovers that his son was killed by the very system he helped to create.


    MOTHER


    Bruno’s mother fulfils the Nazi ideal of a passive housewife, moving her family to Auschwitz for her husband and ignoring Bruno’s protests. However, she lets slip that she wishes the “Fury” had never come to dinner and appears unhappy with her life. Bruno notes that she has no friends except Kotler, with whom she appears to be having an affair. She frequently drinks “medicinal sherries” and expresses her frustration that her husband does not listen to her. She tells Bruno: “We don’t have the luxury of thinking. [...] Some people make all the decisions for us.” (pp.13-14). This could be viewed as a way of absolving herself from guilt. She eventually insists on leaving Auschwitz and her husband agrees.


    LIEUTENANT KOTLER


    Lieutenant Kotler is young, strong, blond and anti-Semitic, making him a personification of Aryan ideals. Bruno takes an immediate dislike to him and Shmuel is terrified of him. However, Kotler spends a lot of time in Bruno’s home. Gretel becomes infatuated with him and it is hinted that he is having a romantic affair with Bruno’s mother. Kotler is extremely prejudiced, going as far as to attack Pawel. The result of this attack is left ambiguous, but Pawel does not reappear in the novel. It is suggested that the violent


    GRETEL
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