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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 Der Besuch der alten Dame as well as your language skills, fully preparing you for your Paper 2 exam. It will help you when you are studying the play 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.

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


[image: ]

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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der Zweck purpose

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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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 play to explore why the dramatist 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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TASK

Short tasks are included throughout the book to test your knowledge of the play. 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.

Doch nun will ich eine Rede halten, vom Besuch erzählen der alten Dame in Güllen.

(Der Lehrer, Dritter Akt)
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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

Erster Akt

The townspeople of Güllen are desperate. Despite the town’s rich cultural heritage, this once thriving community is on the brink of bankruptcy. Unemployment and poverty dominate the lives of its citizens, whose only pleasure is watching the trans-European trains hurtle past the dilapidated station. However, they have one hope. They are planning the visit of the richest woman in the world, Claire Zachanassian, who spent her childhood in the town. Their plan to ask her for financial help hinges on the character of Alfred Ill, the billionairess’s childhood sweetheart.

Their plans for a ceremonious welcome are thwarted when a train stops unexpectedly and Claire emerges with her bizarre retinue: a butler, two gangsters, a coffin and a black panther in a cage. She immediately raises the hopes of the onlookers by donating a large amount of money to the bewildered train driver.

Things begin to get even better when Alfred Ill accompanies her to the woods. She seems pleased to see him and reminisces fondly about their past while revealing the troubled path of her own life, which has left her body largely reconstructed by the surgeon’s knife. All seems well.

In the local hostelry, the town worthies are impressed by Claire’s magnanimity. However, they are puzzled by her retinue, which also includes two blind men who speak in unison. In addition, Claire seems to change her husbands on a whim. Having arrived with husband number seven, she is planning wedding number eight in Güllen’s minster.

The pompous mayor’s welcome speech is debunked by the plain-speaking billionairess, who reveals that her apparently charitable actions were in fact bribes so that she could share a bed with Alfred Ill. When she finally makes her offer to the town of a substantial financial donation to the public purse and to each citizen, there are triumphant cries of joy.

However, she then reveals her true purpose. As a young girl she was forced to leave the town after she had become pregnant with Ill’s child. Her butler is the judge and the two blind men the original witnesses who had perjured themselves in court after having been bribed by Ill to swear that they too had slept with her. Now she has come to claim justice for herself. She will donate the money to save the town if someone kills Alfred Ill.

The indignant mayor rejects her offer on behalf of the outraged citizens. But Claire insists that all she has to do is wait.
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TASK

1 Erforschen Sie den Dramatiker Friedrich Dürrenmatt. Machen Sie kurze Notizen zu seinem Leben und zu dem Stil und den Hauptthemen in seinen Werken.
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Zweiter Akt

Surrounded by her strange entourage, Claire positions herself on her hotel balcony, from where she can watch developments in the town below.

In his shop, Ill serves his usual customers, each of whom buys more expensive goods than normal. When he questions the cost, they ask him for credit. Gradually he notices that they are all wearing new yellow shoes and begins to fear for his life.

Relying on the loyalty of his fellow citizens, he goes in turn to three representatives of local institutions to ask for help: the mayor, the policeman and the priest. However, he is horrified to discover that they too have succumbed to temptation. He is astonished by the mayor’s new typewriter and by his extensive plans for redevelopment in the town; he is amazed to see that the policeman has a brand-new gold tooth in his mouth; and despite the priest’s sanctimonious words, he is appalled to hear a new church bell.

Taking the priest’s advice, Ill decides to flee and heads for the station. Here he is surrounded by the townspeople who reassure him that he is safe. He realises however that he can never escape the influence of the billionairess, who will find him wherever he goes, as she did the butler and the blind men.

Dritter Akt

In a local barn, Claire awaits her wedding day. She receives a visit from the doctor and the teacher, who plead with her to donate the money without the condition of Ill’s murder. However, she refuses, telling them how her rejection led her into a life of prostitution which came to an end only when she met her first husband, Zachanassian. She knows the value of money, has power and is determined to use it to get her revenge on the man who ruined her life.

In Ill’s shop, his wife and family, also stricken with the credit bug, continue to serve customers as normal. The teacher, unable to cope with what is happening around him, becomes drunk and is prevented from telling the press about Claire’s offer only when a new portrait of Ill is crashed on his head.

Ill emerges from his room a changed man. After days of soul-searching he has finally accepted his guilt and the inevitability of his death. The mayor visits him with a rifle and a strong suggestion that Ill should take his own life rather than force the citizens to commit a crime. Ill refuses.

Finally the day of reckoning comes. In a formal meeting the mayor leads the citizens of Güllen in denouncing Alfred Ill and the men kill him. With the intention of taking the corpse to a mausoleum on the island of Capri, Claire hands over the cheque.


2 Historical and social context

Dürrenmatt als Dramatiker
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Der Schweizer Friedrich Dürrenmatt ist einer der bedeutendsten Dramatiker des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts. Sein Stil ist voller zynischen Humors und Kritik auf die Gesellschaft. Jedoch haben seine Werke einen didaktischen Zweck: Sie sollen den Zuschauer zum Denken anregen. Für ihn bietet das Theater eine Möglichkeit an, die moderne Welt zu analysieren und Lösungen für die vielen Probleme des modernen Menschen zu suchen. In seinen über zwanzig Bühnenstücken versucht er, das Publikum zu irritieren und zu kritischer Reflexion zu bewegen. Typische Themen für ihn sind Recht und Unrecht, Macht und Gewalt oder persönliche Verantwortung in einer konfusen Welt. Seine bevorzugte Gattung im Theater war die Form der Tragikomödie. Die Uraufführung seines Stücks Der Besuch der alten Dame fand am 29. Januar 1956 statt.
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der Zweck purpose

die Zuschauer (pl) audience

das Bühnenstück stage play

bevorzugt preferred

die Uraufführung first performance
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It has always been difficult to categorise Dürrenmatt’s style and this is what makes his plays so original. For him the theatre was a place for presenting works of art rather than a venue for presenting political or theoretical views. The most important element of his plays is their theatricality. In his writing about the theatre he explains that he wants the audience to be concerned with a series of stage images that merge together in their minds to allow them to understand his dramatic purpose.

Dürrenmatt was greatly influenced by the theatre work of Bertolt
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Entstehung und Rezeption des Werks
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Materialismus in den fünfziger Jahren
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Griechisches Theater
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Übungen
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Vokabular


1  Was wird hier beschrieben? Wählen Sie das richtige Wort aus dem Kasten.




      1  ein anderes Wort für Trauerspiel

      2  woher die Idee für das Stück gekommen ist

      3  der Hauptcharakter in einem Theaterstück

      4  die Premiere eines Theaterstücks

      5  die allerletzte Szene in dem Stück

      6  die Versuche eines Dramatikers, unsere Emotionen zu unterdrücken

      7  die wirtschaftliche Boomzeit in Nachkriegsdeutschland

      8  wenn ein Theaterstück gut ankommt

      9  ein bequemer Lebensstandard

    10  wenn zwei entgegengesetzte Ideen zusammen erscheinen
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Grammatik


2  Wählen Sie das richtige Satzende für diese fünf Sätze, damit sie grammatikalisch richtig sind.




    1  Nach der Uraufführung des Stücks …




         a  weil Dürrenmatt seine Frau besuchen musste.

         b  wurde Dürrenmatt schnell weltberühmt.

         c  und Dürrenmatt verdiente viel Geld davon.




    2  Zahlreiche Waren werden im Stück erwähnt, …




         a  woher die Güllener das Geld bekommen.

         b  damit die Güllener oft einkaufen gehen.

         c  die in den 50er Jahren zu kaufen waren.




    3  Der Besuch der alten Dame widerspiegelt ….




         a  den wirtschaftlichen Aufschwung Deutschlands.

         b  obwohl die Güllener arm sind.

         c  und zeigt die Gefahren des Geldes.




    4  Dürrenmatt bezweifelt, …




         a  dass alles bühnenatmosphärisch ist.

         b  ob Tragödie noch möglich ist.

         c  die Wahrheit von Ills Geschichte.



Verständnis


3  Beantworten Sie die folgenden Fragen auf Deutsch.




      1  Erklären Sie den Begriff „einen didaktischen Zweck“.

      2  Was war für Dürrenmatt das Wichtigste an einem Theaterstück?

      3  Inwiefern sind Dürrenmatt und Brecht als Dramatiker ähnlich?

      4  Welche Frage stellt Dürrenmatt in vielen seiner Theaterstücke?

      5  Warum war der Erfolg des Stücks für Dürrenmatt wichtig?

      6  Wie wurde das Stück in der Schweiz empfangen?

      7  In welcher Hinsicht waren die 50er Jahre anders als frühere Jahrzehnten?

      8  Inwiefern ist Ills Familie typisch für alle Güllener?

      9  Welche Rolle spielen die neuen Technologien für Claire?

    10  In welcher Hinsicht ist Ill wie ein griechischer Held?

    11  Welche Charaktereigenschaft zeigt Ill am Ende des Stücks?

    12  Warum erwähnt der Lehrer Medea und Lais?

    13  Wie spricht der Lehrer?

    14  Warum ist das Schlussbild anders als der Rest des Stücks?



Interpretation


4  Untersuchen Sie, inwiefern das Stück das Leben in den 50er Jahren widerspiegelt und inwiefern das Stück universale Themen erhält.





    •  wie die Lebensverhältnisse in den 50er Jahren waren

    •  wie diese Verhältnisse in dem Stück widerspiegelt werden

    •  was für universale Themen in dem Stück zu finden sind

    •  Dürrenmatts Meinung zu verschiedenen Interpretationen.
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Der geschichtliche und gesellschaftliche Hintergrund des Stücks
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