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About the Book

Nobel Prize-winning author Günter Grass has been wrestling with Germany's past for decades now, but no book since 

The Tin Drum has generated as much excitement as this searing and compelling account of the sinking of the Wilhelm 

Gustloff. A German cruise ship turned refugee carrier, it was attacked by a Soviet submarine in January of 1945. Some 

9,000 people went down in the Baltic Sea, making it the deadliest maritime disaster in history.

Born to an unwed mother on a lifeboat the night of the attack, Paul Pokriefke is a middle-aged hack-journalist trying to 

piece together the tragic events. While his domineering mother sees her whole existence in terms of that calamitous 

moment, Paul wishes their lives could have been less influenced by the past. And for his teenage son, who dabbles in the 

dark, extreme-right corners of the Internet, the Gustloff embodies the widespread denial of Germany's wartime suffering.

"Scuttling backward to move forward"--reaching this way and that across both history and narrative--Crabwalk is at once 

a captivating tale of a tragedy at sea and a fearless examination of how different generations of Germans now view their 

past.

Discussion Guide

1. Crabwalk is, first and foremost, an historical novel. Which parts of the history explored in this book were new to 

you? And which parts were familiar? On a personal note, did reading this book change how you think about or 

understand history? Explain why and how, if so.

2. Early in Chapter 1, we read of a group whom the narrator refers to as "the trio." Who are these people? What do they 

have to do with one another? And who is the narrator? How is he connected to "the trio"? Why is he telling us their 

stories?
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3. The verb "to crabwalk" is employed metaphorically throughout the narrative. What does it mean in this book? Explain 

the title.

4. Discuss the key role played by fate or "the hand of Providence" in Crabwalk. How do each of the novel's three 

primary characters--Paul, Tulla, and Konny--regard the idea of destiny? As a group, explore the inevitability that 

permeates this novel.

5. Discuss the presence of Günter Grass himself in Crabwalk. In the opening paragraphs of Chapter 4, for instance, the 

author of this novel inserts himself as a minor character within the novel. Where else does he appear in these pages? And 

how is he linked to Paul, our narrator? What exactly is he asking Paul to do in this book--and why?

6. In Chapter 5, Paul claims, in a concluding aside: "So the numbers will forever remain uncertain. But what do numbers 

tell us? Numbers are never accurate. In the end you always have to guess." Identify the context of this remark. What is 

he saying here? And if we interpret his remark more generally, what is Paul saying about history and tragedy?

7. The catastrophe at the center of this book, the sinking of the German ship Wilhelm Gustloff by a Russian submarine in 

1945, is approached from a variety of narrative angles and historical perspectives. In one such angle, midway through 

Chapter 5, Paul discusses a late-1950s film depicting the sinking of the Gustloff. He says: "Just as in all the Titanic 

films, a love story had to be brought in as filler, taking on heroic dimensions at the end, as if the sinking of an 

overcrowded ship weren't exciting, the thousands of deaths not tragic enough." But doesn't Crabwalk actually include 

such "filler" of its own? Discuss why you do or don't think so.

8. Compare and contrast the parent-child relationship of Tulla and Paul with that of Paul and Konny. To what degree, 

according to this novel, should parents be held accountable or responsible for the thoughts and deeds of their children? 

Cite relevant passages or scenes to support your views.

9. Memories, events, timelines, journalism, justice--so much of this novel concerns finding the facts, getting to the heart 

of the matter, searching for the truth, and so forth. But what questions raised by Crabwalk remained unanswered? If we 

were to examine this book as a mystery story, what would be its clues, motives, puzzles, and red herrings?

10. At the very end of the novel, we find that yet another "martyr" has been created. Who is it, and who are his adherents 

or followers? Finally, discuss the political, social, and historical implications of the book's final two sentences.

Author Bio

Günter Grass (1927?2015), Germany's most celebrated contemporary writer, attained worldwide renown with the 

publication of his novel THE TIN DRUM in 1959. A man of remarkable versatility, Grass was a poet, playwright, social 

critic, graphic artist and novelist. He was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1999.

Critical Praise



"In a novel that has already attracted attention on both sides of the Atlantic, Nobelist Grass employs a compelling 

vehicle for his latest excursion into Germany's tortured past . . . This is one of Grass's most accessible novels, and the 

closing chapters about the rescue of [the narrator's] mother are simply riveting . . . A writer who refuses to avert his eyes 

from unpleasant truths, [Grass] remains an eloquent explorer of his country's troubled 20th-century history."
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