
The House by the Lake by Thomas Harding, illustrated by Brita Teckentrup 

The first book in the year 5 Reading Gladiator selection this year is a picturebook. You are 
probably used to your children reading longer fiction and nonfiction books, but this one can 
be read by children and adults of all ages. Unlike some of the other books in the Reading 
Gladiators selection, this one will not take long to read the actual words, but the children’s 
responses and inference making, will be deepened by rereading and discussion about the 
topic, themes and images. You can support them by talking about the book at home. 

The House by the Lake is a factual narrative based on the author’s experience. He has written an 
award winning adult nonfiction book with the same title (If you enjoy history or nonfiction you might 
want to read the adult book). It tells the story of one house through time starting just before the 
Second World War through to the present day. The narrative employs a traditional storytelling voice, 
reminiscent of fairy tale, ‘A long time ago, there was a little wooden house by a lake.’  Leaving the 
author’s message and historical notes to place the story in a specific time and place. 

Brita Teckentrup’s collaged illustrations add symbolic depth using contrasting light and dark tones, 
and seasonal changes to emphasise mood and the changing fortunes of the house. They provide an 
opportunity to develop children’s visual language. 

To support your children at home, you can help them access information about the historical context 
in a safe, age-appropriate way. The story is about German history from the Second World War to the 
present day and therefore deals obliquely with The Holocaust and the Cold War (these are implied 
rather than explicitly mentioned). However, the main focus is the fluctuating fortunes of the 
different families that lived in the house.; It is essentially a story about hope, reconciliation and 
rebuilding for the future.  

You might want to do some of the following if you have time and if your child is interested in taking 
some of the ideas covered in the group further. Be led by their interest level. 

Where is Germany? 

Help your children locate present day Germany using a globe, atlas or Google  Maps.  Find the city of 
Berlin. Find a map showing the partition of Germany after the Second World War. What happened 
to Berlin? 

Alexander Haus 

The Alexander Haus (house) is a real one and it was restored by the author Thomas Harding and is 
now the centre for various reconciliation projects. You might want to visit the website where you 
will find a lot of information about the restoration of the house https://alexanderhaus.org/ 

 

Book Jackets 

The UK and German book jackets for this book look quite different. You could talk about what is the 
same and what is different. What mood is created by the different book jackets and what might have 
influenced the publishers’ choices? 
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Art 

Britta Teckentrup, the illustrator works exclusively in collage. Every part of the image is 
made from decorative papers. Encourage close looking to see how the effects of snow or 



water have been created. Have a look at other artists who have worked in collage such as 
Henri Matisse, Max Ernst and Kurt Switters 

A House Through Time 

If you live in an older house, you may know something of its history or be able to imagine 
what it would have been like during different historical periods. There is another book called 
My Place by Nadia Wheatley which looks at one house throughout Australian history, which 
you might like to read together. 

 

 


