The Book Thief, by Marcus Zusak
Synopsis

The story takes place in Nazi Germany with a girl who is being taken to a foster home in the small town of Molching. The story, as is obvious, is told from the viewpoint of Death himself. The little girl, Liesel, goes to live on Himmel Street with Hans and Rosa Hubermann. Liesel does not know how to read, but she longs to be able to and steals her first book, The Grave Digger’s Handbook, before she has even reached the Hubermann’s door. Hans teaches her to read and soon she is stealing books from many different places. She has a best friend, Rudy, and it seems that her life is going well on Himmel Street until the Hubermanns decide to hide a Jew in their basement. From there the story turns into a crazy twist of events with tragedy, happiness, depression, and worry. Liesel’s life will be changed forever.
Character Overviews
Liesel Meminger: A young German girl whose mother is too poor to support Liesel and her brother. She is sent to live with a foster family, the Hubermanns, in Molching, but her brother dies on the train ride to Munich. She doesn’t know how to read, but she becomes obsessed with learning to read and write. Hans teaches her nightly in her room and in the basement and soon she becomes quite good with words. She continuously has nightmares about her dead brother, but Hans is always there to comfort her in the middle of the night. She is a skinny girl with tom-boy tendencies, very determined, and always kind-hearted.
Hans Hubermann: Liesel’s foster father. He is a very, very kind man who is always trying to help people even though he is very poor himself. He doesn’t like the Nazis, and a Jew once saved his life. He likes to roll his own cigarettes and even teaches Liesel how to roll one herself. He is a gifted painter but can’t find much work, especially since he did not join the Nazi party. He also plays the accordion and has a love for it that no man can match. He grows to love Liesel as one of his own children.
Rosa Hubermann: Liesel’s foster mother. Though she is foul-mouthed woman who loves to swear, she still has a very big heart. She comes off as tough but deep down she has a compassionate side. She does the laundry for people on the wealthy side of town but soon times become too hard and she is fired because nobody can afford such luxuries anymore. 
Max Vandenburg: The Jew the Hubermanns hide in the basement. He is said to have “hair like feathers” and a kind looking face. He is only in his 20’s and is saved from the fate of going to the camps by a friend in Stuttgart who hides him. When his friend is no longer able, Hans promises to hide Max and keep him safe. He stays in the basement and there he forms a strong and lasting friendship with Liesel. He helps her learn to read and write and she helps him find strength to keep living. 
Rudy Steiner: Liesel’s best friend. From the very beginning Rudy and Liesel become best friends. They live on the same street only houses away and continuously play soccer and get into trouble together. Rudy is athletic, smart, and blonde, the perfect German boy, and he is also obsessed with Jesse Owens. He comes from a big family that is poor just like the Hubermanns. 
Major Themes and Key Points - 
-Foreshadowing is a big theme throughout the novel.  Death is constantly giving things away. Try to think about how this contributes to the effectiveness of the novel’s story.

- In the beginning of the novel Death explains that it tries to focus on colors as opposed to the people, given its line of work.  Initially the three colors described are black, white and red which represent the Nazi flag.  Notice how more colors are used to describe different scenes and what they symbolize.
- Stealing isn’t just in the form of books.  Notice how stealing frequently occurs throughout the novel and understand the significance the theme carries.  
- Other important themes to take note of: Music, Guilt, Abandonment, and Dehumanization. Remember how and when these themes occur and why they are important to the novel as a whole.

Some key events and points:
1. Hans buys Mein Kampf.
2. Stealing the book from the book-burning – Mayor’s wife sees.
3. Himmel means “Heaven.”

4. The Jesse Owens incident.
5. Significance of Liesel’s letters to her mother.

6. The titles of Liesel’s books.

Discussion Questions
· Colors are a common theme found throughout the novel.  Discuss what specific colors represent literally according to death (narrator), and figuratively.

· The Grave Digger's Handbook is the first book Liesel steals. Why does she take the book? What does it represent?

· What is significant about the titles of the books Liesel steals?

· Why is it so difficult for Rosa to demonstrate the same warmth toward Liesel? Discuss how Liesel's relationship with Rosa changes by the end of the novel.

· How does Zusak use the literary device of foreshadowing throughout the novel?

· Hans Junior, a Nazi soldier, calls his dad a coward because he doesn't belong to the Nazi Party. He feels that you are either for Hitler or against him. How does it take courage to oppose Hitler?

· Discuss how Hans channels his guilt of Erik Vandenburg's death into helping others.

· Compare and contrast the lives of Liesel and Max Vandenburg. How does Max’s life give Liesel purpose? At what point do Liesel and Max become friends?

· What is ironic about Liesel’s obsession with stealing books? Discuss other elements of irony in the novel.

· At what point does Liesel understand why her mother abandons her? Debate whether she was abandoned by circumstance or by the heart.

· What is the significance of the mayor’s wife allowing Liesel to steal books? Why does this amuse her?

· What is the effect of having Death serve as the narrator? How is it symbolic?

· Do you think Liesel ends up marrying Max? If not, would he have been mentioned as being one of the lanterns at the end of her life?
· Describe Liesel’s friendship with Rudy. How does their friendship change and grow throughout the novel?

· Why, and how, is Death haunted by humans?

