The Book Thief by Markus Zusak 

Overview (www.barnesandnoble.com).

It’s just a small story really, about among other things: a girl, some words, an accordionist, some fanatical Germans, a Jewish fist-fighter, and quite a lot of thievery. . . .  Set during World War II in Germany, Markus Zusak’s groundbreaking new novel is the story of Liesel Meminger, a foster girl living outside of Munich. Liesel scratches out a meager existence for herself by stealing when she encounters something she can’t resist–books. With the help of her accordion-playing foster father, she learns to read and shares her stolen books with her neighbors during bombing raids as well as with the Jewish man hidden in her basement before he is marched to Dachau. This is an unforgettable story about the ability of books to feed the soul. 

Reading the book.  

Try to read the story with an open mind, take in the information as in unravels; do not worry about reacting at this time.   Remember the narrator of this story is Death.  Get to know the characters in depth, listen to their stories, and feel their words.

Book Club Discussions.   

Feel free to join the school-wide Book Club Discussions at any time during your reading.  These discussions will be general in nature and appropriate for readers who are at any stage of the story.  See your librarian for more details on Book Thief Book Club Discussions.  


Main Characters. 

 -Leisel Meminger – Foster daughter of the Hubermanns.

-Hans Hubermann – Liesel’s foster dad, a painter, and an accordion player. 

-Rosa Hubermann – Liesel’s foul-mouthed foster mother. 

-Rudy Steiner – Leisel’s neighbor and best friend.

-Max Vanderburg – A Jewish man hidden in the Hubermann’s basement. 

-Ilsa Hermann - The wife of the mayor of Molching who allows Leisel to “steal” books from her home. 

-Frau Holtzapfel - A feuding neighbor to the Hubermanns.  

-Death - The narrator of the story.  

Molching – Fictional German town.  Setting for our story.









Pre-reading Activity.

To better understand the setting and events covered in this book, students may want to start by learning more about some key terms/topics listed below.  Google several of the terms/topics, spend only about 5 - 10 minutes on each, click and scan to get an overview of the ideas presented. 

Teachers and students might want to make a word wall containing the terms/topics.  Definitions and pictures to clarify the terms/topics could be added to the word wall.  This could be accomplished as the terms/topics appear in the story or as a pre-reading activity. 


Key Terms/Topics. 

World War II 
Nazi party 
Adolph Hitler 
Hitler Youth 
Allied Bombing of Munich 
Jesse Owens 
Dachau 
Mein Kampf 
Holocaust
History of German Rule
Markus Zusak (the author)





Awards. The Book Thief has garnered awards and recognition around the world and has been translated into many languages. Although first noticed in 2006, the book continues to be praised and enjoyed. It is destined to be a literary classic.

· 2006- Commonwealth Writers Prize for Best Book (South East Asia & South Pacific)
· 2006 - Horn Book Fanfare
· 2006 - Kirkus Reviews Editor Choice Award
· 2006 - School Library Journal Best Book of the Year
· 2006 - Daniel Elliott Peace Award
· 2006 - Publishers Weekly Best Children Book of the Year
· 2006 - Booklist Children Editors' Choice
· 2006 - Bulletin Blue Ribbon Book
· 2007 - Boeke Prize
· 2007 - American Library Association’s Best Books for Young Adults
· 2007 - Michael L. Printz Honor Book
· 2007 - Book Sense Book of the Year (Indie’s choice)
· 2009 - Pacific Northwest Young Readers Choice Master List
· Winner of the National Jewish Book Award

Source: http://childrensbooks.about.com










Activities.

-Learn more about the author and why he was driven to write this book. 
-Sketch a favorite scene, share your sketch and discuss why you choose this scene. 
-Choose one section of the book to rewrite as a play.  Select a few friends to help you perform this section of the action.  Videotape your play.  
-Describe our narrator, Death.  How did he approach his job?  Did he enjoy it?  What else do we know about him? 




Discussion Questions: 


Prologue.   

-How does Death introduce himself? 

-What is the significance of the use of colors?  What colors are presented? 

-Who is the Book Thief?  How is she introduced? 


Part 1.

-Discuss the tragedy that stuck Liesel’s family while aboard the train.   

-Who is the woman with the iron fist? 

-Who was Jesse Owens and what was his significance to this story?

-Why did the narrator’s workload increase in the beginning of September 1939?

-Hans Hubermann belonged to the 10 percent.  What does this mean?     


Part 2.  

-What did Liesel steal? 

-What did Hans Hubermann give Liesel for Christmas?  What was the gift’s significance? 

-What does Liesel rescue from the fire?   

-Why are books important to Liesel?


Part 3.  

-What is the secret understanding between Liesel and the mayor’s wife? 

-Why do you think Ilse allowed Liesel to browse her library?

-What is the relationship between Max and Hans? 

-Do you think the thievery by Rudy, Liesel and the other children was justified?  Why?  Why not?

-What is the importance of Mein Kampf to Max? 


Part 4.

-What is the secret life of Hans Hubermann.  

-How might Max’s years of street fighting help him during this time of his life. 

-What new routine do the Hubermann’s and Max have?   

-What helps create the bond between Max and Liesel?  


Part 5.

-Why did the narrator flash forward to Rudy Steiner’s death?  Did this technique improve or lessen your appreciation of the book? 

-Did Ilse Hermann deserve Liesel’s anger? 

-Did Rudy deserve the punishment he received from Franz? 

-Who was Victor Chemmel?  What is his threat to Rudy? 

-What is the significance of the book The Whistler?  Is there a theme that connects the books Liesel steals?  


Part 6. 

-Why do you think the author used Death to narrate his story?  

-Describe Christmas 1942 in the Hubermann’s house? 

-Why did Liesel continue to bring presents to the unconscious Max?  

-Why does Rosa make a visit to Liesel’s school?  

-Why does Death say the sky was “the color of Jews”?   


Part 7. 

-How does Liesel calm her neighbors during the raid?

-What was Frau Holtzapel’s offer?

-Why does Max leave? 

-Who do the “coat men” come for? 


Part 8.  

-Why was Rudy selected for examination by the Nazi medical authorities? 

-How do we know Rosa missed Hans when he was away at war?  

-Why do Liesel and Rudy go to the march of the Jews to Dachau?

-What was the importance of The Word Shaker?  


Part 9.  

-Do you think Ilse Hermann is a Nazi Sympathizer? 

-What news did Michael Holtzapfel bring to Himmel Street? 

-Why is the statement “She did not back away or try to fight me” that Death made regarding Liesel important? 

Part 10. 

-How did words once again save Liesel?

-Why did Liesel attend each march of the Jews through Molching? 

-What did Liesel do when she saw Max? 

-Who saved her life?  How? 

-What does Liesel confess to Rudy?  

-What was Ilse final gift to Liesel?  What is the significance of this gift?  




Epilogue. 

-Who is Liesel’s new foster mother?  

-What does Liesel realize when she sees Rudy after the bombing?

-Who was the unexpected survivor of the war? 

-What does Death tell Liesel?
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