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The following is based on the passage found on page 520-21. 

 
 In a close reading of this passage, I will speak from the perspective of possibilities.  There are infinite 
possibilities of interpretation, and in my own experience, students are continually surprising me with new and 
insightful examples of language analysis. This is one of the teaching benefits of fostering a dialogic 
environment in the classroom – the opportunity to learn from students rather than bear the burden of always 
being the authority with the definitive answer.  

The analysis could start with word choice, and identify some of the words that have been used 
repeatedly for emphasis in the entire book, not just this particular passage. Zusak refers to “words” themselves 
seven times in this passage, emphasizing Liesel’s crisis with the objects of her desire at this point in her life. In 
the style the reader has come to know and expect, he uses unlikely descriptions, such as a “woman of wire” and 
“Stalingrad snow.” These phrases draw attention to themselves because of their incongruity, but the informed 
reader notices that they also contribute to imagery, setting, and characterization. The reader recognizes that the 
woman of wire is Liesel’s mother, a thin but strong woman who was introduced in the beginning of the book.  
The snow was what killed her brother in Stalingrad. In the brief description of the horrifying and defining 
moments of Liesel’s life, and what she “saw,” Zusak has placed the characters and events with a precise 
economy that showcases his control of language.  

His choice of verbs such as “stewed” and “brewed” clearly illustrate the building pressure Liesel is 
experiencing as she starts to project her anger onto the very thing she loves; the words which have betrayed her. 
The chronology makes use of anaphora, repeating the phrase “she had seen” at the beginning of each image, 
reinforcing to the reader that Liesel was a witness to these horrors. The reader becomes aware of the focus of 
her blame as she ends her list of collective memories by saying, “And at the center of all of it, she saw the 
Führer shouting his words and passing them around.” Her lovely words have gone to work for Hitler, and she 
does not think she can ever trust them again. Zusak connects the sequence of memories to the sequence of 
Liesel’s gradual understanding of the horror that is Nazi Germany by creating the metaphor “those images were 
the world.” Cumulatively, the scenes that have just replayed in her head have become for Liesel the sum of 
humanity, and she has lost her faith in words as well as her faith in humanity.  

Liesel’s anger is expressed in her short sentences: “You bastards...You lovely bastards.”  And again: 
“Don’t make me happy. Look at my bruises. Look at this graze.” She is articulating her fury in the same way 
that an angry lover would admonish a cheating spouse, almost reduced to animal emotion, barking her words. 
This is clearly a breaking point for Liesel. This image of a betrayed girl striking out continues with her 
questions to the words, personifying them as she asks “Do you see…do you see?” And finally she shows her 
vulnerability as she tells the words “I don’t want to hope…I don’t want to pray…” This is the very thing that 
Hitler, with his words, was taking from the world – hope. Zusak’s recognizable structuring of the words that 
illustrate Liesel’s collapse helps the reader to identify with her very human response. Because of our own 
experience, we can empathize with Liesel’s despair.  

At the end of the passage, Liesel’s ire is spent. She is now going to punish the words. Zusak uses the 
verbs “tore” and “ripped” to show the violence Liesel projects onto the words, by destroying first the pages, 
then the chapters, and ultimately the entire book, in much the same way that Hitler systematically destroyed 
Germany, one piece at a time. Liesel’s final observation in this scene is that “Without words, the Führer was 
nothing.”  

At the end of the close reading analysis, students would be expected to make some kind of reference to 
the ending of the book, even though this passage is not the end. After she poses the question to herself: “What 
good were the words?” Liesel experiences even more loss.  The war ends, but Liesel, along with Germany and 
the rest of the world, begins to put her life back together.  And Liesel is able to heal and move on because of 
words as she writes her own story.  
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Supplemental materials for additional lessons  

 
Theme 
 
Once again, depending on the level of the class, the study of theme can be basic, beginning with identifying the 
difference between a subject and a statement of theme and utilizing practice exercises before attempting to 
discuss or write about the themes found in The Book Thief.  This lesson is prepared for an upper level (11th or 
12th grade) class with a fundamental knowledge of theme. 
 
Classroom Activity – Socratic Seminar 
 
For preparation, have the students re-read the passage found on page 520-521. It may be reproduced so that they 
can freely annotate.    
 
Allow for five minutes in the beginning of class to arrange the groups and explain expectations, and five 
minutes at the end of class for reflection. 
 
Divide the students into two groups.  (This should be done in advance to save time). Arrange the seats in the 
classroom into two circles – one outer, one inner.  The students on the outside are observers, and are not 
permitted to participate in the conversation.  They are responsible for monitoring how many times each person 
on the inner circle speaks, and they can write down questions that they think of as the discussion ensues. 
 
The students in the inner circle respond to questions that the facilitator (instructor) poses, based on the passage 
that has been read and annotated.  The students respond to each other by listening, restating, and positing their 
ideas and opinions, using the assigned text as reference.  The goal is for mutual respect and discourse. The goal 
of the instructor is to intercede as minimally as possible. 
 
Halfway through the period, the outer circle changes places with the inner circle. The process is repeated. 
 
Questions: 

1) Why is Liesel angry at the words? 
2) Why does she say that the world does not deserve Max or Alex? 
3) What do the images represent? 
4) What exactly is stewing and brewing inside of her? 
5) What does Liesel blame for the war? How do you know? 
6) How does Hitler “shout his words” and “pass them around”? 
7) What is the irony of the object of Liesel’s anger? 
8) What is the theme of the book?  What evidence can you find in this passage? 

The students can complete the reflection as homework, or at the beginning of the next class.  Depending upon 
class size and quality of discussion, the seminar can be divided into two days. 
 
Reflection: 

1) How did you contribute to the discussion? 
2) Were there any questions you would have liked to answer that you did not? 
3) If the answer to two was yes, why were you unable to answer? 
4) What goal do you have for the next seminar? 
5) What ideas did you have or which ones were clarified for you through this seminar? 

6)  



Pronouns 

 

On the streets of Molching that day, each window was decorated for the Führer. In some places, like Frau 

Diller’s, the glass was vigorously washed, and the swastika looked like a jewel on a red-and-white blanket.  

In others, the flag trundled from the ledge like washing hung out to dry.  But it was there. 

Earlier, there had been a minor calamity.  The Hubermanns couldn’t find their flag. 

 “They’ll come for us,” Mama warned her husband.  “They’ll come and take us away.” They. “We have 

to find it!” At one point, it seemed like Papa might have to go down to the basement and paint a flag on one 

of his drop sheets.  Thankfully, it turned up, buried behind the accordion in the cupboard. 

 “That infernal accordion, it was blocking my view!” Mama swiveled.  “Liesel!” 

 The girl had the honor of pinning the flag to the window frame. 

 

When Mama uses the pronoun “they,” who does she mean? Who does she mean when she says “we”? 

Why doesn’t she say the name of “they”?  Why does Zusak repeat the word “they” in between Mama’s 
sentences?  What is the implication Zusak makes? 

 

Activity:  Write about something that has happened to you that you felt was unfair, or about something you 
are afraid someone will do to you.  Write as if you are telling someone about the episode.  Do not use nouns, 
only pronouns.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Assessments 
 
The following assessments can be altered based on class levels or needs.  Any selection can be used for a close 
reading, and the instructor can specify the component that will be the focus. 

A. The Book Thief Assessment – Short Answers 

Write a concise yet thorough answer for the following six questions.  Please be sure to answer in complete 
sentences, do not simply retell the plot, but remember that you are trying to “prove” to me that you read the 
book in its entirety. Each question is worth 10 points.  You will only have ONE class period to complete this 
portion of the assessment, so budget your time. 

1. From whose point of view is the story being told, and what is the advantage of Zusak using such an 
unusual perspective?   

For numbers 2 – 6, discuss/explain Liesel’s relationship with each of the following characters: 

2. Hans Hubermann 
3. Rosa Hubermann 
4. Rudy Steiner  
5. Max Vandenburg 
6. Ilsa Hermann 

 
B. Close Reading Analysis Essay 

 
This can be used as either a formative or summative assessment throughout the unit, and the instructor 
can choose focused content areas to grade. 

1. Choose one of the passages indicated. 
2. Using the definitive stylistic, rhetorical, or syntactical strategies you identified (or more!), write a one 

page essay in MLA style discussing the author’s use of these strategies, being sure to discuss the 
EFFECT produced.  
 

C. Creative Writing Assessment 

Using your Writer’s Notebook Entries as a springboard for ideas, choose one genre, and write an original piece, 
using three or more of the figurative and rhetorical devices we have studied in this unit.  Your inferred focus 
should be the power of language. 

1. Poem: must be at least 14 lines, have a distinct point of view, clear focus, and imagery 

2. Persuasive essay: must be two pages, double-spaced, and include an introduction with a clear 
thesis indicating your position, two to three well developed support paragraphs, and a 
conclusion.   

3. Personal narrative:  must be a single, focused event from your life, in which you learned 
something valuable about yourself.  Should be at least two pages but not longer than four.   

 

For more ideas, materials, questions or discussion, please contact me at bbrady@bhprsd.org. or follow me 
@BonnieBrady2 
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She slid a book from the shelf and sat with it on the floor. 

       Is she home?  She wondered, but she did not care if Ilsa Hermann  

was slicing potatoes in the kitchen or lining up in the post office.  Or 

standing ghost-like over the top of her, examining what the girl was  

5 reading. 

  The girl simply didn’t care anymore. 

  For a long time, she sat and saw. 

  She had seen her brother die with one eye open, one still in a  

dream.  She had said goodbye to her mother and imagined her lonely  

10 wait for a train back home to oblivion.  A woman of wire had laid her- 

self down, her scream traveling the street, till it fell sideways like a  

rolling coin starved of momentum.  A young man was hung by a rope 

made of Stalingrad snow.  She had watched a bomber pilot die in a  

metal case.  She had seen a Jewish man who had twice given her the  

15 most beautiful pages of her life marched to a concentration camp.   

And at the center of all of it, she saw the Führer shouting his words  

and passing them around. 

  Those images were the world, and it stewed in her as she sat with 

the lovely books and their manicured titles.  It brewed in her as she eyed  

20 the pages full to the brims of their bellies with paragraphs and words. 

  You bastards, she thought. 

  You lovely bastards. 

  Don’t make me happy.  Please, don’t fill me up and let me think  

that something good can come of any of this.  Look at my bruises.   

25 Look at this graze.  Do you see the graze inside me?  Do you see it  

Growing before your very eyes, eroding me?  I don’t want to hope for 

Anything anymore.  I don’t want to pray that Max is alive and safe.  Or  

Alex Steiner. 

  Because the world does not deserve them. 

 

30 She tore a page from the book and ripped it in half. 

  Then a chapter. 

  Soon, there was nothing but scraps of words littered between her 

legs and all around her.  The words.  Why did they have to exist?  With- 

out them, there wouldn’t be any of this.  Without words, the Führer 

35 was nothing.  There would be no limping prisoners, no need for consolation or worldly tricks to make us feel better. 

  What good were the words? 

  She said it audibly now, to the orange-lit room.  “What good are 

the words?” 

Zusak, Markus.  The Book Thief.  New York:  Alfred A. Knopf, 2005. 520-1. Print. 



 
Pronouns 
 
On the streets of Molching that day, each window was decorated for the Führer. In some places, like Frau 

Diller’s, the glass was vigorously washed, and the swastika looked like a jewel on a red-and-white blanket.  In 

others, the flag trundled from the ledge like washing hung out to dry.  But it was there. 

 

Earlier, there had been a minor calamity.  The Hubermanns couldn’t find their flag. 

 “They’ll come for us,” Mama warned her husband.  “They’ll come and take us away.” They. “We have 

to find it!” At one point, it seemed like Papa might have to go down to the basement and paint a flag on one of 

his drop sheets.  Thankfully, it turned up, buried behind the accordion in the cupboard. 

 “That infernal accordion, it was blocking my view!” Mama swiveled.  “Liesel!” 

 The girl had the honor of pinning the flag to the window frame. 

 
 
When Mama uses the pronoun “they,” who does she mean? Who does she mean when she says “we”? 

Why doesn’t she say the name of “they”?  Why does Zusak repeat the word “they” in between Mama’s 
sentences?  What is the implication Zusak makes? 

 

Activity:  Write about something that has happened to you that you felt was unfair, or about something you are 
afraid someone will do to you.  Write as if you are telling someone about the episode.  Do not use nouns, only 
pronouns.   

 

 



 
The Book Thief  by Markus Zusak 

Pronouns 
In the passage describing the Hubermanns’ panic at not being able to find their flag, Zusak clearly demonstrates 
their lack of complicity with the Nazi’s:  “’They’ll come for us,’ Mama warned her husband.  ‘They’ll come 
and take us away.’ They.  ‘We have to find it!’”(Zusak 103 – my emphasis).   

When Mama uses the pronoun “they,” who does she mean? Who does she mean when she says “we”? 

Why doesn’t she say the name of “they”?  Why does Zusak repeat the word “they” in between Mama’s 
sentences?  What is the implication Zusak makes? 

 

Activity:  Write about something that has happened to you that you felt was unfair, or about something you are 
afraid someone will do to you.  Write as if you are telling someone about the episode.  Do not use nouns, only 
pronouns.   



A. The Book Thief Assessment – Multiple Choice 

Read and annotate the following passage from pages 390-1.  Then answer the questions based on 
your knowledge of the ENTIRE book. 
 
1 On Himmel Street, Liesel was playing soccer when the noise arrived.  Two boys were fighting for the ball 

in the midfield when everything stopped.  Even Tommy Müller could hear it.  “What is that?” he asked 
from his position in goal. 

Everyone turned toward the sound of shuffling feet and regimented voices as they made 
5  their way closer. 

“Is that a herd of cows?” Rudy asked.  “It can’t be.  It never sounds quite like that, does it?” 
Slowly at first, the street of children walked toward the magnetic sound, up toward Frau Diller’s.  

Once in a while there was added emphasis in the shouting.  
In a tall apartment just around the corner on Munich Street, an old lady with a foreboding  

10  voice deciphered for everyone the exact source of the commotion.  Up high, in the window, her face 
appeared like a white flag with moist eyes and an open mouth.  Her voice was like suicide, landing with a 
clunk at Liesel’s feet. 
 She had gray hair. 

The eyes were dark, dark blue. 
15 “Die Juden,” she said.  “The Jews.” 

 
             ***DUDEN DICTIONARY MEANING #6 *** 

    Elend – Misery 
    Great Suffering, 
          Unhappiness, and distress 

20       Related words: 
                       Anguish, torment, despair, 

           Wretchedness, desolation. 
 
More people appeared on the street, where a collection of Jews and other criminals had already been 
shoved past.  Perhaps the death camps were kept secret, but at times, people were shown the 

25  glory of a labor camp like Dachau. 
Far up, on the other side, Liesel spotted the man with his paint cart.  He was running his hand 

uncomfortably  through his hair. 
 “Up there,” she pointed out to Rudy. “My papa.” 
 They both crossed and made their way up, and Hans Hubermann attempted at first to take 

30  them away. “Liesel,” he said.  “Maybe…” 
 He realized, however, that the girl was determined to stay, and perhaps it was something she 

should see.  In the breezy autumn air, he stood with her.  He did not speak. 
  
 On Munich Street, they watched. 
  Others moved in around and in front of them. 
35   They watched the Jews come down the road like a catalog of colors.  That wasn’t how the book 

thief described them, but I can tell you that that’s exactly what they were, for many of them would die. 
They would each greet me like their last true friend, with bones like smoke and their souls trailing behind. 
 
When they arrived in full, the noise of their feet throbbed on top of the road.  Their eyes were  

40           enormous in their starving skulls.  And the dirt.  The dirt was molded to them.  Their legs 
 staggered as they were pushed by soldiers’ hands – a few wayward steps of forced running before 
 the slow return to a malnourished walk. 

Hans watched them above the heads of the crowding audience.  I’m sure his eyes were silver and 
strained.  Liesel looked through the gaps or over shoulders. 

45                        The suffering faces of depleted men and women reached across to them, pleading not so 
 much for help – they were beyond that – but for an explanation.  Just something to subdue this 
 confusion. 



 Their feet could barely rise above the ground. 
 Stars of David were plastered to their shirts, and misery was attached to them as if assigned.  
“Don’t forget your misery…” In some cases, it grew on them like a vine.” 

50                        At their side, the soldiers also made their way past, ordering them to hurry up and to stop 
               moaning. Some of those soldiers were only boys. They had the Führer in their eyes. 

As she watched all of this, Liesel was certain that these were the poorest souls alive.  That’s what 
she wrote about them.  Their gaunt faces were stretched with torture.  Hunger ate them as they continued 
forward, some of them watching the ground to avoid the people on the side 

55  of the road. Some looked appealingly at those who had come to deserve their humiliation, this  
 prelude to their deaths.  Others pleaded for someone, anyone, to step forward and catch them in 

 their arms. 
 
Based on the selection given, choose the BEST answer for each question. 
 
_____1.  What figurative devices are found in the following:  “Up high, in the window, her face 
appeared like a white flag with moist eyes and an open mouth.  Her voice was like suicide, 
landing with a clunk at Liesel’s feet” (lines 10-11). 

a. Simile and oxymoron 
b. Simile and personification 
c. Simile and repetition 
d. Simile and zeugma 
e. Simile and paradox 

 
_____2. Lines 10-11 are significant because Frau Diller 

a. Feared for the Jews 
b. Wanted to warn Liesel and Rudy 
c. Was hiding a Jew 
d. Hated the Jews 
e. Was herself a Jew 

 
 
 
 
 

 
_____3. “They both crossed and made their way up, and Hans Hubermann attempted at first to 
take them away.  ‘Liesel,’ he said. ‘maybe…’ 
 He realized, however, that the girl was determined to stay, and perhaps it was something 
she should see.  In the breezy autumn air, he stood with her.  He did not speak.” 
 
These lines (27-30) are representative of Hans Hubermann’s typical behavior because: 

a. He always tries to shield Liesel from discomfort 
b. He always understands intuitively Liesel’s thoughts and feelings, and acts accordingly 
c. He knows that he might endanger Liesel 
d. He is afraid of what Rosa will do to her if she knows he let her stay 
e. He wants Liesel to know what might have happened to her mother 

 



_____4. The lines “Stars of David were plastered to their shirts, and misery was attached to them 
as if assigned. ‘Don’t forget your misery…’ In some cases, it grew on them like a vine” (44-5) 
serve to emphasize: 

a. The cruelty of the Nazis’ treatment of the Jews 
b. The overwhelming nature of the misery they were forced to endure 
c. The humiliation of the Jews 
d. The coldness of the citizens of Himmel Street 
e. The inevitable ending of Zusak’s story 

 
_____5. “Some of those soldiers were only boys.  They had the Führer in their eyes.” These 
lines (46-7) can be considered to be foreshadowing because: 

a. Liesel will be forced to join the Hitler Youth. 
b. Rudy will be forced to join the Hitler Youth. 
c. Both Liesel and Rudy will be forced to join the Hitler Youth. 
d. Liesel and Rudy’s son will be a Nazi. 
e. Liesel eventually confronts Rudy after he betrays her, and she calls him “Hitler.” 

 
_____6. In lines 54-57 “Once in a while…fleeting” includes which of the following stylistic 
devices that contribute to the tone of the scene: 

a. Irony and metaphor 
b. Epithet and personification 
c. Simile and alliteration 
d. Repetition and onomatopoeia 
e. Irony and simile 

 
_____7. In lines 79-80, Zusak’s placement of the words “Then, one human.  Hans Hubermann” 
emphasizes: 

a. Liesel’s father as a representation of humanity 
b. Our enjoyment of alliteration 
c. How Hans was a follower 
d. Liesel’s admiration of Hans 
e. Liesel’s disdain for Hans 

 
_____8. In lines 85-90, Zusak uses the repetition of the word “watch” to draw attention to the 
paradoxical contrast and similarity between: 

a. The Jew and Liesel 
b. Hans and the Jew 
c. Hans and Liesel 
d. Nazis and Jews 
e. Jews together with bystanders, and Hans Hubermann 

 
 
_____9. Lines 101-103 “When the elderly Jew…human” uses which of the following to 
emphasize the humanity of the Jew: 

a. Repetition 
b. Antithesis 



c. Parallel structure 
d. A & B 
e. A, B & C 

 
_____10. The imagery created by Zusak in lines 106-110 provides which of the following: 

a. Contrast 
b. Foreshadowing 
c. A feeling of helplessness and hopelessness 
d. A & B only 
e. A & C only 
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