Discussion Guide for HP and the Sorcerer’s Stone

Taken from www.scholastic.com
Theme 

While the fun of fantasy might be its otherworldliness, its power lies is the truths it reveals about the real world. So the magical world of Harry Potter, a world of flying cars and dragons, unicorns and magic potions, invisibility cloaks and evil powers, becomes real as readers discover truths about bravery, loyalty, choice, and the power of love. Read the following quotations from the Harry Potter book and discuss the truth that they reveals. 

"The truth. It is a beautiful and terrible thing, and should therefore be treated with great caution." (The Sorcerer's Stone, page 298) 

"...to have been loved so deeply, even though the person who loved us is gone, will give us some protection forever." (The Sorcerer's Stone, page 299) 

"It takes a great deal of bravery to stand up to our enemies, but just as much to stand up to our friends." (The Sorcerer's Stone, page 306) 

Setting 

The setting of a fantasy must be made clear if the reader is to more fully enter into the story. As Harry arrives at Hogwarts School, readers see it through his rather astonished eyes. What are some of the tricks and traps of the school? What are the rules for living at Hogwarts? Which rules are made explicit, and which ones does Harry have to figure out for himself? Can you think of situations where you've had to figure out unwritten rules? Would you say that life as a whole is like that? 

Many great fantasies begin with a very realistic, sometimes mundane, setting before transporting the reader to the more fantastic setting and then returning to the more realistic setting at later points in the story. Sometimes the contrast between the two settings underscores the changes experienced by the main character. Can you think of other books written in this way? How do they compare to Harry Potter in their use of setting? 

Characterization 
Besides Harry Potter himself, who was your favorite character in the book? Or which character did you find most interesting? Why? What details did Rowling provide that made that character come alive in your mind in all his or her complexity? Did you learn more about the character from their words, their appearance, or their actions? Did your first impressions of the character remain unaltered, or did you change your opinion of the character as the story went on? Do any of the characters remind you of someone you know? 

Sometimes, the very qualities that seem to make a person disagreeable to you, as Hermione was to Harry and his friends at first, become assets to you once that person becomes you friend. What qualities did Hermione bring to the group? What does her integration into the group tell you about the nature of friendship? 

Conflict 

Harry and Voldemort provide the major conflict (good against evil) in each story. Compare their two characters and discuss how their differences provide the conflict for the novels. Consider each of the following instance: 

In The Sorcerer's Stone, when Mr. Ollivander sells Harry a wand that was the brother of a wand owned by Voldemort, Mr. Ollivander explains to Harry that "The wand chooses the wizard" and then tells him, "I think we must expect great things from you, Mr. Potter....After all, He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named did great things—terrible, yes, but great" (p. 85). How can Ollivander call Voldemort a great wizard? What makes Harry a different kind of great from Voldemort? 

Discuss

1. In The Sorcerer's Stone, Dumbledore admonishes Harry to "always use the proper name for things. Fear of a name increases fear of the thing itself" (page 298). Explain what he means. Why does naming something make it less intimidating? 

2. In The Sorcerer's Stone, Harry disregards a direct order from one of the teachers at Hogwarts School and takes off on a broom. This infraction is normally cause for expulsion from the school. However, in Harry's case, it brings him the honor of being chosen as the "Seeker" for his Quidditch team. Can you find other instances throughout all the books where Harry's actions lead to quite opposite results from what is expected? Is Harry above the rules, or just lucky, or is there another explanation? 

3. In The Sorcerer's Stone, readers learn that this stone is "a legendary substance with astonishing powers. The stone will transform any metal into pure gold. It also produces the Elixir of Life, which will make the drinker immortal." (p. 220). Are we surprised to discover that this fountain of youth and source of great wealth causes problems? Discuss other stories that have addressed the quest for immortality, such as Tuck Everlasting. Ultimately, this stone feeds the greedy. What other fantasies explore the consequences of greed? 

4. How does the game of Quidditch represent Harry's life at Hogwarts? Consider the position he plays on the team—"seeker." How is that role similar to the role he plays in the fight against evil? 

5. Much of what makes The Harry Potter books delightful reads are the plays with language. Using a dictionary if necessary, find out what the following names mean, and discuss why they're good names for the characters they represent. 

1. Filch 

2. Lucius Malfoy 

3. Voldemort 

4. Fluffy 

5. Madam Pince 

6. Remus Lupin 

7. Slytherin 

8. Dobby 

9. Sirius Black 

10. Scabbers 

11. Professor Binns (think of the sound, not the spelling) 

12. The books required for first year students (The Sorcerer's Stone, pages 66-67) 

13. Dumbledore 

14. Hagrid 

15. Aurors 

6. Here's a partial dictionary of charms that Harry and his friends used. Explain why each is a good name for the charm: 

1. Wingardium Leviosa: Charm to make things float. Sorcerer's Stone, page 171. 

2. Locomotor Mortis: Leg-locking curse. Sorcerer's Stone, page 222. 

7. The title of each of the chapters provides some clues as to what will occur in each. Do the titles tell the whole truth? How do they reveal some of the more symbolic meaning of the story? 

8. The author has more than a little bit of fun with names in this story. For example, the Professor of Herbology is Professor Sprout, and even the authors of the textbooks Harry must study are puns and riddles. Can you find other examples of this wordplay and show how the names reflect the characteristics of their owners? What about names that are the opposite of what you'd expect? — for example, the huge, terrifying three-headed dog named Fluffy? What effect do you think the author achieves with this name? 

9. Many novels of high fantasy borrow from the traditional stories of fairy tales, myths, and legends. The dog Fluffy which guards the trapdoor at Hogwarts School resembles Cerberus, the three-headed dog which guards the underworld of Greek mythology. What other creatures from traditional tales are paralleled in the story? How does each of these creatures play a pivotal role in advancing the plot? 

10. In Chapter Nine, Harry disobeys a direct order from one of the teachers at the Hogwarts School and takes off on a broom. This infraction is normally cause for expulsion from the school. However, in Harry's case, it brings him the honor of being chosen as the "Seeker" for his Quidditch team. Can you find other instances in the story where Harry's actions lead to quite opposite results from what is expected? To what extent is the book's plot advanced by such surprise turns of events? How much unpredictability would be too much? 

11. Quirrell tells Harry that "There is no good and evil, there is only power, and those too weak to seek it" (p. 291). Do you agree with this? Is this the reality of the world? Or if good and evil do exist, what makes them so? Which is more important in the world, power, or good and evil? 

