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Chapter 1 and 2:

The beginning of each Harry Potter book shows Harry in a miserable, abusive situation while living with the Dursleys, and then traces his method of escape from the stifling world of these particular Muggles—the wizards' term for non-magical people—over the threshold into the wizard world. This book acknowledges both the "ordinary" and the "magical" worlds, and it allows continuity between them, enabling us to experience the brilliance and novelty of Hogwarts with Harry.

Harry's method of escape shows his development as a character throughout the series. In these chapters, Harry takes more initiative than ever before in escaping his summertime plight and returning to Hogwarts; in the first book, Hagrid rescues him from the Dursleys; in the second book, Ron comes to his window in a flying car. Here, Harry sets himself free, thus signifying a step in his further confidence in his role in the magical world, in addition to his own maturation as an adolescent. Harry has reached a point where he understands his own personal thresholds, and he now has the boldness to act when these thresholds are crossed, such as when Aunt Marge insults his parents. Harry takes initiative not only to sneak his magical homework into his room, or to bargain with Uncle Vernon on signing the Hogsmeade form, but furthermore, to grab his trunk, brandish his wand at his uncle, and leave the house when he has had enough. Of all of Harry's journeys into the magical world, this one requires the most independence and courage.

Harry's friends' gifts each reflect their personality and foreshadow a later event in the story. Hagrid sends a biting monster book. Hagrid loves monsters dearly, and in this novel, his loyalty to one monster in particular constitutes a great part of the plot. Ron sends a sneakoscope and a picture of his family in Egypt; the same picture inspired Black to leave prison, and the sneakoscope will alert Harry and his friends when they were being overheard. Hermione sends a broomstick-servicing kit. This gift acknowledges Harry's deep devotion to his broomstick-sport, Quidditch; her thoughtfulness with this gift foreruns her later concern that his new broom was sent by Black.

Chapter 3 and 4:

These chapters establish a contrast between the magical and non-magical worlds. We see the wizard world through Harry's eyes, beginning with the eerie experience of being in the space between the worlds, outside the Dursleys' house, but miles away from Hogwarts or Diagon Alley. This discomfort is magnified when Harry spies a huge black dog watching him. In this scene, Harry's wand shoots up sparks and he is almost run over by The Knight Bus, an unusual vehicle that carries wizards out of unlucky situations and to whichever destination they desire. The bus sails through the night, and we, like Harry, marvel that all objects (houses and street-signs) jump out of its way-one more facet of the wizard world's ability to exist completely without interfering with Muggle life. The conversation between Ernie and Stan during the bus ride establishes Harry's fame among wizards, due to his defeat of Voldemort before he was old enough to remember. This fame marks Harry's experiences as a wizard in bittersweet ways; he is often given special treatment, but also special protection when he doesn't necessarily want it. He has certain inborn strengths, but he also is susceptible to certain things, like the dementors, that affect him more than others.

Once Harry is left at Diagon Alley, the wizard experience commences, as its inherent state of freedom and inclusiveness sweeps over Harry. He is able to do his homework outside in the sunshine while he eats ice cream sundaes. He is able to roam the streets of Diagon Alley, spending the money his parents left him. He independently purchases school supplies and interacts with other wizards. Harry is again in his element. One of the most significant things about this world is that although magical things appear everywhere, basic human relations are unremarkable. Wizards are entirely human in their interactions and motivations. Like any other group of friends that has been separated, Harry, Ron, and Hermione are excited at seeing each other again. Soon after, we see that tension rises as soon as Ron's old rat and Hermione's new cat appear to share mutual animosity. In this world, we see the grand, comfortable chaos of a large family like the Weasleys, filled with sibling rivalry, great parental love, and a very basic sense of mischief generated by the twins, Fred and George, and directed toward Percy, the responsible eldest child at home. We note the subtle differences between the twins, who have a few basic differences: Fred is a bit more over-the-top in his humor, beginning jokes and carrying them to their extremes, and George is somewhat subtler, more sardonic in his comments.

Chapter 5 and 6:
These two chapters contain a great deal of foreshadowing. The Dementors pose a threat for Harry, who has a store of unconscious memories that are loosened when the Dementors come near. J.K. Rowling said in an interview that she made Dementors representative of depression, with its all consuming darkness and cold, its isolation and regeneration of old fears. Harry must learn to grapple with these creatures during his year at school. The Grim in Harry's teacup plays a recurring role in the plot. Not only does Harry see it many times when he is near death, but he also sees it roaming the grounds at night. The fact that Hermione is taking three classes at nine o'clock, suggests that some magic must be involved, though we do not yet know what it is. The crisis of Buckbeak also originates in Chapter Six, when, provoked by Malfoy, the hippogriff attacks, changing the course of Hagrid's career and of its own free life.

If Dementors represent the phenomenon of depression, then hippogriffs symbolize the universal demand to respect living things. The only requirement of a hippogriff is that you bow before it and treat it well in order to gain its trust; Harry does so easily because he is careful around people and things that are careful with him; Malfoy fails to win Buckbeak's trust because he insults the beast. Instead of being quietly left alone, Malfoy was attacked. There is an all or nothing principle at stake here, in which the presence of basic respect can win you everything, likewise the absence can badly hurt you. Finally McGonagall's lesson on animagi foreshadows later events in the story. The dual nature of animagi parallels the dual nature of most things in this story, and in this series in general: the duality of identity, of sides to the world (Muggle and Magic), of time and predictions, and of ways of viewing events.

Chapter 7 and 8:
When Lupin wants to know what is on Harry's mind, Harry openly asks why he was not allowed to fight the Boggart, and Lupin answers just as openly. This scene reveals a more adult dialogue between Harry and his teachers, illustrating a new element of Harry's maturity and confidence. Furthermore, it reveals a self- knowledge in Harry. He recognizes his weakness and seeks to remedy it. In previous situations, Harry has learned things that he happens to remember in time to use against foes, but never does he seek out this sort of basic self- improvement. In this situation, Harry is beginning to take initiative. 

Lupin's honesty with Harry's questions is admirable, as is his kindness in handling the delicate matters of Harry's worrying. We already have a respect for his competency with fighting dark creatures. These chapters show the gradual process of Harry being singled out as different from other students. Snape holds a grudge over Gryffindor House, and much of this grudge has been linked historically in past books to Harry being in Gryffindor. Thus, he loves to pick on Harry's friends, specifically Hermione for being a know-it-all and Neville for being incompetent. This maleficent attitude makes Harry feel helpless in a way that only the Dursleys and Snape have the power to make him feel. In most other classes, Harry gets along with teachers quite well. In Defense Against the Dark Arts, he and Professor Lupin carry on a fine rapport, and the only problem occurs when the class fights the Boggart without any contribution from Harry. This is certainly deliberate, and it makes Harry feel weak and ashamed, as if he were perceived as not strong enough to take a stand against his greatest fear. Harry is singled out a third time when he is the only third-year student who is not allowed to visit Hogsmeade over the weekend. It is significant of Harry's age and fields of concern that when he overheard Ron's father saying that Black was after Harry, Harry's first thought was not fear for his life, but rather a dull realization that he would never be allowed to Hogsmeade in these circumstances. Being included in these sorts of adventures means a great deal to Harry, and his feeling of defeat as he sits down to converse with Lupin must be considered.

Chapter 9 and 10:
Snape's experience teaching Defense Against the Dark Arts is symbolic, not only because he has always wanted the job, but also because he demands that the class learn to recognize and kill werewolves. This is certainly aimed to inform them about Lupin's true form, and to ultimately have the school fire Lupin on account of student fear. Snape is as nasty as ever, and here he is truly in his element; later in the book we are granted a better idea of why exactly Snape is so distasteful to Harry, his friends, and to Lupin, but now we just see pure, unadulterated conniving bitterness. Chapter nine marks the lowest point of Harry's time at Hogwarts this year. He loses his first Quidditch game, loses his beloved broomstick, and caves in when faced with Dementors. Quidditch has been the only outlet where Harry feels positively able to succeed, and for his breaking of his winning streak due to the already vulnerable situation with the Dementors, is the worst possible thing that could happen.

Prospects look up when Lupin promises anti-Dementor lessons, and especially when Fred and George give Harry the Marauder's map; in light of the structure and fear of the last week, it is a great relief for Harry to be able to sneak out of the castle and join his friends in Hogsmeade, not to mention that good solid rule-breaking is always good for the morale. Harry is led out of the castle by this map, which is especially important because this map signifies the collaborative efforts of the four animagi who ultimately tie the plot together. Hogwarts presents a sort of safety net, and during the climactic ends of each of these books, Harry must leave the familiar castle confines and wind up elsewhere, in a hidden chamber or dungeon, or even in the Forbidden Forest. These places are out of Dumbledore's reign, and Harry is forced to take care of himself. This map is Harry's first entrance into the world where this climactic, dangerous exchange will ultimately take place, although he has no idea of it at the time.

When Harry overhears of Black's responsibility for his parents' deaths, he is suddenly thrust into involvement. He has snuck into Hogsmeade and so has no right to the information, but he heard it all the same and is forced to reevaluate his involvement in Black's capture. Not only is he the moderately uninvolved subject of Black's pursuit; now he has every reason to want Black captured and dead. Harry listens, stunned, as these events are recounted in the pub, and once again he is astonished by how much everybody except for he himself, knows about his life.

Chapter 11 and 12:

The Firebolt broomstick instance is folkloric; in adventure myths, the hero is often given a magical gift that helps him on his way. In the first book, Harry is given an invisibility cloak, and in the second, he is given what appears to be help through his discovery of an old diary floating in the toilet. Here, Harry receives a replacement broomstick, an anonymous gift that plays on this ambiguity of a magical bit of help that may not turn out to be what it seems; out of fear that it is a gift form Sirius, Hermione turns the broom in. In the end, she is correct about the giver, but not about the danger.

The unjust conviction of Buckbeak foreshadows Harry's hatred toward Black. Malfoy frames Buckbeak just as Peter Pettigrew frames Black in a later chapter. This incident shows us reverse sides of a legal system that is attacking an innocent beast and has lost track of the murderer of Harry's parents. These two situations are both unfair but in vastly different ways. Furthermore, the sentiment Harry feels now toward liberating Buckbeak returns once he discovers Black's innocence. Another false conviction occurs at the end of Chapter Twelve. When Scabbers has disappeared, blood appears on Ron's sheets, and cat hairs linger near the site of the crime. The lesson learned in the many mistakes Professor Trelawney makes in her predictions is reinforced by these occurrences—things are not always what they seem, and thus the future is very difficult to predict.

Learning more about the Dementors and how to fight them is the continuation of Harry's new stage of magical agency, beginning with his flight from the Dursleys, moving through his willingness to confide in Professor Lupin, and now landing him in these lessons, where he works hard each week to learn how to confront his greatest personal demon. The presence of his parents' voices in his bouts of Dementor "depression" is significant, and to be expected. Harry is constantly aware of his loss of them, and although he never knew his parents, he believes in their love for him, and he battles Voldemort and his servants, in part to protect himself, and in part to avenge their deaths.

Chapter 13 and 14:

Chapter Thirteen is triumphant. Harry has the Firebolt in his possession once again and he can soar through the skies. He feels somewhat apprehensive and curious about Cho Chang; this is the first time in this series that Harry is ever really shy around a girl. During the game, what appears to be a triumph over three Dementors is really just a prank played by Malfoy. Harry still feels confident enough to cast a patronus, and still wins the game. The jubilant feelings within Gryffindor house run loud and late. Only in the middle of the night is the dark shadow of Black cast upon their tower. It is peculiar that Black does not even attempt to go after Harry; this is one sign that his escape motive is not exactly what it originally seemed.

Harry is always questioning his surroundings and enemies, but in Chapter Fourteen, he is forced to reconsider his own actions. This happens first at Hagrid's house, when Hagrid scolds Ron and Harry for shunning Hermione for the broomstick and cat incidents. Later, this happens when Lupin saves Harry from a furious Snape, taking the Marauder's Map and then saying gravely to Harry that his parents' sacrifice should have made him take more precautions with his life, instead of sneaking into Hogsmeade with Black on the loose. This is one of the only instances in which Harry's character is called into question. He cares deeply about Hermione, but he is undeniably furious when she intrudes by turning his broomstick in to the professors.

Harry is more concerned about being left out of Hogsmeade than he ever is about Black. Although Harry should stay in the castle and protect himself, his priorities are those of a thirteen-year-old boy. Harry has sought adventure without meaning to, and he has always been wary of allowing teachers access to his personal life. J.K. Rowling shows Harry enduring some typical teenage trials. Harry mutters when responding to adults, and he pretends to be embarrassed when Ron's mother hugs him at the train station.

Lastly, Lupin's deft handling of the map situation reveals great loyalty to Harry, but also foreshadows the discovery of his own involvement in the map- making. He speaks with great deliberation when he warns Harry that the mapmakers may be trying to lure him out of the castle. He knows Sirius Black's involvement in the map as well, and his clear awareness at the danger of the map demonstrates to Harry not only the great disappointment that he has caused Lupin to feel, or the great protectiveness that Lupin seems to feel for Harry, but furthermore the multitude of secrets existing within Hogwarts, the makers of the map, the ends of the tunnels on the map, and the strange tension between Snape and Lupin.

Chapter 15 and 16:

In Chapter Fifteen, Hermione begins to lose her self-control. Her responses to Malfoy and to Professor Trelawney are shocking. Hermione understands from experience what this book seems to teach, that nothing has a simple, obvious reason or answer, and that the future is contingent upon so many constantly changing elements of the present. Hermione's character increases in its strength and helpfulness throughout these chapters.

The ways in which students play quiddich reflect their inner characters. The Slytherins play a dirty game, knocking players from their broomsticks during the game, grabbing Gryffindor heads and broomsticks instead of simply the balls, and even trying to trip and hurt Harry during the week before the game. The Slytherins fly on expensive broomsticks but are not very talented at flying on them, and they have a team of only boys, unlike the Gryffindor team, compiled of seven highly skilled, well-practiced girls and boys, flying on a full array of differing broomsticks. Gryffindor plays fairly but retaliates hard, and Harry beats Malfoy to the Snitch, despite Malfoy's many efforts to halt Harry's progress. Perhaps that is the greatest difference between the two rivaling houses, as symbolized by the rivaling Quidditch teams: Gryffindor works hard to succeed for their own desire for success, whereas Slytherin feels that it oughtn't have to work for its own success and so tries to prevent other teams from succeeding, in order NOT to have to succeed themselves.

Chapter 17 and 18:

Harry is usually brave when facing enemies; he places his resisting hands on the face of Professor Quirrel in the first book, thus disintegrating his skin; he agrees to duel Tom Riddle, Voldemort's schoolboy shape, in the second; here, Harry attacks Black straight out, an unusual act of aggression for Harry. Perhaps he is emboldened by having his friends with him, or perhaps it is because he is still smoldering with anger over his parents' death at Black's hands. Whatever the reason, Harry pins Black to the ground quickly, preparing to kill him. This is unbelievable in principle, but within the context of events it makes a great deal of sense. Harry Potter grew up with a reputation of great competence against the Dark Arts, and instinctively when faced with them again, he knows what to do. Moments like this at the end of each story enable Harry to preserve this reputation.

During the dialogue with Lupin, many mysteries are explained, the most poignant of which involve Harry's father, James Potter, who was one of the cleverest students in the school, and a great friend to Black and Lupin. Hearing about James looking like Harry, playing Seeker for Gryffindor like Harry, or rescuing Snape from a werewolf just as Harry tried to rescue Ron from the black dog, brings a special meaning to Harry's reasons for being who he is. He is deeply proud of his parents, and Harry bears in mind who his parents were and what they would have wanted. This is the beginning of the point in the book where everything will be explained. Already, Harry's distrust of Black is countered by Lupin, whom Harry trusts, seeming to trust Black. Harry must trust his own good instincts in order decide for himself what to do and who to believe.

Chapter 19 and 20:

Chapter nineteen is virtually all explanation. Certain mysteries, such as how Black escaped from Azkaban or why he only ever pursued Ron, suddenly fall into place. Once again, nothing is exactly how it seemed; the usual suspects are innocent, those presumed dead suddenly appear alive. In Rowling's writing, culprits are never easy to spot, although she does give us certain hints along the way. In this book, this principle is especially important, as so much of the plot involves misguided perception and its effects on the surrounding community. The only true culprit in this book was the one who was living all the while in Ron's pocket.

Animagi are key to this chapter; none of the four makers of the Marauder's Map could have lived the full richness of their experiences without the ability to become animals at will. This age-old idea in mythology and literature opens a range of new possibilities. This book places an emphasis on liminal figures who exist on a boundary between two identities. These figures include Harry and Black, who touch both the Magical and the Muggle world, and Lupin, who has at once a tame, genteel nature coupled with a potential bout of insanity at every full moon.

These chapters present a vivid and telling glimpse into the past of Hogwarts. Harry watches Black transform to keep Lupin in check, as he must have done many years before, and he sees the presence of someone who looks faintly like his father at the other side of the lake, moments after a patronus saves him from the Dementors. Peter Pettigrew is just as he must have always been, squealing and hysterical, nervous and full of flattery. Black is sharp-edged but loyal, we learn, and he is deeply brave in his fight against the werewolf in order to save Harry, Ron, Hermione, and-sort of-Snape. Hogwarts contains so many mysteries and the traces of so many students who have lived there, known the grounds, and left tracks for Harry and his friends to decipher, that the chance to see them return to life, even as middle-aged versions of the once boisterous lads, is a rare form of magic.

Chapter 21 and 22:
 This part gets slightly confusing because Harry and Hermione are themselves and yet are watching themselves at the same time. They are not allowed to interfere with the past, a fact that Harry finds immensely frustrating as he sits still watching Snape pick up his invisibility cloak. This time-turning places a new spin on an old theme; wizards are always hiding themselves and their goings-on from Muggles, who would be alarmed by the existence of anything that they could not explain simply, through their notions of science and convention. All wizards are perpetually hidden, but Harry and Hermione are doubly-hidden, keeping themselves out of sight lest other wizards see them and be alarmed at not having an explanation. This makes a good point about humans in general, who tend to fear what they cannot quickly fit into a rational scheme of life, and this extend over Muggles, who know no magic, and here over wizards, who know only the magic within their reality. As steady and prepared as Harry and Hermione are, we are to assume that they would not have fared well seeing their future selves return to the scene of the past. Liminal situations are potent, but frightening.

The end ties up neatly, but it feels heavier than the ending of past books, simply because the work is not yet all done—Sirius Black is still considered dangerous, and Peter Pettigrew, who actually is dangerous, is loose again. But the year has ended and Harry has done and learned everything he can. He returns to the Dursleys with the ability to drop Black's name whenever he wants to get something out of his uncle or cousin, and he dutifully will await his return to Hogwarts in the fall.

