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Themes

Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.
The Importance of Friendship

Over and over again, Harry is forced to rely on the help and support of his two best friends, Ron and Hermione. When Ron and Hermione begin bickering, due in part to Hermione’s jealousy of Ron’s new girlfriend, Harry feels conflicted and upset by the possibility of losing his two companions. Likewise, when Harry develops feelings for Ron’s sister, Ginny, he stops himself from taking action too soon lest doing so should jeopardize his friendship with Ron. Even though the three teenagers are getting older, and encountering adult issues for the first time, they ultimately persevere, and at the close of Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, Ron and Hermione vow to accompany Harry on his final quest to destroy Voldemort’s Horcruxes and, eventually, Voldemort himself. Harry accepts their offer, having by now learned that he cannot win this battle on his own.

The Power of Self-Sacrifice

Both Harry and Dumbledore find themselves constantly sacrificing their own peace and happiness for the greater good. Even though Harry would love to assume the life of a normal Hogwarts student, he understands that it is his destiny to fight and destroy Voldemort. Harry is perfectly willing to risk his own life to insure the safety of his friends. When Harry leaves with Dumbledore to collect what they think is a Horcrux, he leaves his vial of Felix Felicis with his friends to protect them should trouble arise. Likewise, Dumbledore is constantly willing to lay himself down to protect Harry and Hogwarts. When Harry and Dumbledore reach the basin containing the locket, Dumbledore drinks goblet after goblet of a poisonous potion, insisting that Harry continue to pour it into his protesting mouth, to retrieve and destroy the Horcrux and a piece of Voldemort’s soul.

Trust

Harry trusts his best friends without reservation and extends that same loyalty to Dumbledore, following his orders and trusting that Dumbledore is instructing Harry to do the right thing. Harry even tells the Minister of Magic that he is Dumbledore’s man through and through. The only issue on which Harry and Dumbledore fundamentally disagree is Dumbledore’s insistence that Snape can be trusted. Dumbledore will not tell Harry or any members of the Order of the Phoenix what it is about Snape that makes Dumbledore trust him so unconditionally, but he repeatedly tells Harry that Harry does need to worry about it. At the close of the book, when Snape murders Dumbledore, it is unclear as to whether Dumbledore has asked that Snape complete this task. Either way, Dumbledore has entrusted Snape with his life.

Motifs

Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, or literary devices that can help to develop and inform the text’s major themes.
Watching

Much of the central action of Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince centers on information that is overheard or gathered by covertly following suspicious characters—at Hogwarts and beyond, wizards constantly watch each other. Initially, Harry, Ron, and Hermione follow Draco Malfoy to Borgin and Burkes and then eavesdrop on his conversation with Borgin. Later, Harry has Kreacher and Dobby follow Draco Malfoy as Draco moves around Hogwarts, and Harry constantly uses his Marauder’s Map to locate Malfoy when he is on the school grounds. Meanwhile, Tonks appears to be following Harry, popping up unexpectedly whenever it looks like he might be about to get into trouble. Draco Malfoy gets caught by Filch while trying to eavesdrop on or sneak into Slughorn’s Christmas party. After Snape drags him off for reprimanding, Harry uses his Invisibility Cloak to listen in on their conversation, confirming his suspicions of Snape.

Names

Lord Voldemort’s name is rarely spoken in the Wizarding world, as most wizards are too frightened to let the words slip from their mouths. Instead, they dodge around the issue by calling him “You know who” or “He who shall not be named.” Still, Harry and Dumbledore both regularly say Voldemort out loud, inadvertently expressing their lack of fear and demonstrating their strength in the face of evil. When Harry and Dumbledore use the Pensieve to view Dumbledore’s memory from his first meeting with Voldemort as headmaster of Hogwarts, we see Dumbledore only referring to Voldemort by his real name, Tom Riddle. This practice makes the young Voldemort extremely irritated, and he repeatedly requests that Dumbledore not call him Tom. Likewise, when Dumbledore first visits Voldemort at the orphanage, we see Voldemort express extreme distaste for his given name, which he received from his long-lost Muggle father, dubbing it too “common.” Part of Voldemort’s hatred of his given name stems from his anger at his father, who left his mother when she was pregnant.

Duplicity

Although Rowling is unclear as to exactly where Severus Snape’s allegiances lie, Snape is obviously working as a double agent and is either lying to Dumbledore or lying to Voldemort. This undercurrent of duplicity is consistently present in Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, where nothing is as it seems, and no one is sure who is working for whom. With the Imperius Curse being used frequently, innocent people are often caught committing crimes, and the Ministry continues to imprison guiltless wizards just to give the appearance that they are making progress in the fight against Voldemort. Meanwhile, Draco Malfoy is continuing to pretend that he is a regular Hogwarts student and not carrying out Voldemort’s bidding. Even Draco’s mother, Narcissa Malfoy, becomes duplicitous, imploring Snape to help her protect her son from Voldemort’s vengeance.

Symbols

Symbols are objects, characters, figures, or colors used to represent abstract ideas or concepts.
The Half-Blood Prince’s Potions Book

The Half-Blood Prince’s Potions Book quickly becomes one of Harry’s most prized possessions, not only because it helps him so much in Potions class, but because he feels an unspoken connection to its owner. At first, Harry believes that the book may have belonged to his father, and it becomes symbolic of how badly Harry wishes his parents were still alive. Hermione tries to convince Harry that the Prince could be a girl, and then Lupin tells Harry that he never heard James refer to himself as “Prince.” Finally, Harry figures out that the timing is off, and the book could never have belonged to his father. He is devastated. Later, when Harry finds out that the Half-Blood Prince is Snape, he is even more heartbroken.

Dumbledore’s Pensieve

With the help of Dumbledore’s Pensieve, Harry is made privy to various scenes from Voldemort’s past. Dumbledore believes that seeing these scenes will help Harry to better understand Voldemort and, consequently, destroy him. While Harry does learn quite a bit about Voldemort’s habits and vices, he also starts to understand how difficult Voldemort’s life was—like Harry, Voldemort was an orphan and felt that Hogwarts was his only true home. Harry also uses the Pensieve to learn about Voldemort’s interest in Horcruxes. Without these memories to sift through, gathered from friends and colleagues of Dumbledore’s, Harry would not know how to destroy Voldemort. Once again, Harry is unable to act on his own but must rely on the support and sacrifices of others.

Merope’s Locket

Merope’s locket was once owned by Salazar Slytherin and boasts his mark. When Merope is pregnant with Voldemort, she is forced to sell the locket to Borgin and Burkes to get money for food and shelter, but she gets very little money in return, even though the shop owners know that it is nearly priceless. Later, when Voldemort gets a job working for the same shop, he discovers that the locket has been resold to a woman named Hepzibah Smith, whom Voldemort later murders, finally taking the locket back. Dumbledore believes it has been turned into a Horcrux, but when they venture out to collect it, it has already been taken. In many ways, Merope’s locket is Voldemort’s only remaining connection to his mother and takes on even greater significance than his other Horcruxes. It is appropriate, then, that it is the Horcrux that Dumbledore dies trying to recover.

Important Quotations Explained

1. “Harry did not really listen. A warmth was spreading through him that had nothing to do with the sunlight; a tight obstruction in his chest seemed to be dissolving. He knew that Ron and Hermione were more shocked than they were letting on, but the mere fact that they were still there on either side of him, speaking words of comfort . . .”

In the middle of Chapter 4, immediately after Harry tells Ron and Hermione about the contents of the prophecy revealed to him after the fight at the Ministry last year, Harry begins to feel enormous relief. Before Dumbledore left Harry at the Burrow, he suggested that Harry fill his friends in on the prophecy Professor Trelawney created, which states that Harry must destroy Voldemort, as neither can live while the other survives. Even though Harry knows that his friends must be shocked by his revelation, he is delighted that they are sticking by him and dedicating themselves to solving the problem. Harry has had to spend most of his life without the care and confidence of a real family, and now, at sixteen, Ron and Hermione effectively function as his family, supporting him unconditionally and constantly looking out for his best interests. Harry is finally able to stop keeping things inside and start sharing the burden of his birthright. Dumbledore knows that telling Ron and Hermione the contents of the prophecy will not only be extraordinarily cathartic for Harry, it will also give his friends the opportunity to help him sort out his newfound responsibilities. Ron and Hermione try to convince Harry that Dumbledore wouldn’t be offering him private lessons if he didn’t think Harry had a solid chance of defeating Voldemort. Harry’s relief at his friends’ reactions is priceless.

2. “Well, it is clear to me that he has done a very good job on you,” said Scrimgeour, his eyes cold and hard behind his wire-rimmed glasses. “Dumbledore’s man through and through, aren’t you, Potter?”

At the close of Chapter 16, Rufus Scrimgeour interrupts the Weasleys’ Christmas dinner and corners Harry in a place where Harry ordinarily feels safe and secure. Hardly anyone at the Weasleys’ table is surprised when Scrimgeour asks Harry to show him around. Scrimgeour encourages Harry to ignore his convictions and pretend to align himself with the Ministry, so as to give the Wizarding world the allusion that the Harry and the Ministry are working together to stop Voldemort’s return. Regardless, Harry, like Dumbledore, does not wish to support the Ministry’s haphazard, often unfair attempts at appearing like they are successfully thwarting Voldemort. Clearly, Rowling thinks it is wise to have healthy distrust of government and to ask questions about what one’s leadership is actually doing. Harry is fundamentally opposed not only to the Ministry’s ridiculous campaign but is also offended by Scrimgeour’s suggestion that Harry lie to his friends and peers.

When Scrimgeour accuses Harry of being Dumbledore’s man, Harry is proud to accept the title. Harry later learns that Scrimgeour has been pestering Dumbledore to set up a private meeting with Harry and that Dumbledore has refused him every time, just as Dumbledore has refused three offers to become the Minister of Magic. Both Harry and Dumbledore have an inherent distrust of the Ministry, and Scrimgeour’s questionable tactics to recruit Harry confirm their suspicions.

3. “By attempting to kill you, Voldemort himself singled out the remarkable person who sits here in front of me, and gave him the tools for the job.”

When Harry is finally able to see Slughorn’s uncorrected memory at the end of Chapter 23 and realizes that he needs to destroy all seven Horcruxes to rid the Wizarding world of Voldemort, Dumbledore once again reminds him of the one great power he possesses that Voldemort does not: Harry has the ability to love. Dumbledore points out that this is the only protection that can possibly be used against powers as strong as Voldemort’s, and it is the reason why Harry has never been lured to the Dark side. Because Voldemort destroyed his own soul, tearing it into seven pieces by way of seven deaths, he no longer understands the incomparable power of a soul that is whole and untarnished. Dumbledore insists that it is Harry’s love—for his parents, for his friends, for his godfather—that propels him to face Voldemort, and not the prophecy, which Dumbledore believes to be essentially meaningless. Dumbledore eventually gets Harry to admit that, even if he had not heard the contents of the prophecy, he would still want to destroy Voldemort, for all of the pain and suffering he has caused Harry’s loved one. By Voldemort choosing Harry and marking him as his equal, he proved the prophecy—because as long as Voldemort continues to hunt Harry, hurting his friends and killing his family, Harry is guaranteed to fight back.

4. “I take you with me on one condition: that you obey any command I might give you at once, and without question.”

Dumbledore speaks these words to Harry at the end of Chapter 25, before he agrees to take Harry with him to destroy the locket Horcrux. Harry responds by giving his word, which Dumbledore later holds him to, demanding that Harry pour the poison potion down Dumbledore’s unwilling throat, no matter how difficult it might be for Harry to see Dumbledore in such pain. Because Harry trusts Dumbledore so deeply and would never break a promise, he forces Dumbledore to drink the hideous potion. Once again, Dumbledore places Harry’s well-being before his own and must be certain that he can fully protect Harry before he agrees to let Harry accompany him on such a terrifying journey. Although Harry is a powerful young wizard, Dumbledore still feels enormously responsible for his well-being, and occasionally must step up in his role as elder. This happens again when Dumbledore freezes Harry in the astronomy tower, effectively rendering him useless to help save Dumbledore. Harry is unable to even attempt to stop Draco or Snape, which keeps him safe. Still, the decision to freeze Harry ultimately proves fatal for Dumbledore.

Readers may recall this quote at the end of the book, when Dumbledore is weak, toppled over, and without a wand and mumbles, “Severus, please,” at Snape, who has pointed his wand directly at Dumbledore—although Rowling makes no explicit suggestion that Dumbledore had, in fact, asked Snape to kill him to save Draco from becoming a murderer, it suddenly seems oddly possible, given Dumbledore’s selfless, self-sacrificing nature.

5. “Harry looked around; there was Ginny running toward him; she had a hard, blazing look in her face as she threw her arms around him. And without thinking, without planning it, without worrying about the fact that fifty people were watching, Harry kissed her.”

After months of pining after his best friend’s little sister, Harry finally succumbs to his urges and kisses Ginny Weasley at the very end of Chapter 24. Even though Harry has spent weeks worrying about what Ron’s reaction might be, he ultimately finds his attraction to Ginny too strong to fight off. This kiss is one of a handful of times in the series that Harry puts his own wants and desires over his friends’ needs. Throughout Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, readers are reminded that Ron, Hermione, and Harry are growing up and beginning to entertain thoughts about members of the opposite sex. Although Harry’s relationship to Ginny seems charmed at first, and they enjoy their time together immensely, Harry cannot revel in her company for very long. Because of Harry’s unique position as the “Chosen One,” he knows that Voldemort will only use those close to him for Voldemort’s own gain or to blackmail Harry into submission. Harry is forced to end his relationship with Ginny prematurely because of the threat of retribution by Voldemort. In Voldemort’s eyes, having a girlfriend is a significant weakness for Harry and something Voldemort can easily exploit. Once again, Harry’s destiny interferes with his heartfelt desire to just be a normal Hogwarts student, whose priorities are Quidditch, classes, and girls. Instead, Harry must constantly be worrying about the fate of the entire world and must sacrifice the one good thing that’s happened to him this year.

Study Questions

1. Why does Dumbledore think it is so important for Harry to learn more about Voldemort’s past? How do they go about gathering this information?

2. What causes the tension between Ron and Hermione, and how is it resolved?

3. Why doesn’t Draco Malfoy kill Dumbledore?

Suggested Essay Topics

1. What role does Quidditch play in Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince?

2. Why does Horace Slughorn insist on surrounding himself with potentially influential young wizards? What does he stand to gain from these relationships?

3. What lies ahead for Hogwarts? Do you think the school should reopen or remain closed?

4. Why does Rufus Scrimgeour call Harry “Dumbledore’s man, through and through”?

5. Why do Ginny, Hermione, and Mrs. Weasley dislike Fleur? How does she prove them wrong?

