
Literary Vocabulary Analysis

The Book Thief by Markus Zusak

A comprehensive breakdown of key terminology, figurative language, and historical context

derived from the narrative summary.

1. Advanced & Contextual Vocabulary

Word Definition Synonyms Notes

Distraught Deeply upset and agitated

after a loss or trauma.

Inconsolable,

devastated, frantic.

Used to describe

Liesel's state after her

brother's death.

Deteriorates To become progressively

worse.

Degenerates, declines,

crumbles.

Refers to the

escalating political

instability in Germany.

Harbor To give shelter or refuge to

someone (often in secret).

Shield, conceal,

protect.

Implies significant

legal and personal

risk.

Abrasive Showing little concern for

others' feelings; harsh.

Caustic, brusque,

sharp.

Characterizes Rosa

Hubermann’s external

personality.

Archetypal Representing a perfect or

typical example of a type.

Quintessential, classic,

textbook.

Contrasts Rudy's

appearance with his

anti-Nazi actions.

Affinity A natural liking for or

identification with

something.

Rapport, kinship,

inclination.

Describes the bond

between Liesel and

Max over language.



2. Figurative Language & Imagery

"I have hated the words and I have loved them." — Liesel Meminger 

"A smile that is starving": A metaphor suggesting that happiness is a rare resource for

Liesel; her smiles are malnourished by the trauma of her upbringing.

"Chlorinated eyes": Imagery used to describe a cold, chemical shade of blue or green,

suggesting a sterile or harsh gaze.

"Wardrobe build": A physical description of Rosa Hubermann, implying she is sturdy,

boxy, and perhaps emotionally unyielding.

3. Historical & Thematic Terminology

Persecution: Hostility and ill-treatment, especially because of race or political beliefs. This

is the driving force of the conflict within the Nazi regime.

Refuge: A place of safety. The basement serves as a physical refuge for Max, while

literature serves as a mental refuge for Liesel.

Register: The text transitions between formal historical descriptions and colloquial, sharp

dialogue (as seen in Rosa's "sharp-tongued" characterization).
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