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CONTEXT

CONTEXT

n 1996, after years of struggle, an unknown British au-

thor named Joanne Kathleen Rowling finally found a

publisher for Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, her

80,000-word children’s novel about the adventures of a
young wizard. The publication of Harry Potter was an unlikely
and unexpected triumph for the thirty-one-year-old Rowling. At
the time of Harry Potter’s creation, the Bristolborn Rowling had
been recently divorced and was living alone in Edinburgh, Scot-
land, caring for her one-year-old daughter, Jessica, and living off
of welfare payments from the government. Since she could af-
ford neither a typewriter nor typing paper, Rowling wrote nearly
all of her debut novel longhand on scraps of paper and bits of
napkins. Another problem was where to write—Rowling’s cheap
one-bedroom flat was too cold for Jessica to sleep in comfort-
ably, so Rowling was forced to spend the day drinking water and
inexpensive espresso in Edinburgh’s many cafes, dreaming up
adventures for Harry while her daughter napped in her carriage.
Countless publishers rejected Rowling’s manuscript, judging it
too long, too literary, and too slow. Finally, British publisher
Bloomsbury Press accepted the book in 1996, nearly two years
after the manuscript was completed. Rowling was paid an ad-
vance of 2,000—less than $4,000.

Within a year of its initial publication in 1997, Harry Potter
and the Sorcerer’s Stone became an international phenomenon,
earning unprecedented commercial and critical success for its
author and young hero. The book sold over 150,000 copies
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W HARRY POTTER AND THE ORDER OF THE PHOENIX

within its first few months on bookstore shelves, and by the end
of year it had sold nearly half a million copies in England, a
heretofore unheard of number for a children’s book. When the
US. rights to the book were auctioned off in late 1997, Arthur A.
Levine of Scholastic Press offered a bid of $100,000, the most
the company had ever paid for an acquisition. Soon, an
illustration of Harry Potter appeared on the cover of Time,
making Rowling the first children’s writer chosen as a subject
for a Time cover story. Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone
was eventually named Children’s Book of the Year at the 1997
British Book Awards. In 1998, the book was pronounced Best
Book of the Year by both Parenting magazine and the New York
Public Library and deemed “One of the Best Books of 1998”
by Publishers Weekly, School Library Journal, and Booklist.
Soon, Rowling signed a contract agreeing to pen six addition-
al installations of the Harry Potter story. Meanwhile, at least a
dozen film studios had begun scrambling for the rights to turn
Harry Potter into a full-length motion picture. Ultimately, Warner
Brothers acquired the film rights, and, in 2001, released a success-
ful adaptation of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. The film
was promptly followed by sequels in 2002 and 2004, and Warner
Brothers currently has plans to release movie adaptations of all
seven Harry Potter novels. The Harry Potter books have been
translated into sixty-one languages and distributed in over two
hundred countries. The first five books have appeared on
bestseller lists in the United States, Britain, and around the globe,
and to date, more than 250 million Harry Potter books have been
sold. In 2004, Forbes magazine announced that Rowling was
worth over 1 billion dollars, making her one of only five self-made
female billionaires, the only billionaire author, and one of the
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* HARRY POTTER AND THE ORDER OF THE PHOENIX

richest people in the world.

The explosive global response to the Harry Potter series has
made the books the subject of serious literary criticism and aca-
demic interpretation, another first for a contemporary children’s
book. Scholars have tried to pinpoint exactly why the Harry Potter
books have been so enormously successful. The series’ ability to
appeal to readers of all ages and nationalities has significantly aid-
ed sales, and in terms of genre, the Harry Potter books are
complex and dynamic, incorporating elements of fairy tales,
detective novels, boarding school narratives, adventure stories,
quest tales, and fantasy novels. Consequently, the books actively
engage followers of each of those genres, not just regular readers
of children’s literature. Many critics and literary theorists also
suspect that it might be Harry’s historic battle against evil that
contributes to the books’ wide audience and loyal support. Others
argue that it is the series’ empowerment of children, who shoulder
extraordinary responsibility and triumph despite setbacks, even
pausing to instruct adults along the way.

Still, not all readers have greeted Harry Potter with open
arms. A number of religious groups continue to protest the books,
declaring Harry Potter “evil” and accusing Rowling of promoting
thoughts and ideas inappropriate for young children. Rowling’s
defenders continue to insist that she is following in the footsteps
of countless canonized English authors, including C. S. Lewis and
J.R. R. Tolkien, who imbued their writing with Christian themes.
The fifth installment of the series, Harry Potter and the Order
of the Phoenix, enjoyed the series’ biggest opening to date,
breaking numerous sales records around the globe, and proving
that interest in the series has not yet started to wane.
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PLOT OVERVIEW

arry Potter is spending another tedious summer with

his dreadful Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon when a

group of evil spirits called “dementors” stage an

unexpected attack on Harry and his cousin Dudley.
After using magic to defend himself, Harry is visited by a group
of wizards and whisked off to number twelve, Grimmauld Place,
London. Number twelve is the home of Harry’s godfather, Sirius
Black, and the headquarters of the Order of the Phoenix. The Or-
deris a group of wizards, led by Hogwarts headmaster Albus
Dumbledore, dedicated to fighting evil Lord Voldemort and his
followers. The Order is forced to operate in secrecy, outside of
the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Magic, which is headed by the
dense and corrupt Cornelius Fudge. Fudge refuses to believe that
Lord Voldemort has returned.

Harry used magic to fight off the dementors, and since
underage wizards are not permitted to use their wands outside
of school, he must face a disciplinary hearing at the Ministry.
With Dumbledore’s help, Harry is cleared and permitted to re-
turn to Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry.

Reunited with his best friends, Ron and Hermione, Harry re-
turns to Hogwarts and learns that Dolores Umbridge, an employee
of Fudge, will be his new Defense Against the Dark Arts teacher.
The Sorting Hat, which traditionally sorts all new students into
one of four houses, cautions the students against becoming too in-
ternally divided. Meanwhile, the wizard newspaper, the Daily
Prophet, continues printing untrue and unfair stories about Harry.
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W HARRY POTTER AND THE ORDER OF THE PHOENIX

Many of his classmates are whispering about him behind his back,
but Harry ignores them and tries to concentrate on his studies,
since all fifth-year students at Hogwarts are required to take
O.W.Ls, or Ordinary Wizarding Level examinations.

Umbridge refuses to teach her students how to perform De-
fense spells, and before long, Fudge appoints her High Inquisitor
of Hogwarts, giving her the authority to inspect all faculty mem-
bers and evaluate their skills. In desperation, Harry, Hermione,
and Ron form their own Defense Against the Dark Arts group,
also known as the D.A., or Dumbledore’s Army. Twenty-five oth-
er students sign up, and they meet as often as possible to learn and
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practice Defense spells. Harry wishes desperately to contact his
godfather Sirius to discuss the situation, but Umbridge is inspect-
ing all Owl Mail and patrolling the fires that students can use to
make contact with wizards residing outside of Hogwarts. Um-
bridge openly dislikes Harry, whom she considers a liar, and
eventually bans him from the Gryffindor Quidditch team. Ron’s
twin brothers, Fred and George, storm out of Hogwarts in protest,
moving to London where they plan to open a joke shop using the
money Harry won last year in the Triwizard Tournament.

Harry continues to have upsetting dreams about walking
down a corridor at the Department of Mysteries, deep inside the
Ministry of Magic. At the end of the corridor, Harry goes through
several doors and enters a room full of dusty glass spheres. Harry
always wakes up before he finds out what the dream means or
what the spheres signify. One night, Harry has a vision where he
inhabits the body of a large snake, and at tacks Ron’s father. Harry
wakes up horrified, and Professor McGonagall takes him to
Dumbledore immediately. Dumble dore uses the portraits on the
walls of his office to raise an alert, and Mr. Weasley is promptly

10
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rescued by two members of the Order. Dumbledore then demands
that Harry take Occlumency lessons with Professor Snape, which
should help Harry protect his mind against further invasions by
Lord Voldemort.

Harry is unsuccessful at Occlumency because he has such
difficulty clearing his mind of all thoughts, making it difficult for
him to focus on closing his mind off to all outside influence.
Meanwhile, his scar (from the attack in which Voldemort killed
Harry’s parents) burns horribly every time Voldemort experi-
ences a powerful emotion. The D.A. continues to meet regularly,
and Harry’s peers show great improvement until they are caught
by Umbridge. Dumbledore takes full responsibility for the group
and resigns as Headmaster. Umbridge takes over his position. The
students begin taking their O.W.L. exams, and Harry has another
vision, this time about Sirius being held captive and tortured by
Voldemort. Horrified, Harry becomes determined to save him.
Hermione warns Harry that Voldemort may be deliberately try-
ing to lure Harry to the Department of Mysteries, but Harry is too
concerned about Sirius to take any chances.

Harry sneaks into Umbridge’s office, and, using her fire-
place, transports himself to Twelve Grimmauld Place to look for
Sirius. Kreacher, the Black House-Elf, tells Harry that Sirius is at
the Ministry of Magic. Harry returns to Hogwarts to find that he
and his friends have been caught in Umbridge’s office. Hermione
and Harry convince Umbridge to follow them into the forest,
where they claim to be hiding a weapon for Dumbledore. Once in
the forest, Centaurs carry Umbridge away. Harry and his friends
climb aboard flying horses called thestrals and speed off to the
Ministry. Once they arrive, Harry cannot find Sirius and realizes
that Hermione was right. Harry also sees that one of the glass
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