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In a Nutshell/Overview

Ambrosia? Check.
Nectar? Check.
Monster spray? Check.
Drachmas? Check.
Tin cans? Check.
Magical Yankees hat? Check.
Reed pipes? Check.

Oh, excuse us. We didn't see you there. You see, we're getting ready to read The Lightning Thief, and we need to make sure we have our supplies. Our narrator, Percy Jackson, tells us on page one that this book reveals dangerous secrets. We want to be prepared for whatever comes our way.

We won't tell you what these secrets are. All we'll tell you is that Percy is twelve years old, he's from Queens, NY, he has dyslexia and attention deficit disorder, and he has been kicked out of six different schools over the past six years. Oh, and Percy is a demi-god. Yeah, that's right. He's half-human, half-god. Ancient Greek mythology is not mythology - it's the real thing. The Greek gods still exist. This is the story of how Percy finds out about his demi-god-ness and of how he saves the world from a huge and horrible war.

The Lightning Thief is the first in a series of five books called Percy Jackson and the Olympians by author Rick Riordan. The book was published on June 28, 2005, and over 1.2 million copies of the book have already been sold. The Lightning Thief has been on the New York Times Bestseller List for children's books for over 120 weeks and counting. The Lightning Thief has even been made into a feature film.

Rick Riordan is a novelist and teacher. He taught English to middle-schoolers for years, teaching his students all about the Greek myths (ahem, the Greek stories). Riordan is also a dad, and he has a son who was diagnosed with dyslexia and attention deficit disorder. When his son was in the fourth grade, he studied Ancient Greek culture and stories in school. Every night, he asked his dad to tell him stories about the Greek gods. His dad knew a whole lot about the gods, you see. And when Rick Riordan ran out of stories to tell, his son asked him to invent a story about the gods. Over the course of three days, Rick came up with Percy Jackson and the story of The Lightning Thief. After hearing this story, Rick's son knew it was so great his dad needed to make it into a book. Thank goodness, Rick Riordan took his son's advice.



Why Should I Care?

Normal. One of the most important words in the English language - almost all of us want to be it. We want to "fit in" rather than stick out. We don't want to be "different." But, do we even know what being normal means? Who defines what is "normal"?

 Percy Jackson is the polar opposite of normal. He accidentally causes trouble wherever he goes, he is dyslexic, has attention deficit disorder, and has a D-average in school. His father was never around and his mother scrambles to make ends meet to support him and his rotten stepdad. Nobody (except his mom) believes he will amount to much in life.

 But this story proves just how bad the definition of "normal" can be at predicting how successful someone like Percy will be or can be. With a slight adjustment of our perspective and of our understanding of this word, we readers realize that Percy's greatest weaknesses are his greatest strengths. While being dyslexic and having attention deficit disorder means that Percy has a hard time reading books and doing well in school, it does mean that he has a gift for reading and understanding Ancient Greek and has great battle reflexes. Maybe normal doesn't have it quite right after all?

 Whether you, like Percy, believe that the Greek gods are still around or whether you consider their stories to be mythology, this story has something to offer. It helps us understand that there is always more than one way of seeing and of making sense of the world. Sometimes being an outsider means that you have gifts that those around you don't yet fully understand or notice.



What's Up With the Title?

Pretty simple, right? The title refers to someone who has stolen lightning, and that person is... Oh wait, now it gets complicated. While our protagonist, Percy, does show up in the Underworld with Zeus's stolen master bolt in his backpack, we later learn that Luke is the real thief of the master bolt (and of Hades's helm of darkness). Luke is the lightning thief.

The theft of Zeus's master bolt is the reason why we are reading this book at all; it's the central conflict of the story. Zeus is practically spitting blue jelly beans because of this theft, and he's causing huge storms everywhere. Since Poseidon has recently openly claimed Percy as his son, Zeus is:	Furious that Poseidon broke the oath that he and his brothers made after World Word II, pledging not to have any more kids with human women. 
	Even more furious because he thinks that Poseidon convinced Percy to steal the master bolt so that he (Poseidon) could have the Cyclopes make lots of replicas of it in their forges, giving Poseidon weapons of mass destruction.

Luke is one interesting little dude. He goes under the radar for most of Percy's quest, serving simply as a friend and occasional confidante to Percy. Underneath his layers of friendliness and demi-god skill is a kid who feels rejected and embarrassed by his dad, Hermes. Luke represents the dark and tragic side of being a half-blood - sometimes it can be devastatingly lonely. We turn the spotlight on you and ask you why you think Luke is the focus of this title and not Percy?


What's Up With the Ending?

Boy oh boy, we didn't see that coming. And by "that," we mean Luke. Just when Percy completes his quest and returns to a life of bliss at Camp Half-Blood, things go horribly wrong. Luke lures Percy into the Camp Half-Blood woods and conjures a deadly scorpion out of the ground. After he tells Percy that he was the lightning thief and the helm of darkness thief, Luke also confesses that he is working for Kronos and that he's leaving camp to serve the old Titan ruler full-time. As he leaves, the scorpion stings Percy, and Percy nearly dies. Later that day, once Chiron's medicine has worked its magic, Percy decides that he will go home and live with his mom for his seventh grade year rather than staying at Camp Half-Blood.

Poseidon warns Percy on Mount Olympus that, when Percy gets home, he will have a choice to make: "When you return home, Percy, you must make an important choice. You will find a package in your room" (21.99). This package happens to be Medusa's severed head - you know, the one Percy lopped off? What exactly is the choice Poseidon refers to here? The very last paragraph of The Lightning Thief makes us think that Poseidon refers to the choice between going home for the year and staying at Camp Half-Blood for the year. 

When Percy finally makes his decision, he tells us, "I wondered, if Poseidon were watching, would he approve of my choice?" And then Percy speaks to Poseidon directly: "'I'll be back next summer,' I promised him. 'I'll survive until then. After all, I am your son'" (22.214). In promising Poseidon this, Percy almost admits that he knows that his dad is watching. He seems to know that his dad would prefer him to stay at Camp Half-Blood for good. Percy knows that Poseidon wants to protect him. Perhaps we could go so far as to say that Percy understands that his dad loves him in his own way.

And that's not the only thing Percy realizes at the end of the book. Luke's betrayal and attempt at murdering Percy is a big surprise. We totally thought he was a good guy. We have a feeling that this brush with death helps Percy fully realize that he can't trust just anyone, and that the life of a demi-god is a hard and lonely one. Interestingly, Percy is almost energized by this last encounter with Luke. He wants to get out there and fight against Kronos and his minions. He wants to kick some Titan booty.
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Writing Style

Sharp, Speedy, Colorful, Detailed
Percy is a natural-born storyteller. His goal is to tell his story and to tell it well. He wants us readers to be able to understand and imagine everything exactly as he sees it. As a result, he gives us lots of detail, describing the setting everywhere he goes. We get a high-def, front-row-seats experience of his quest. Check out this description:

My shield was the size of an NBA backboard, with a big caduceus in the middle. It weighed about a million pounds. I could have snowboarded on it fine, but I hoped nobody expected me to seriously run fast. (8.103)

Can't you visualize the shield? Can't you almost feel how heavy it is in your arms? Can you see the "big caduceus" decorating its front? This is the power of Percy's storytelling: we are able to be right there with him.

He also knows when to be brief in his storytelling, giving us just the facts. Let's face it, Percy's got a lot of ground to cover in telling this story, so it's helpful when he cuts to the chase. Check out this moment:

Confession time: I ditched Grover as soon as we got to the bus terminal. (3.1)

In this tiny sentence, we are able to visualize Percy ditching Grover at the bus station, and we also understand that he feels a bit guilty about this (why else would he call it a "confession"). Percy (or Rick Riordan) is a master at knowing when to fill us in on all the juicy details and when to keep the story flowing and moving along.


Tone

Funny, Sarcastic, Matter-of-Fact, Witty, Ironic, Ambidextrous
If you take a good, hard look at the Table of Contents of this novel, you will immediately begin hear and understand Percy's voice. With chapter titles like, "I Become Supreme Lord of the Bathroom," and "We Get Advice from a Poodle," Percy injects some hilarious sarcasm and a bit of irony into his storytelling; he sets us up with a big declaration ("I Become Supreme Lord...") and then turns this declaration on its head ("...of the Bathroom"), taking us readers by surprise and catching us off guard. 

Percy pretty much downplays the fact that he's battling monsters and retrieving Zeus's symbol of power, demonstrating to us his humility. It's pretty clear that Percy is not a typical Greek hero in the way that he's so laid back and nonchalant at times. He even tells us in the beginning of the story, "Look, I didn't want to be a half-blood" (1.1). The life of a hero is not necessarily one that Percy is excited about, and his chapter titles and storytelling reflects this attitude. He's a hilarious, witty, and matter-of-fact storyteller, telling it like it is as he notices everything around him.

Take for example this lovely moment: 

Once I got over the fact that my Latin teacher was a horse, we had a nice tour, though I was careful not to walk behind him. (6.1)

By underplaying the fact that his Latin teacher is a centaur, Percy emphasizes and demonstrates to us just how crazy the whole situation is. On top of all that, he manages to be practical too, telling us he was careful not to walk behind Chiron for fear of stepping on any horse droppings. He takes a perfectly earth-shattering discovery (his favorite teacher is a centaur) and paints it as an everyday occurrence.


Narrator Point of View

First Person (Central) Narrator
Straight from the horse's mouth. But Chiron isn't our narrator - Percy Jackson is. Percy tells us the story of his sixth-grade year and the summer that follows that year. He wastes no time warning us that the story he is about to tell us is a dangerous one. We're in luck, too, because he doesn't spare us any juicy details. He tells us everything, including how he feels about other characters and about how his life is going. It's almost like we're reading his diary. We get front row seats to his life.


Symbols, Imagery, Allegory

Names
Do you remember when Percy first arrives at Camp Half-Blood, and he tells everyone that he doesn't believe in the Greek gods? He mentions gods' names as if they were just names in a phone book. Mr. D tells him, "Young man, names are powerful things. You don't just go around using them for no reason" (5.78). After constantly being corrected and warned not to say certain gods' names out loud, Percy cries, "Look, is there anything we can say without it thundering?" (6.129). 

Names seem to be almost like spells in the immortal world - when you say them aloud, it's like performing a certain kind of magic. It's as though the gods are always listening and watching, and when you say their name aloud, you get their attention. Getting their attention is not such a good thing when you are trying to hide from them. Because these gods, creatures, and monsters have been around for thousands of years, their names have thousands of years of meaning tied to them.Games
Did you happen to notice that there are a lot of games played in this story (both literal and figurative). We know that Mr. D loves playing Pinochle and often gets his booty kicked by Chiron. He is shocked to know that Percy doesn't know how to play. Annabeth is the captain of the Capture-the-Flag team - she and other campers spend weeks strategizing and preparing for games. It's not your typical PE activity. These games are violent and remind us of what it's like to be on a quest. Percy, Grover, and Annabeth play hackey sack with an apple as they wait for a Greyhound bus. Later on, they nearly forget their mission all together when they find themselves in the midst of a free, all-you-can-eat, endless arcade of a casino. All this talk of games makes us think of how Percy often tells us that he feels like a pawn of the gods, manipulated and used by them, as if the lives of mortals were just a game for the gods.Symbols of Power
Zeus's master bolt is "the symbol of his power, from which all other lightning bolts are patterned," and is very much like a weapon of mass destruction (9.81). Its disappearance causes the main conflict of this story. Every god has a symbol of power, something that represents their unique gifts and abilities. Ares has a shield, Poseidon has a trident, and Hades has a helm of darkness. These objects are more than just decoration - they are the means by which each god rules.Western Civilization
The gods follow the heart of Western Civilization. But what exactly is "Western Civilization," and why are the gods so keen on it? Let's hear from Chiron to find out:

Come now, Percy. What you call 'Western civilization.' Do you think it's just an abstract concept? No, it's a living force. A collective consciousness that has burned bright for thousands of years. The gods are part of it. You might even say they are the source of it, or at least, they are tied so tightly to it they couldn't possibly fade, not unless all of Western civilization were obliterated. The fire started in Greece. Then, as you well know-or as I hope you know, since you passed my course-the heart of the fire moved to Rome, and so did the gods. Oh, different names, perhaps-Jupiter for Zeus, Venus for Aphrodite, and so on-but the same forces, the same gods [...] All you need to do is look at the architecture. People do not forget the gods. Every place they've ruled, for the past three thousand years, you can see them in paintings, in statues, on the most important buildings. And yes, Percy, they are now in your United States. (5.189-191)

Western civilization is "a living force," a "collective consciousness." It sounds to us like Western civilization is a way of life, a belief system. But you tell us what you think.Dreams
Percy doesn't have many peaceful nights of sleep in this story. We quickly learn that his dreams are messengers from the gods and from Kronos, or perhaps they are the way his half-god self communicates and taps into the immortal world and into certain prophecies. He first dreams of an eagle and a horse fighting to the death on a beach - the eagle and the horse represent Zeus and Poseidon, respectively. This particular dream symbolizes the war that will take place if Zeus's master bolt is not returned, but, at the time, Percy has no idea that the gods exist or that he is a half-blood. Pay attention to Percy's other dreams. Who does he see in them? Where do they take place? Do people talk to him? Can he talk back? Is his ability to dream a sign of his power or of someone else's power over him?The Senses
The five senses are very important in this story. Pay attention to moments when the senses are important at Camp Half-Blood or on the quest. Remember what the bonfire at the Camp Half-Blood mess hall smells like? No wonder the gods love to have food sacrificed to them. Consider how good Grover is at smelling and detecting monsters. Percy and Annabeth let their taste buds take over as they are lured into Aunty Em's warehouse, and Percy tastes his mom's chocolate chip cookies when he drinks nectar. Think about how good Grover's ears are - how he can hear the snakes hissing underneath Aunty Em's veil.

Percy is really good at noticing a million things at once. He learns to observe things like centaurs running wild in the Midwestern countryside or where the water pipes might be located in the Tunnel of Love ride. When Percy is underwater, his sense of touch is heightened, and he is able to make anything that he touches completely dry, including his clothes. Swords feel weird in his hand until he meets Riptide for the first time. Having really sharp senses seems to be a key aspect of being a hero and of Ancient Greek life. The immortal world makes the mortal world seem blah.


Setting

From New York to Los Angeles, CA, and all the stops along the way
Are you ready to travel around America, following Percy on his quest? This story takes place everywhere: in the sky, in the sea, underground, and all across America. It takes place in the present, and so you'll probably recognize a lot of the places that Percy visits, both from the world you live in and the Ancient Greek stories you may have heard about.New York: Yancy Academy, Sally's Apartment in Queens, and Montauk Beach
Percy is from Queens, NY. His mom lives in a little apartment with Percy's stepdad, Smelly Gabe. Percy always seems to feel homesick for this apartment. This desire to go home tells us a lot about how much he loves his mom, because going home also means confronting the worst stepdad in the world. Here is a good description of what it's usually like at home: 

Smelly Gabe was in the living room, playing poker with his buddies. The television blared ESPN. Chips and beer were strewn all over the carpet. (3.14)

Gabe uses Percy's room as his "study," littering his magazine and dirty clothes everywhere.

Percy and his mom have being going to Montauk Beach since Percy was a baby, and this beach is also the place where Sally fell in love with Poseidon. When they visit, all of their fears seem to melt away, and Sally seems to get younger and more carefree. They tell stories and forget the real world for the weekend. Percy later realizes that when he was little, he used to see the faces of smiling women in the beach waves - these were Nereids, keeping watch over him. Here, Percy describes their rental cabin at Montauk:

Our rental cabin was on the south shore, way out at the tip of Long Island. It was a little pastel box with faded curtains, half sunken into the dunes. There was always sand in the sheets and spiders in the cabinets, and most of the time the sea was too cold to swim in. (3.83)

Now, doesn't that kind of sound like cabin #3 at Camp Half-Blood?

Yancy Academy is "a private school for troubled kids in upstate New York" (1.8), and it is a boarding school. There, Percy is surrounded by kids very different from him: they're kids from very affluent families, but whose parents don't necessarily care much about them. When Percy discovers at the end of his sixth-grade year that he will not be invited back, he tells us that he will miss, "the view of the woods out my dorm window, the Hudson River in the distance, the smell of pine trees" (2.15).Camp Half-Blood
Camp Half-Blood isn't your normal camp where the campers learn skills like swimming, canoeing, and arts and crafts. It's a camp for young demi-gods and demi-goddesses (a.k.a. the children born of Olympian gods and their human boyfriends/girlfriends). There, half-bloods train in the art of killing monsters and of surviving in the mortal and immortal worlds. Dionysus - a.k.a. Mr. D - is the camp director, and Chiron, a famous hero trainer, helps out. Percy tells us that, "in all there were maybe a hundred campers, a few dozen satyrs, and a dozen assorted wood nymphs and naiads" (6.109). Check out Percy's map of Camp Half-Blood as you read his description of it: 

The landscape was dotted with buildings that looked like ancient Greek architecture-an open-air pavilion, and amphitheater, a circular arena-except that they all looked brand new, their white marble columns sparkling in the sun. In a nearby sandpit, a dozen high school-age kids and satyrs played volleyball. Canoes glided across a small lake. Kids in bright orange T-shirts like Grover's were chasing each other around a cluster of cabins nestled in the woods. Some shot targets at an archery range. Others rode horses down a wooded trail, and, unless I was hallucinating, some of their horses had wings (5.57)

Here, the weather is always nice, and it never rains. That is, unless Zeus decides to make it rain.

Here are the cabins at Camp Half-Blood (check out our "Characters" section to learn more about who these gods are and what they are like). Imagine them in a U-shape with Zeus and Hera's cabins at the head. Percy describes them as "without doubt the most bizarre collection of buildings I'd ever seen" (6.50). We found a map of the cabins for you too if it helps.

Cabin #1: Zeus
Cabin #2: Hera
Cabin #3: Poseidon
Cabin #4: Demeter
Cabin #5: Ares
Cabin #6: Athena
Cabin #7: Hermes
Cabin #8: Artemis
Cabin #9: Hephaestus
Cabin #10: Aphrodite
Cabin #11: Hermes
Cabin #12: Dionysus

Camp Half-Blood's boundaries are enchanted so as to protect the campers from any monsters or outside forces. However, we learn that anyone within the camp can summon a monster. This is how a hellhound from the Underworld is able to penetrate the camp boundaries. Thalia's tree on Half-Blood Hill is an enchanted pine tree infused with the spirit of a demi-goddess named Thalia (Zeus's daughter) who died battling the Furies on that hill a few summers before. The pine tree provides huge magical enchantments that help keep Camp Half-Blood even more safe and secure.Stops Along the Way: Auntie Em's Garden Gnome Emporium, the Woods, St. Louis Gateway Arch, Denver, Las Vegas, Los Angeles
The Lightning Thief takes us on a wild tour of America. We spend the night in the New Jersey woods, we encounter a scary roadside curio-shop, we watch the Midwestern landscape roll by from an Amtrak train window, we visit the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, we hang out in Denver, we get sucked into a Las Vegas casino, and we wander around the streets of Los Angeles in search of an entrance to the Underworld. In short, we get a pretty detailed, but unusual tour of the United States. But why do the gods live in America, anyway? Well, let's let Chiron take it away:

"Percy, of course they are now in your United States. Look at your symbol, the eagle of Zeus. Look at the statue of Prometheus in Rockefeller Center, the Greek facades of your government buildings in Washington. I defy you to find any American city where the Olympians are not prominently displayed in multiple places. Like it or not-and believe me, plenty of people weren't very fond of Rome, either-America is now the heart of the flame. It is the great power of the West. And so Olympus is here. And we are here." (5.191)

The spirit of Western Civilization lies in the waterparks, casinos, monuments, and architecture of the United States.The Underworld
Let's start with the facts. The Underworld is a vast world underground ruled by Hades, where the dead go to, well, hang out for eternity. The Underworld entrance is located in Los Angeles (West Hollywood), and it is divided into three fields: the Elysian Fields (prime real estate), the Asphodel Fields (neither good, nor bad; just so-so), and the Fields of Punishment (torture central). Percy describes the Underworld as being like one giant concert with no light and no beach ball floating around - just spirits milling about for miles on end. The dead are kind of transparent when you look at them directly, and they aren't very cheery. There's a stalactite ceiling far above.

To get to the fields, Percy and his friends have to bribe Charon to ferry them across the River Styx: 

We were standing in a wooden barge. Charon was poling us across a dark, oily river, swirling with bones, dead fish, and other, stranger things-plastic dolls, crushed carnations, soggy diplomas and guilt edges. (18.84)

Charon explains that the river is "polluted" with human "hopes, dreams, wishes that never come true" (18.84).

The shoreline of the Underworld features a black sand beach and a huge wall stretching as far as the eye can see in either direction. Percy tells us, "the entrance to the Underworld looked like a cross between airport security and the Jersey Turnpike" (18.97). There are metal detectors, security cameras, and tollbooths everywhere. The dead have two options: the "ATTENDENT ON DUTY" line and the "EZ DEATH" line. For those who'd like a chance to make it to Elysium (prime real estate), they need to pass through the long ATTENDENT ON DUTY line, so that they can be evaluated by three judges (judges are spirits like Shakespeare, King Minos, and Thomas Jefferson). For those who wouldn't like to be judged (for fear of being sent to the Fields of Punishment for bad deeds they might have done), they can simply take the EZ DEATH line and spend eternity in the Asphodel Fields (not bad and not good, just so-so). Cerberus guards this part of the Underworld - he's a giant, three-headed Rottweiler who is able to sniff out the living among the dead.

So far, the Underworld sounds perfectly gloomy. Which, we guess, must be the point. Once past the security check-point, Percy and his friends can see spirits being tortured in horrible ways over in the Fields of Punishment to the left. To the right, the Elysian Fields glow like a beautiful gated community, with a lake and luxurious houses. And stretched out for miles in front of them is the concert-like scene of the Asphodel Fields - spirits drifting about aimlessly over dead, trampled grass, as far as the eye can see.

Hades's palace looks like Zeus's palace, only with black stone walls and bronze floors - perhaps Hades is making a statement about how the Underworld can be just as cool as Mount Olympus. His house is big, to put it mildly. His gates are engraved with images of famine, trench warfare, nuclear bomb devastation, and more. His front yard features a garden of jewels, Medusa's statues (people Medusa has turned to stone), and Persephone's dangerous pomegranate orchard (dangerous because, if you take a bite of her pomegranate, you are stuck in the Underworld forevermore).

Overall, we're impressed by the sheer size of the Underworld. It truly is a world of its own. The fact that Hades is having problems with overcrowding tells us a lot about the way in which the human population is growing, and perhaps it also tells us a bit about the state of things in the world above.Mount Olympus
Found on the 600th floor of the Empire State Building, one accesses Mount Olympus by elevator. When up top, one must walk across a very narrow bridge hanging thousands of feet above the Manhattan streets. On the other end of the bridge is a huge mountain of clouds that features a beautiful Ancient Greek community: 

Clinging to the mountainside were dozens of multileveled palaces - a city of mansions-all with white colored porticos, gilded terraces, and bronze barriers glowing with a thousand fires. (21.30)

Mount Olympus is the home of the gods, so it's only right that it look like the ritziest and most decadent place you can imagine. Gorgeous minor gods hang out here and there, merchants sell beautiful replicas of Ancient Greek treasures in the streets, the muses give a concert in the park, and naiads flirt with passers-by. Just a normal day in Olympus. Everyone is calm, peaceful and beautiful.

Once inside Zeus's palace on Mount Olympus, Percy makes his way to the room where the Olympians' thrones are located: 

Room really isn't the right word. The place made Grand Central Station look like a broom closet. Massive columns rose to a domed ceiling, which was gilded with moving constellations. (21.37)

Each throne personifies its ruler. For example, Poseidon's throne looks like a deep-sea fisherman's chair, while Zeus's throne is very sleek and minimalist, solid platinum. The gods live well and luxuriously on Mount Olympus.
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