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Author’s Note
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In the process of writing books about first Albus Dumbledore, then Draco Malfoy, I have spent a considerable amount of time parsing every word of Half-Blood Prince Chapter 27, “The Lightning-Struck Tower.”  It is my favorite chapter in the series, and there is just so much to glean from diving deep into those pages.  The parts that were revealing as regards Dumbledore and Draco, I included in their respective books.  However, I also uncovered lots of interesting information that was not directly relevant, so that has been compiled into this bonus piece.

In the first part, we will discuss the rhetoric Dumbledore uses to sway Draco in his final moments, as well as the patterns present in the text.

In the second part, we will turn our attention to three lines of dialogue that actually weren’t meant to be included in the final text... and what they can reveal about both characters and editing process.

And where does Ginny come in?  Her connection with Draco and Dumbledore will be in the appendix!

Please note that it’s strongly recommended to read both Dumbledore: The Life and Lies and Malfoy: The Most Treacherous Family before diving in here.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part I: Persuasion Atop the Lightning-Struck Tower
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More than half of the Harry Potter books – Books 1, 2, 4, and 7 – feature a long conversation between Harry and Voldemort as part of their climax.  Half-Blood Prince inverts this with a climax featuring an in-depth dialogue between their opposites, Draco and Dumbledore.  “The Lightning-Struck Tower” displays an absolute masterclass in rhetoric by Dumbledore, as he manages to diffuse the situation and very nearly convinces Draco to defect.

Even by both Dumbledore’s and Jo’s very high standards, the dialogue with Draco is exquisite.  Both rhetor and author employ a chiastic structure​1 in the conversation for maximum elegance, though Jo’s use of it in pleasing the reader proves far more effective than Dumbledore’s in soothing Draco.  Let us go, line by line, and see the artistry at work here.


“I — I’ve got a job to do.”

“Well, then, you must get on and do it, my dear boy,” said Dumbledore softly.

There was silence. Harry stood imprisoned within his own invisible, paralyzed body, staring at the two of them, his ears straining to hear sounds of the Death Eaters’ distant fight, and in front of him, Draco Malfoy did nothing but stare at Albus Dumbledore, who, incredibly, smiled.   (HBP585)




Dumbledore may not have known Draco well enough to be certain whether Draco was capable of murder as a teenager.  But when Draco does not act immediately, Dumbledore realizes whom he’s dealing with: a frightened teenage boy who is not ready to commit “the supreme act of evil.” (HBP498)  Once Dumbledore has grasped the situation, he marshals his very best rhetoric to save Draco.

Dumbledore’s actions at the Lightning-Struck Tower are a microcosm of how he operates in general: first and foremost, he protects Harry; secondarily, he will try his best to save as many people as possible.  If he can save a teenage boy’s soul, that is a worthy way to spend his final moments.  

Dumbledore’s Goal

Dumbledore’s eventual goal is convincing Draco to turn away from Voldemort and defect to the Hogwartian side for his own protection.  The first step is convincing Draco that this is what he himself wants, or rather, that Draco does not want to be a killer working for Voldemort.

Dumbledore first tries stating this outright: “Draco, Draco, you are not a killer.” (HBP585)  But Draco does not take kindly to that statement: “How do you know?” said Malfoy at once. (HBP585)  Dumbledore therefore understands that his persuasion is going to require some more build-up, and begins the gradual process of talking Draco off the ledge.


“You have been trying, with increasing desperation, to kill me all year. Forgive me, Draco, but they have been feeble attempts. . . . So feeble, to be honest, that I wonder whether your heart has been really in it.”

“It has been in it!” said Malfoy vehemently. “I’ve been working on it all year, and tonight —”   (HBP585)




Dumbledore’s opening gambit starts smaller: rather than talking about whether Draco is a killer in general, he is zeroing in on whether or not Draco wants to kill Dumbledore.  If he can successfully argue that Draco’s heart wasn’t in it when executing his plans – that Draco didn’t want to do it – it would be a much smaller leap to pursuing alternate courses of action.  Unfortunately, Dumbledore’s attempted shortcut doesn’t work: Draco still envisions himself as a Dumbledore-slayer, so Dumbledore has work to do.

Flattering Draco

Dumbledore first wants to diffuse the situation and make it less emotionally charged – as he says, “A frightened teenage boy is a danger to others as well as to himself.” (DH682)  Dumbledore hits upon the perfect way to put Draco at ease: give him compliments.

Draco remains desperate for approbation.  Deep down, there is still the eleven-year-old kid who expects to be beloved and complimented by everyone in power, including the venerated headmaster.  Dumbledore realizes this, and at long last, gives Draco the recognition the boy believes is his due.  He compliments Draco’s efforts to get Death Eaters into the school: “Very good indeed.” “Ingenious.” (HBP585)  Dumbledore returns to the topic regularly, understanding that the best way to put the boy at ease and win him over is by offering validation.


“A clever plan, a very clever plan . . . and, as you say, right under my nose.”

“Yeah,” said Malfoy, who bizarrely seemed to draw courage and comfort from Dumbledore’s praise. “Yeah, it was!”   (HBP587)






From all we know of Draco, it is not bizarre, or even surprising, that he would draw comfort from it.  As Dumbledore says later on, “We all like appreciation for our own hard work.” (HBP588)  Draco grew up used to such appreciation, before having it denied him – or, rather, lavished more on his rival than himself.  Therefore, Draco craves acknowledgment more than most.  There was no better way for Dumbledore to deescalate the situation than by appealing to Draco’s thirst for approval.  If he could have awarded Draco sixty house points and given the House Cup to Slytherin in that moment, I think he would have.

We should also consider that Dumbledore has multiple goals in distracting Draco with talk of how the plan was executed.  In addition to getting Draco on board by feeding into his thirst for approval, it also serves to distract Draco from topics Dumbledore does not want explored.  The first time, it’s to distract the incredibly observant Draco from Harry’s invisible presence.  


His eyes fell upon the second broom.

“Who else is here?”

“A question I might ask you.  Or are you acting alone?”  (HBP584)



Draco falls for it and the conversation is steered to how Draco got the Death Eaters into Hogwarts.  

Dumbledore does the same thing later in the conversation when the topic of Snape comes up – Draco was clearly getting heated, interrupting Dumbledore repeatedly, and ranting about Snape’s interference.  So Dumbledore allows Draco to go off on his tirade, and then rapidly changes topics to the particulars of Draco’s plan: “But you must have had an accomplice, all the same ...” (HBP588)

There’s another dimension to all of Dumbledore’s queries about Draco’s operation: genuine curiosity.  Dumbledore knows that Harry is listening to this conversation, so he will be able to make use of whatever information Draco shares.  The question of how one could get Death Eaters in and out of Hogwarts is in important item of tactical knowledge.  So is the identity of Draco’s accomplice, and how Draco knew Dumbledore’s movements that night.  Dumbledore makes sure to uncover these answers for Harry.

The emphasis on Draco’s accomplishments is classic Dumbledore, accomplishing several strategic goals all at once.

Dumbledore’s Strategy

Dumbledore is convinced that Draco will not kill him.  He focuses almost all of his efforts on convincing Draco of that fact, but it’s no easy task.  Dumbledore’s strategy is cycling through three steps, trying to finesse the argument, and it’s beautiful to behold.

First, he calls Draco’s bluff about killing him.  He firmly believes that Draco won’t kill him after the first instance, but in order to get Draco to believe that, he has to present Draco with the opportunity.


“Well, then, you must get on and do it, my dear boy.” (HBP585)  

“Perhaps you ought to get on with the job alone. [...] And after all, you don’t really need help. . . . I have no wand at the moment. . . . I cannot defend myself.” (HBP586)




Second, he follows that up by pointing out that Draco won’t kill him – having just presented evidence to the point.  


“Draco, Draco, you are not a killer.” (HBP585)  

“I don’t think you will kill me, Draco.  Killing is not nearly as easy as the innocent believe....” (HBP586)  

“But as for being about to kill me, Draco, you have had several long minutes now, we are quite alone, I am more defenseless than you can have dreamed of finding me, and still you have not acted....” (HBP589-590)




Third, when Draco does not agree with him, Dumbledore revisits the topic of smuggling the Death Eaters in, to build up Draco’s confidence some more.  (HBP586 twice, HBP590)  This helps put the boy at ease for Dumbledore’s next attempt – and, as established, also provides valuable information to Harry.

Though Draco does not outright agree with him each of those three times, there’s a slight evolution in his response.  The first time, Draco offered a rebuttal to not being a killer – “How do you know?” (HBP585)  The second time and the third time, despite Dumbledore offering an ellipsis in which Draco could refute his point, Draco does not do so.  This is a marker of incremental progress, one Dumbledore no doubt notices.

However, despite Draco not offering rebuttals, he also does not indicate a willingness to hear Dumbledore out.  

The second time, Draco’s description shows that he is still petrified: “Malfoy looked as though he was fighting down the urge to shout, or to vomit.  He gulped and took several deep breaths, glaring at Dumbledore, his wand pointing directly at the latter’s heart.” (HBP586) 

The third time, “Malfoy’s mouth contorted involuntarily, as though he had tasted something very bitter.” (HBP590)  

But despite how “his wand hand was shaking badly” earlier (HBP589), Draco keeps the wand pointed at Dumbledore.

The Ticking Clock

A conversation that thrice goes in circles is rarely riveting, but Dumbledore and Draco’s dialogue is one of the most edge-of-your-seat moments in the whole series.  It’s truly masterful on Jo’s part that even as Dumbledore and Draco revisit familiar beats, the tension ratchets up – maybe this time Dumbledore will get through to him!

The reason for that tension is the ticking time bomb in the scene... even as Dumbledore needs to take his time, we sense that time is running out.

Dumbledore cannot spring his offer of asylum on Draco too early, while Draco is still of a mindset to reject it out of hand.  This is the master rhetorician’s ultimate test: can he wear down the intransigent teenager’s defenses ahead of the ticking clock?  The longer this conversation goes on, the more Draco can acclimate to the idea of “not killing him” – on account of having not killed him yet – and the more Draco will be receptive to an alternate course of action.  That is why Dumbledore gently keeps going in circles throughout the conversation – the repetition here is his technique.

Note how far Dumbledore has come in the last year!  In Order of the Phoenix, Dumbledore spoke critically of himself, “Old men are guilty if they forget what it was to be young ... and I seem to have forgotten lately....” (OP826)  Indeed, Dumbledore made many mistakes the prior year regarding Harry.  But we see that he knows better now: he knows that a teenager’s concerns must be validated, and his insecurities ameliorated, before any persuasion can occur.

If Dumbledore had unlimited time to work with, there is no doubt that he would have succeeded in persuading Draco.  Unfortunately for both parties, Dumbledore’s time is far from unlimited, as the author keeps reminding us.

The first cause of the ticking clock is the threat of Death Eaters joining Draco and Dumbledore atop the Astronomy Tower.  If Draco is recalcitrant when it’s just him and Dumbledore, there is no way he’d renounce anything in the presence of other Death Eaters.  (If Order members show up, it’s less dangerous for both Draco and Dumbledore, but still detrimental to the tenuous understanding they might reach.)

Throughout Draco and Dumbledore’s conversation, we get occasional reminders that the arrival of third parties is imminent – “a muffled yell” (HBP586), “another yell from below, rather louder than the last” (HBP588), and “a bang and shouts from below, louder than ever.” (HBP590)

Both of the first two times, Draco does not seem eager for their arrival.  “Malfoy stiffened and glanced over his shoulder.” (HBP586)  “Malfoy looked nervously over his shoulder again.” (HBP589)  This reinforces that their arrival would be very bad for Draco, and it keeps Draco’s fear spiking when Dumbledore would otherwise hope to calm him down.

The second and more pressing issue is Dumbledore’s health.  Voldemort’s potion from the creepy cave is killing him – perhaps in concert with the curse on the Ringcrux, given Snape’s fix for it is nearing its projected expiration date.  Throughout the conversation, there are reminders that Dumbledore’s strength is rapidly depleting.


“Dumbledore slid a little down the ramparts, the strength in his legs apparently fading.” (HBP587)

“Harry saw him slip an inch lower down the wall as he said it.” (HBP589)

“Harry saw his feet slide a little on the floor as he struggled to remain upright.” (HBP589)




If one looks at the page numbers, there is a line reminding the reader of the urgency on every single page, alternating between the sounds of battle and Dumbledore sliding down.  It’s brilliant in reiterating that these two deadlines are working in concert to limit the amount of time available.

The rule of threes is utilized all over this scene.  There are three cases of each imminent threat, and three rounds of Dumbledore and Draco circling the topic of whether Draco will kill him.  After the third indicator of Dumbledore’s weakness, he commences the third round of debate, in one final attempt at putting Draco more at ease.  At the end of it, we get the third reminder of the battle, coming ever closer – “it sounded as though people were fighting on the actual spiral staircase that led to where Dumbledore, Malfoy, and Harry stood.” (HBP590)
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