The Zither King

Historical Fiction
for
Elementary Grades




Zither is more than just a word used for the letter Z in
Scrabble!

Learn about this beautiful instrument, the zither, and the man
that made them popular in the 1800’s. Read about the history
of a man who found the “American Dream” in the late 1800’s
when he and his wife came to America.

The lesson combines history, music, language arts and
geography. The Zither King tells the story of the man, Franz
Schwarzer, who came to America in 1864 from Austria. Franz
became famous worldwide in 1873 when he won the Gold
Medal of Progress at the Vienna Exposition. “The Zither
King” tells his story through the eyes of a ten-year-old boy,
Ulysses.




Zither King Lesson Plan

ENGAGE

EXPLORE

EXPLAIN

ELABORATE

EVALUATE

Ask students, “What is a zither?” Be prepared with pictures or an actual zither to show. Share it is
one of only a few instruments that is three in one. Playing a zither is like playing three guitars at
one time.

Using the Internet, have students research the zither and share what they find. Check your
historical society and see if they have examples or information. The music score for the movie “The
Third Man” was written entirely for the zither. Find recording of the movie and people playing the
zither. Google North American Zither Gathering for more information.

Read “The Zither King” aloud to the class. Use the Thinking Questions with the class. Have a
“Grand Conversation” about what we would call a “self-made man.” Point out that we all can have
dreams and with hard work and perseverance we can accomplish much. Point out the many
historic photographs in the text.

Review the vocabulary from the text. Display a map and point out Austria and Missouri. Review
the history timeline with students. Assign students the task of reporting on one of the following:
History and Origin of the Zither, The Life of Franz Schwarzer, Music for the Zither, or German
Immigrants in 1800’s. Have students write a reader’s theater about Franz Schwarzer, including his
eccentric likes and interests. Discuss the qualities you see in this man and how they helped make
him successful.

Informally assess students by information they share in reports, quizzing of vocabulary.



This lesson plan is written for the historical fiction
book “The Zither King”

Step back in time and meet
the Zither King through the
eyes of ten-year-old Ulysses.
Learn about the eccentric

man, Franz Schwarzer, who
surprised the world with his
zither making skills and
found a home in a small
town in Missouri.




Vocabulary

Alligator- large, semiaquatic reptile, head is shorter and
broader than crocodile

Admire- to think highly of

Ample- enough, plentiful

Apprentice- a person learning a task from someone
experienced in that task

Asset- something useful or valuable

Eccentric- departing from established norms

Expertise- skill or knowledge in an area

Fascination- the power to attract and hold attention




Vocabulary

Fictitious- made up or created by imagination

Harp- musical instrument, triangular in shape with
strings you pluck

Immigrated- to go and live in another country
Mandolin- musical, stringed instrument that looks like a
small guitar

Memorable- worth remembering

Overwhelmed- very strongly affected

Parlor- a room in a home for receiving or entertaining
Perch- to sit near or on the edge of something




Vocabulary

Resembled- to be like or similar

Strummed- to run fingers over strings of instrument to
make music

Telegram- message sent by telegraph and delivered in
written form

Thrive- prosper, succeed

Unique- unlike anything else, one of a kind

Vocation- an occupation you are well qualified for
Zither- a stringed instrument with shallow sound board,

played with pick and fingers
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