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Teachers’ notes written by Anna Bartlett 

in collaboration with Libby Hathorn 



SECTION ONE: WHERE IN THE WORLD? 
 
Zahara’s Rose is set in ancient Babylon, around 2,600 years ago. Babylon was a city in 
Babylonia, about 90 kilometres south of what is now Baghdad, the capital city of Iraq. 
Babylon was built on the Euphrates River, and may have been the largest city in the world at 
the time this story was set: it had a seven-storey ziggurat (or temple), eight gates around the 
city, and was one of the wonders of the ancient world. Today, all that is left of the ancient 
city of Babylon is a mound of broken buildings made of mud-bricks. 
 
Here are two maps. One is of Babylon and the nearby countries in Zahara’s time, and the 
other is of the same area today.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1. Compare the two maps. The borders of many of the countries have changed since 600 
BC. Why do you think this might be so? 
 

2. Some of the countries’ names have also changed since 600 BC. Fill in the table by 
writing the modern name of each country next to its ancient name. 

 

Ancient Name Modern Name 

Arabia  

Egypt  

Babylonia (Babylonian Empire)  

Media and Persia (Persian Empire)  

Lydia (Lydian Empire)  

 
 
On the map of the ancient world you can see the Babylonian Empire, the Persian Empire and 
the Lydian Empire. Another ancient empire you may have heard of is the Roman Empire. An 
empire was formed when a powerful country took control of other countries (often the 
countries nearby). 

 
3. There have been empires in more recent times as well. Australia was once part of an 

empire – do you know which one? 



SECTION TWO: UNDERSTANDING THE TEXT AND ILLUSTRATIONS 
 
Think about the story you have just read and try to answer these questions. 
 
Chapter 1 
 

1. The main character’s name is Zahara, which means ‘plant’ in Arabic. Do you think 
this name suits her? Why or why not? 

2. Which of Zahara’s family members are mentioned? 
3. What is her father’s job? 
4. How does Zahara’s grandmother feel about the plant? How do you know? 
5. Zahara’s father tells them that the plant will smell beautiful when it blooms. Why do 

you think Zahara’s grandmother doesn’t believe him? 
6. Zahara’s mother and grandmother are preparing the oxcart for a journey. Where are 

they going? Why? 
7. The author uses the words ‘honey’, ‘musk’ and ‘cinnamon’ to describe the perfume of 

paradise. What words would you use to describe paradise? 
8. The artist has used a sand imprint border. Why do you think she has done this? 

 
 
Chapter 2 
 

1. Why does the Queen want to see the plants and herbs Zahara’s family is bringing? 
2. Are the lions and dragons that Zahara sees real? What are they made of? 
3. Why do you think Zahara is so excited about seeing the city? 
4. How does Zahara feel about war? How has war affected her? 
5. What does Zahara’s father have to do during wars? Do you think this would be 

dangerous? Why or why not? 
6. What is Zahara’s grandmother searching for as they drive into the city? 
7. After looking at the pictures of the cart arriving at the city gates, describe how you 

would feel driving up to gates like these. 
8. Look at the picture again. How has the artist made the gates seem grand and 

imposing? 
 

 
Chapter 3 
 

1. What country does the Queen come from? 
2. Why did King Nebuchadnezzar build the gardens for her? Do you think this would 

help with her homesickness? Would this help you if you were homesick? 
3. Why do you think there are so many guards at the palace? What does this tell you 

about the importance of the King and Queen? Why else might royalty surround 
themselves with guards? 

4. Why isn’t Zahara allowed into the palace gardens? 



5. Why do you think she needs a walking stick? 
6. Even though Zahara’s grandmother tries to convince the guard, he still won’t let 

Zahara go through. Is this fair? Why or why not? 
7. How does the guard react when Zahara calls the plant ‘the Flower of Heaven’? 
8. In the scene where Zahara is locked out, the artist has used a border of guards. Why 

do you think she has done this? What feeling does it add to the illustration? 
 

 
Chapter 4 
 

1. How do you think Zahara feels as she sits alone under the palm trees? What would 
you have done? 

2. What sorts of plants can Zahara see from under the palms? What flowers is Tahmina 
wearing? 

3. How does Zahara work out that the veiled woman is her grandmother? 
4. Do you think Zahara’s grandmother is telling the truth when she says she is good 

friends with the Queen? Why or why not? 
5. The author has described plants and insects that Zahara sees when she is in the 

gardens with her grandmother. In your opinion, does this description add to the story? 
6. Why did Zahara’s grandmother hide the Flower of Heaven? Do you think she should 

have done this? Why or why not? 
7. What happened to the plant in the garden? What caused it to do this? 
8. Do you think the plant ended up being worthy of its name? Give two reasons why you 

think this. 
 

 
Chapter 5 
 

1. Even though Zahara has never seen the Queen before, she can tell who she is. How? 
2. Did the Queen like Zahara? How do you know? 
3. Why doesn’t Zahara want to become the Official Petal Counter? Would you have 

wanted to stay? Why or why not? 
4. Why do you think Zahara is scared of disobeying the Queen? 
5. The Queen sets a task for Zahara. What is it? 
6. How does Zahara feel about this task? 
7. The artist shows a doll not mentioned in the text. Look closely at the pictures. Who 

received the doll as a gift? Can we ‘read’ pictures as well as text? 
 
 
Chapter 6 
 

1. How does the guard react to the flower Zahara is carrying? Do you think he realises 
that it is the same one he laughed at before? 

2. How important does Zahara’s grandmother think Zahara’s job will be? 



3. What type of plant is the Flower of Heaven? 
4. Which rose will Zahara keep for the Queen? 
5. Do Zahara and her family keep their promise to the Queen? How has the artist shown 

you the answer? 
6. Do you think the author brought the story to a satisfying conclusion? Why or why 

not? 
7. Do you think the author, Libby Hathorn, and the artist, Doris Unger, work well as a 

team in telling this story in words and pictures? Write down reasons for your opinion. 



SECTION THREE: RESPONDING TO THE TEXT AND ILLUSTRATIONS 
 

1. Imagine that Zahara’s father brings home another plant that is quite strange. Draw the 
unusual plant, and describe what it looks like, smells like and feels like. It doesn’t 
have to be a real plant – use your imagination! In speech captions show how Zahara 
and her grandmother might react to the plant you have created. 

 
2. Zahara’s grandmother is sometimes spirited and disrespectful, and lets Zahara into the 

gardens even though the guard said she wasn’t allowed. Retell the story as a comic 
strip from the grandmother’s perspective, describing how she feels and what she 
thinks during the day. Remember that she isn’t very impressed by the rose at first. 

 
3. Once Zahara has helped her family grow the roses, she is going to take the best one to 

the Queen. Imagine you are Zahara and write a diary entry about what happens the 
day she takes the rose to the Queen. How might the Queen respond to the rose? What 
reward or payment might she give Zahara? 

 
4. Imagine the Hanging Gardens of Babylon are a popular tourist destination. Design a 

poster advertising them. What would interest or amaze people about the gardens? 
Make sure you mention those points on your poster. 
 

5. Look at each chapter heading carefully to see what is happening to the rose. Write a 
new story using these as a guide for each paragraph of your story. 
 

6. Build your own model of what you imagine the Hanging Gardens of Babylon would 
have looked like. Don’t forget they are several storeys tall and have lots of plants that 
hang over the edges of each terrace. 



SECTION FOUR: WHY GARDENS? 
 
The Hanging Gardens of Babylon were one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. 
King Nebuchadnezzar II built them for his wife Amyritis around 600 BC. But gardens have 
been around for a lot longer than that. The earliest evidence of ornamental gardens is in some 
Egyptian tomb paintings from around 1500 BC. They show lotus ponds surrounded by rows 
of acacias and palm trees. As well as growing vegetables, the Egyptians grew flowers to wear 
at festivals, and also for making medicines. Sometimes rich people had decorative gardens 
with pools, shady trees and fish in them. 
 

1. Think of some reasons why people grow plants they can’t eat. Is this an efficient use 
of time and resources? Why or why not? 
 

2. What other things can be done with plants apart from eating them? Do some research 
to find out. 

 
3. Look up information on great gardens of the world. Choose one and make a 

presentation as a poster, a slide show, a TV show or a diorama. 
 
Flowers reproduce by pollination, and most flowers are pollinated by bees or other insects. If 
a certain type of flower dies out, then the insects or wild animals that feed from that flower 
will die as well. It works the other way, too: if the insects or animals that pollinate a certain 
type of flower are endangered, then that species of flower will also become endangered. 
 

4. How important do you think flowers are to their ecosystems? What would the world 
be like without them? 

 
5. Identify an ecosystem in a garden or park near you. Make a diagram of it that would 

help you explain it to someone else. 
 
In Zahara’s time, just like today, gardeners would spend time planting, weeding and watering 
flowers, as well as pruning trees. Gardening then was hard work, because Babylonia had 
quite a dry climate. 
 

6. The Hanging Gardens were watered by the Euphrates River. Find out how the 
Gardens were irrigated with water from the Euphrates. 

 
7. Research another clever irrigation system from the past and present it as a slide show. 
 
8. What are some of the problems of irrigating crops and gardens in Australia? What 

similarities can you see between gardening in ancient Babylon and gardening or 
farming in Australia? 



SECTION FIVE: MY LOVE IS LIKE A RED, RED ROSE 
 
The Origin and Symbolism of the Rose 
 
There are over 100 different species of roses, and most of them are native to Asia. People 
first began growing rose gardens 5,000 years ago, probably in China. Later, during the 
Roman Empire, roses were very popular, and were grown throughout the Middle East. They 
were used as confetti at celebrations, to make medicines, and as a source of perfume. In 
Europe, in the seventeenth century, roses were so precious that you could use them instead of 
money. 

 
1. Find out the meaning of the word ‘barter’. 
 
2. In seventeenth century Europe, roses were bartered for goods. What else could be 

used for barter in the seventeenth century? 
 
3. Do people barter today? If so, when and where? Think of different things you could 

barter. 
 

Until the beginning of the nineteenth century, roses in Europe were all pink or white. The 
first red rose in Europe came from China around 1800. Green roses came a few decades later, 
and yellow and orange roses were discovered around 1900. By now people have managed to 
breed or genetically engineer roses of almost all colours – except black! 
 

4. Why do you think people want to experiment with so many different colours of roses? 
Do you think black roses would be popular if they existed? Why or why not? 

 
Plants or flowers often have symbolism – for example, daisies can stand for innocence, and 
poppies are worn to commemorate people who have died in war. 
 

5. Investigate three flowers or plants (apart from roses) and what they symbolise. Draw 
and label them. 

 
Roses are symbolic of many different things. They are often symbols of love, passion and 
beauty. They can also stand for silence or secrets; the Romans used to decorate rooms with 
roses when something secret was going to be discussed there. Roses can also refer to war and 
politics. During the fifteenth century, roses were used as symbols of the two groups fighting 
to control England. The white rose stood for the group called York, while the red rose stood 
for the group called Lancaster. Because of this, the battles between the two groups became 
known as ‘The Wars of the Roses’. 

 
6. What else could roses symbolise? Make a list and convince a partner of your answers, 

explaining why you made the choices you did. 
 



Roses in Paintings 
 
Artists have been inspired by roses and their beauty for centuries. The first known painting of 
a rose is from a fresco (or wall painting) in Crete, around 1500 BC. In Persia roses were 
common in paintings and on carpets, and a rose appears in a famous painting on the wall of 
an old cathedral in Belgium. Later, during the sixteenth century, roses were made popular by 
the Dutch artists who created oil paintings of them. 
 

1. Make a slide show for the white board of six artworks that feature roses. 
 

2. Why do you think artists like to paint roses and other flowers? 
 
One of the most famous rose painters ever is Pierre-Joseph Redoute, who lived in France 
during the nineteenth century. He painted over 170 of the Empress Josephine’s roses for her! 
 

3. Compare Redoute’s painting (Rosa centifolia foliacea) with this painting (White 
Roses) by another famous rose painter, Henri Fantin-Latour. Which painter do you 
think has paid more attention to the details of the rose as a plant? Which do you think 
is more interested in the scene as a whole? Why do you think that? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Imagine you are a famous artist who is going to paint a picture of a rose. Would you 
use acrylic paints, oil paints or water paints? What colour rose would you paint? What 
else would you put in the painting? Now sketch, colour or paint a picture that features 
a rose or roses. 

 
 

White Roses Rosa centifolia foliacea 



Roses in Songs and Poems 
 
There are also many songs and poems that talk about roses. Some are traditional or folk 
songs, and some are more modern. Look up the lyrics of the following three songs: ‘The Rose 
of Tralee’ (an Irish ballad), ‘Ramblin’ Rose’ (a song performed by Nat King Cole), and 
‘Fable of the Rose’ (performed by Frank Sinatra). 
 

1. When they talk about a rose, some of these songs are actually referring to a woman. 
Why do you think they compare a woman with a rose? 

 
2. What common theme can you find in the lyrics of all three songs? Why do you think 

this is so? 
 
Many famous poets have written about roses. William Shakespeare, whose plays were in 
poetry, wrote a very famous line about roses: 

 
What’s in a name? That which we call a rose 

By any other name would smell as sweet. 
Romeo and Juliet, act III, scene ii 

 
Just like in the songs we looked at, poems about roses sometimes compare women with roses, 
and are often about love and beauty. 
 

3. Look at a copy of the poem ‘A Red, Red Rose’, by Robert Burns. Find a copy in 
modern English, if you can. What is the poet comparing his love (or girlfriend) to? 

 
4. Do you think the poet is being realistic, or romantic? Will he still be alive and in love 

with his girlfriend when all the seas have dried up and the rocks have melted? 
 
5. Now look at the poem ‘One Perfect Rose’, by Dorothy Parker. The first two stanzas 

seem serious and romantic, just like Robert Burns’s poem. How is the last stanza 
different? 

 
6. Which would you prefer – a limousine or a rose? Why? What point do you think the 

poet is trying to make about roses? 
 
7. Write a short song or poem about a rose. It could be serious and romantic, or it could 

be funny. Before you start, think about what you’re going to write. How will you 
describe roses? What point do you want your poem or song to make? 

 
 
 
 
 



Roses in Stories 
 
There are also several fairy tales or folk stories with roses in them. One that you may have 
heard of is ‘Snow-White and Rose-Red’, by the Grimm brothers. In this story the sisters are 
given their names because they are like two rose trees – one white, and the other red. The 
Grimm brothers’ version of ‘Sleeping Beauty’ is called ‘Little Briar-Rose’. Here is a tale 
about a rose that was written by Oscar Wilde in 1888. 
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1. Did you find this story sad? Re-write the ending, so there is a different outcome. 
 
2.  Just like the other songs and poems we looked at, this tale links roses with love. What 

does the nightingale think of love? (There are two places where she talks about love: 
one is near the start, and the other is in the middle, when she is talking to the student.) 

 
3. What does the student think of love by the end of the story? 
 
4. Who do you agree with – the nightingale or the student? Why? 
 
5. Write a fairy story about a rose. It doesn’t have to be like this one – use your 

imagination! Where is it set? What characters will you include in your story? Who 
will be the main character? What part will the rose play in the story? Will it have a 
happy ending or a sad ending? Once you have written your fairy story, read it out to 
your friends. Make sure you use all of your five senses – sight, touch, taste, hearing, 
and smell – to describe things effectively in your story. 
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