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Girl with Thimble
Das Mädchen mit dem Fingerhut

review

Part dark fairy tale, part mystery, Girl with Thimble is a page-turner

about homeless street children on the run, told largely from a young

child’s perspective. 

Six-year-old Yiza is a migrant who has newly arrived in Germany.

One evening Yiza’s ‘uncle’ doesn’t turn up to collect her from the

market where she usually spends her days. She wanders the city

streets until she is taken to a shelter for migrant children. There she

meets two boys, Schamhan and Arian, who invite her to escape with

them. Schamhan gives her a thimble – a precious token or talisman

whose significance is never revealed. After trekking through snowy

forests and housing settlements, stealing food to survive, they break

into a house and replenish their supplies. The novel follows the

children’s attempts to evade police custody as they subsist on the

margins of society, forced to do whatever it takes to survive. 

Both boys are touchingly protective of Yiza – but blind to moral or

emotional complexities, unable to manage conflicting demands for

empathy and understanding. When Yiza falls ill with a fever and

hacking cough they find shelter in an old greenhouse in the garden of

a big house and Arian goes off each day to find food and aspirin,

begging on the U-Bahn to get what they need. One day he returns to

the greenhouse and finds Yiza cradled in the arms of the old lady who

lives in the villa. He runs away, and she takes care of Yiza, watching

over her recovery. She – Renate – then attempts to teach Yiza some

simple German. She seems caring, but possessive, and keeps Yiza
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under lock and key. One day Yiza sees Arian outside the house, and

escapes from the kitchen by snatching the key from Renate, whom

she then locks in. The children go back into the house and Arian

brutally attacks Renate, hitting her repeatedly and leaving her for

dead. The pair stock up on supplies, and take to the streets again,

facing an uncertain future. 

Girl with Thimble is narrated in simple language that reflects the slow-

burn, linear thought processes of children. There is an innocent

charm to this which belies the social reality in which the book is

grounded: it unsparingly chronicles the harsh and brutal life of street

children, homeless and dispossessed, surviving through guile, nerve,

occasional brutality, and long-suffering endurance – and an instinctive

affection and compassion for their fellow sufferers. This is truly a story

for our times.

press quotes

‘It’s a book […] of elementary power.’– Stern

‘Michael Köhlmeier’s Das Mädchen mit dem

Fingerhut is a novel about love, neglect and evil. It is a

parable about the difficulty of wanting the good, and

doing it as well. A text you won’t

forget.’– Deutschlandradio Kultur
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Carl Hanser Verlag

Kolbergerstrasse 22

81679 Munich, Germany

Contact: Friederike Barakat

Tel: +49 89 99830 509

Email: friederike.barakat@hanser.de

www.hanser-literaturverlage.de

Carl Hanser Verlag was established by its eponymous owner in

1928 in Munich, and its founder’s interests in both literature and

science have been maintained to the present day. The firm publishes

fiction and non-fiction for both adults and children. Its authors include

Italo Calvino, Umberto Eco, Jostein Gaarder, Lars Gustafsson, Milan

Kundera, Harry Mulisch, Philip Roth, Susan Sontag, Botho Strauß,

Raoul Schrott, Rafik Schami, Alfred Brendel, Elke Heidenreich and

ten Nobel prizewinners, among them Elias Canetti, whose works

have been translated into more than thirty different languages.
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