
Study Guide for ‘The Girl Who Put Out The Fire’ by D. K. Janotta 

Context 
 

David K. Janotta was born in 1958 in Buckinghamshire, England. He studied Slavic Languages at the 

University of Leeds, England and at the Philosophical Faculty of Purkyně (now Masaryk) University, 

Brno, in what was then communist Czechoslovakia. Strong friendships made at that time led to him a 

fateful meeting with his current partner, a woman of mixed Austrian and Czech parentage, with 

whom he has three children. He first became interested in writing about the political and social 

changes and dilemmas in Central Europe after the Czechoslovak Velvet Revolution (November 1989), 

and his first novel, The Girl Who Put Out The Fire, discusses the current situation in Central Europe, 

yet again at a crossroads,  as one of its many universal themes.   

Janotta left the Roman Catholic Church as a teenager. He and his partner are interested in Buddhism 

and Daoism. 

Plot summary 
 

American investigative journalist Jerry Peterson has broken with his half-Austrian, half-Czech lover 

Kari Erntemann and vanished into thin air. Kari reads in a magazine what appears to be a feature she 

was working on with Jerry, and decides to try to find him. She tracks him down at his remote cabin in 

the Colorado Rocky Mountains, where she is shocked to find him very sick. He tricks her into 

continuing his investigation of Leo Foxe, a corrupt Scottish businessman who will allow no obstacles 

to get in his way. 

Englishman Daniel Mandeville, a computer expert in a mid-life crisis and father of two, is interviewed 

by Kari as part of her investigation into illegal immigration in Europe. Following the interview, which 

angers Daniel, he ‘accidently’ kills an Indian immigrant worker who was employed by Leo. Leo 

subsequently entraps Daniel and persuades him to kill Jerry. Daniel finds out that Leo has deceived 

him, but kills Jerry anyway, as he feels he has no choice. 

Kari, assisted by her trainee Anton von Flamberge, a former Austrian Army officer,  is closing in on 

Leo, suspecting him of bribing government  officials, and Leo orders Daniel to kill Kari. Daniel warns 

Kari but she doesn’t back off. More Indian immigrants die and Kari suspects Daniel of the killings. She 

panics Daniel into running for home and in doing so indirectly causes his death. 

Kari finds evidence left by Daniel that proves Leo’s guilt and after a failed attempt on her life, urged 

by Anton, decides to publish her findings. Leo is arrested but skips bail. He attacks Kari at her home in 

Vienna, but she kills him in self defense. Daniel’s ex-wife Grace meets Kari after the inquest into Leo’s 

death, and surprises Kari with her own interpretation of events. 



Themes 
 

Reason versus emotion. 

The central concern of The Girl Who Put Out The Fire is the conflict between the two competing 

impulses that exist within everybody: the learned knowledge that it is better to live by rules, act 

rationally, follow moral commands, and value the good of the group, versus the natural instinct to 

gratify one’s desires, act to obtain dominance over others, by means of violence if necessary, and 

enforce one’s own will. Add the question of race and personal identity to the mix, as the author has 

done here, and the problem becomes even more complex. 

The Girl Who Put Out The Fire is an allegorical novel, in which the author conveys many ideas and 

themes through symbolic characters and objects. Kari Erntemann, being of mixed race (Austrian 

father, Czech mother) represents the conflict between reason and emotion. Austrians are portrayed 

as Yang, strong, law-abiding, obedient people who accept that by following rules their lives are 

comfortable and without worry. The Czechs, on the other hand, are shown as Yin, children, 

disrespectful and distrustful of society’s rules, emotional, selfish. Hardly their fault, given their 

history, throughout which they have been invaded and dominated by foreign powers and have 

seldom had to think or fend for themselves. Kari has to come to terms with both sides of her nature 

and heritage and decide where her own place in the world lies. It appears to be somewhat to the 

east (which is not without its problems either!)  

Globalization. 

The ‘Global Village’ is discussed at length, with questions being raised about where, or if, lines should 

be drawn. Europe in the early twenty-first century is in economic and social crisis, yet again unsure of 

its own identity. Should the big powers (USA, Russia) or the rising powers (India, China) be allowed to 

dominate? Or should Europe look after its own people first? And not only Europe – by extension, 

should other nations (including the USA) do the same? Or is it too late? What are governments for? 

Fate. 

Throughout the novel, the characters have to make choices, and suffer the consequences of those 

choices. Did Kari’s decision to spook Daniel cause his death, was it merely coincidence or fate, or did 

Grace have a hand in it? Could Kari have saved Jerry if she had stayed with him at the cabin? Was 

Leo’s downfall inevitable after he ordered Jerry’s murder? 

Big Business versus the Individual. 

Who are society’s rules and laws made for? Individual people or the enterprises that employ them? 

It’s no coincidence that part of the story is set in Brussels, Europe’s HQ city, where decisions are 

made that affect millions. 

Family. 

The importance of family is a strong theme in the novel. Kari is unmarried, and throughout the 

timeline of the novel, not in a relationship. Indeed, she is somewhat distrustful of men. Nevertheless 



she has great affection for her young niece and nephew (although not for her own sister) and is 

strongly influenced by her mother and even more so by her father. 

Media influence. 

Both Jerry and Kari state that they chose their profession of journalist so that they could expose the 

truth. But it can be asked whether Jerry is, when all said and done, out for revenge.  With Kari it’s not 

so obvious. She has several opportunities to ‘nail’ Leo Foxe, but waits patiently until the evidence is 

absolutely clear. 

Motifs 
 

The novel makes use of motifs from so many different sources that it’s difficult to list more than the 

main ones here. 

Shakespeare.  

The influence of the Bard’s Hamlet and Macbeth can clearly be detected. 

Christian Bible. 

Kari feels safe and happy only when she’s at Aunt Mirka’s little paradise in the Czech countryside, 

snake, apples and all. In fact, several of the world’s major religions (including the pursuit of money) 

are mentioned in the story.  

Folk tales. 

Does Jerry’s cabin in the forest remind you of the story of Hansel and Gretel? Whistle while you work 

… 

Symbols 
 

The Tibetan Mantra Stone. 

This was given to Kari by Jerry. She uses the stone to assist her in her daily meditation and eventually 

it becomes her salvation. 

Water. 

In Central European folk stories water is often seen as a dangerous and threatening element – not 

surprising, in view of the frequent recent floods in the region. Janotta also uses water as a symbol of 

the never ending passage of time, and rain as a symbol of something that happens and cannot be 

controlled. 

The Swastika. 

East versus West, anyone ? 



Study Tools 

Full title · The Girl Who Put Out The Fire. 

Author · D. K. Janotta. 

Type of work · Novel. 

Genre · Allegory; adventure story; mystery; political commentary. 

Language · English. 

Time and place written · 2010-2013, Europe. 

Date of first publication · 2013. 

Publisher · Blue Tom Publications. 

Narrator · The story is told by an anonymous third-person narrator who conveys the events of the 
novel without commenting on the action or intruding into the story. 

Point of view · The narrator speaks in the third person, is omniscient and gives us access to the 
characters’ inner thoughts.  

Tone · Dark; violent; playful at times; hopeful. 

Tense · Immediate past. 

Setting (time) · 2009 – 2010. 

Setting (place) · Old World: Vienna, Brno, Prague, Brussels. New World: New York, New Hampshire, 
Colorado. Fast-approaching World: India. 

Protagonist · Kari Erntemann, an investigative journalist. 

Major conflict · Dan’s desperation to survive the twenty-first century’s cut-throat business practices, 
and Leo’s urge to outdo his hated father, lead them to commit illegal acts, which Jerry and Kari 
uncover. When Jerry and Dan perish, Kari must decide in her turn whether to follow her heart down 
the path to revenge, or use her head and let justice take its course. 

Rising action · Jerry is investigating bribery and corruption in a high-flying multinational consultancy 
business headed by Leo. Several Indian nationals die in mysterious circumstances, When Jerry falls 
sick, he recruits Kari to finish the investigation. Dan is caught in the middle, with disastrous 
consequences. Jerry dies, Kari finds out who was responsible and goes on the offensive. 

Climax · Leo attacks Kari, she defends herself, and he dies. 

Falling action · Kari is acquitted of murder following Leo’s death. Grace tells her part of the story. 
Jerry’s sickness is explained. The Earth continues to revolve. 



Themes · Reason versus emotion; identity; invasions and their consequences; order versus chaos; 
power; truth; revenge versus justice; nature versus technology; racism; sexism; family; comparative 
religion; surveillance; influence of the media. 

Symbols · The Tibetan mantra stone; water; fire; swastika; Kari, Jerry, Dan, Leo, Anton, Helena, 
Grace, and Kari’s parents. 

Foreshadowing · The Tibetan mantra stone; Trains; Kari’s father’s obsession with Shakespeare; Dan’s 
fear of falling; Kari throws the apple at Anton. 

Study Questions  
 

1. How many religions, faiths and world-views are mentioned or hinted at in the novel, and to 

which one, if any, do you think Kari adheres? 

2. What do Kari’s mother and father represent? 

3. How many references to the works of William Shakespeare can you find in the novel? 

4. How many references to Grimms’ Fairy Tales can you find? 

5. What is the significance of water in the novel? 

6. Family relationships have a major influence on all of the characters in the novel. How does 

this affect their actions? 

7. Why does Kari have a predilection for things Turkish? 

8. Kari’s hands and long arms are mentioned frequently. What significance does this have? 

9. Is Anton’s main purpose in the story comic relief? 

10. Many well-known jokes and references to popular culture are hidden in the story. Can you 

find them ? 

Suggestions for further reading  
 

1. Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow, by Peter Høeg. 

2. The Silence of the Lambs, by Thomas Harris. 

3. The Joke, by Milan Kundera. 

4. The Lost Honor of Katharina Blum, by Heinrich Böll. 

5. Hamlet, by William Shakespeare. 

6. Les Misérables, by Victor Hugo. 

7. Grimms’ Fairy Tales by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm. 

8. Indian Myth and Legend, by Donald A. MacKenzie. 

9. Candide by Voltaire. 

10. The Iliad and The Odyssey, by Homer. 

11. The Art of War, by Sun Tzu. 
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