
Selecting a book for your reading program is an important decision. To help you select the right 
book for your young readers and community, we are providing the following context related to 

potentially sensitive content and specific book excerpts to help make a well-informed decision. As 
always, we encourage and recommend that book selections come after a full read of the book by 

multiple decision-makers or stakeholders.

What to Watch Out For… 

Much of the novel takes place in a castle dungeon where the protagonist mouse, Despereaux, 
confronts a talking rat in the dark. Another main character, the young servant woman, Miggery 
Sow, is subject to verbal and physical abuse from the man to whom she is apprenticed. Later, 
Mig cuts off the tails of Desperaux and the rat, Roscuro.

p. 126
Mig is sold by her father: "Ah, child, and what does it matter what you are wanting?" said her 
mother….Her father…on a market day in spring soon after his wife's death, sold his daughter 
into service for a handful of cigarettes, a red tablecloth, and a hen.

p. 129
Mig’s master is physically abusive: “The discussed clout was always delivered…delivered, I am 
afraid, with a great deal of enthusiasm on Uncle’s part and received with absolutely no 
enthusiasm at all on the part of Mig.” These “clouts” result in Mig’s ears looking like 
“cauliflower” including hearing loss. 

p. 88-89
A rat, Botticelli talks to the rat, Roscuro, about how to torture prisoners: “Reducing a prisoner 
to weeping and wailing and begging is a delightful way to invest your existence with meaning.”  
And: “This is how to torture a prisoner: first, you must convince him that you are a friend. 
Listen to him. Encourage him to confess his sins. And when the time is right, talk to him. Tell 
him what he wants to hear. Tell him, for instance, that you will forgive him. This is a wonderful 
joke to play upon a prisoner, to promise forgiveness.”

p. 187
“The rat's real plan was, in a way, more simple and more terrible. He intended to take the 
princess to the deepest, darkest part of the dungeon. He intended to have Mig put chains on the 
princess's hands and her feet, and he intended to keep the glittering, glowing, laughing princess 
there in the dark. Forever.” 

p. 176-177
Despereaux’s tail is cut off: “Despereaux looked for a long moment into Mig’s small, concerned 
eyes and then there came a blinding flash and the sound of metal moving through the air as Mig 
brought the kitchen knife down, down, down.”

p. 259
Mig cuts off Roscuro’s tail: “Mig said, ‘Don’t worry Princess.  I will save the meecy.’ She took 
the kitchen knife. She aimed to cut off the rat’s head, but she missed the mark. ‘Whoopsie,’ said 
Miggery Sow.”
 

The Tale of Despereaux
by Kate DiCamillo

Read This Book to Discover…
  
This novel won the Newbery Medal in 2003. Despereaux is on 
a journey to convince his family there is value in being a 
story-telling mouse. His stories enchant the dangerous rat, 
Roscuro, and Desperaux ends up seeking to help both the 
servant girl Miggery Sow (who wants to be a princess) and the 
actual Princess Pea. It is a journey of ingenuity and loyalty and 
love.
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