
Text and illustrations © 2005 Star Farm Productions, Inc.

Plot Synopsis

By Charles Ogden
Illustrations by 

Rick Carton

The antics of Edgar 
and Ellen are so 
outlandish and 
impractical, readers 
will look forward to 
how their impossible 
plans crash around 
them. That’s why this 
book is marvelous 
classroom material; 
an irresistible 
story can become a 
teachable one, too. 
We hope these guides 
make the lessons as 
unforgettable as the 
characters.

HIGH WIRE

www.edgarandellen.com

Abode
Abruptly
Accomplice 
Adjourn
Amid
Appendage
Avail
Bestowed
Bowels
Calliope
Caravan
Colossus 
Commandeer

Cutlery
Dastardly
Deduction
Digress
Felicity
Flammable
Forthwith
Frivolity
Gorgon
Grisly
Harpies
Hoist
Hydra

Inferno
Meddlesome
Mere
Musty
Peahen
Peers
Petiole
Pirouette 
Piteous 
Plausible
Poppets
Pterodactyl
Pyre

Reign
Ricketts
Rube
Sarcophagus
Satchel
Sleight
Spawn
Taper
Totem
Tyrolean
Unscrupulous
Vigor

Vocabulary

When a strange circus rolls into Nod’s 
Limbs, Edgar and Ellen find like-
minded mischief makers among the 
escape artists and carnivorous plant-
taming showmen. In an effort to prove 
themselves to their newfound peers, 
the twins embark on an adventure to 
recover three amber artifacts.  

Meanwhile, Mayor Knightleigh and his 
ilk are after Edgar and Ellen’s mansion 
and someone is after the mysterious 
balm spring hidden underneath. With 
the help of their beastly pet, Pet, the 
twins are able to unravel some of this 

mystery and recover the artifacts, but 
when they are betrayed by one of their 
Big Top confidants, it leads to the loss of 
the mansion, the success of the Knight-
leighs, and mayhem at the main tent.
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Ask the following questions at appropriate times during the course of 
High Wire:

1. What did Ronan Heimertz do to dishonor the Heimertz family?

2. Will Edgar and Ellen join the circus?

3. Can Edgar and Ellen save their house?

4. Who is affected by the curse of the balm?

Prediction Questions

Discussion
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Ask students the following questions:

1. Why are Edgar and Ellen so drawn to the circus?  How are the Irregulars like Edgar and Ellen?

2. Why would Edgar and Ellen want to go on an adventure to find the amulets?  Usually they are just trying
 to prank someone, so what motivates them to go on this adventure?

3. Who is Ronan Heimertz really?  Why is his family putting him on trial?  Is he out to harm or
  protect the twins’?

4.  Money, fame, the house, the amulets, the balm—everyone in High Wire wants something, but what do they     
need? What do they deserve? Should Mayor Knightleigh get the twins’ house? Who should get control of 
the balm? Why?

Major Themes

For deeper discussion of the text.

•   Fitting in: Edgar is quick to see his friends and an exciting future in the circus, but his rush to please 
Ormond the Impossible only gets him into trouble.  Is there an easier way for Edgar and Ellen to relate to 
the rest of the world?

•   Greed: The villains in Ogden’s story all have one thing in common: greed. The force that Edgar and Ellen 
come up against are all motivated by the need to possess something that they have no right to.

•   Community: The Heimertz Circus is not just a company, they are a family. They are all committed to their 
circus, their way of life, and their family.  

•   Creativity: Edgar and Ellen face a number of challenges in their adventure, to meet them, the twins use 
creativity and original thinking. They need original thinking to solve puzzles, escape enemies, and outwit 
the robotic squid.

•   Originality: Nod’s Limbs is populated by boring, smiley conformists, and they don’t always take kindly to 
a pair of gothic grade-schoolers. But it is Edgar and Ellen’s differences that leads them to adventure and 
makes them worth reading about?



SCIENCE

While dealing with the Midway Irregulars, Edgar comes across 
a strange breed of insect called Flants. While trained ant circuses 
are hard to come by, flying ants do exist.  Blow up and hand out 
pictures of flying ants to your classmates and have them identify 
the different parts of this tiny beast. This will to give them an idea 
of what real life monsters look like.  

High Wire features some high-powered acrobatics and some low-
powered spring-loaded chicken legs.  Both of these act can be 
used to demonstrate the basics of physics, such as how objects 
move through space.  If an acrobat and a chicken leg fall from the 
same height at the same time who will reach the ground first?  
What if a chicken leg is launched straight ahead at the same time 
as an identical chicken leg dropped at the same time?  What if one 
chicken leg is twice as big as the other? 

MATH

The many legs of Benedict Heimertz:

Benedict Heimertz’s whale bone peg leg has many attachments: a pogo stick, a unicycle, and a spring-
loaded chicken leg. Benedict Heimertz travels at an average speed of 2 miles per hour on the pogo stick, 3 
miles per hour on the spring-loaded chicken leg and 6 miles per hour on his unicycle.  The circus’ midway 
is ¾ of a mile from the twin’s mansion. With the following information, answer the questions below: 

A) How long would it take for Benedict to get from the fair grounds to the mansion traveling at an 
 average speed on his chicken leg?

B) How much time would he save riding the unicycle at an average speed?

C) Would it be faster to ride the pogo stick leg half way and the unicycle the remaining half, or 
ride the chicken leg the whole way?

Answers : A) 15 minutes B) 7 minutes and 30 seconds C) both trips would take 15 minutes

ART

In their search for the amber amulets, Edgar and Ellen come across all manners of strange and scary puppets from times 
gone by.  Have your class make their own mad and monstrous marionettes. You will need: paper, scissors, colored pencils (or 
anything else you can find for coloring), glue, and popsicle sticks. Before you have your class set out to make their monsters, 
have them read the passage on the Gorgons and Harpies from the Heimertz puppet show.  

Curriculum-Based Activities
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1) Benedict the Ringmaster makes a horrifying appearance in the 
center ring which was inspired by the Edgar Allan Poe story The 
Masque of the Red Death. In the story, the phantasmal figure of the 
disease enaces a masked ball of privileged people—though in High 
Wire, Benedict is just trying to get a rise out of his crowd.

Pass out the accompanying abridged version of this story and have 
your students read it aloud. Why would Poe write a story about this 
subject? Are readers rooting for the Prince? For the specter? …Or is 
there even anyone to root for? Poe uses some florid descriptions of 
what the masqueraders looked like; have students write some more 
specific descriptions, and accompany them with art. What do they 
think the Red Death really looks like?

2) The Heimertz Family Circus is no ordinary show—they are constantly looking for rare talent. Luckily, your 
students are probably a bit out of the ordinary themselves.

Have your students submit applications to join the Circus. In order to be 
considered your students must submit: 

1) A Stage Name 

A great performer must have a great name. Have your students pick 
pseudonyms that match their acts. Ormond the Impossible is an escape 
artist; Samuel Sharpe might be a sword swallower; Lester Limber would be a 
good name for a contortionist. Encourage your students to be as creative as 
possible.

2) A Description of their Act 

Your students should write a two-paragraph description of the act he or 
she would be performing if they were in the Heimertz Circus. The first 
paragraph would describe what they would do and how they would do 
it. This should be a detailed account of the show they would put on. The 
second paragraph should describe why that show would entertain their 
audience and, more importantly, fit in with the rest of the Heimertz family 
of odd acts.

3) A List of Credentials 

If the Heimertzes are going to hire anyone, that person had better be good. 
Your students should make a list of reasons why they are specifically qualified 
to put on a strange and wonderful exhibition. The circus would like to 
know if your students can put their feet behind their head, sing the national 
anthem while doing a handstand, or repair a spring-loaded chicken leg. Only 
the most dynamic and talented need apply.
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LANGUAGE ARTS

Teachers, Educators, Counselors— 
We’re Lending You Our Ears!

If you have comments or suggestions about how we can 
make our Teacher Guide better, please

let us know.  Drop us a line at: 
teachers@starfarmproductions.com



The Red Death had long devastated the country. No
pestilence had ever been so fatal, or so hideous. Blood was 
its Avatar and its seal --the redness and the horror of blood. 

But the Prince Prospero was happy and dauntless and 
sagacious. When his dominions were half depopulated, he 
summoned to his presence a thousand hale and light-hearted 
friends from among the knights and dames of his court, and 
with these retired to the deep seclusion of one of his castel-
lated abbeys. This was an extensive and magnificent struc-
ture, the creation of the prince’s own eccentric yet august 
taste. A strong and lofty wall girdled it in. This wall had gates 
of iron. The courtiers, having entered, brought furnaces and 
massy hammers and welded the bolts. They resolved to leave 
means neither of ingress or egress to the sudden impulses 
of despair or of frenzy from within. All these and security 
were within. Without was the Red Death.

It was toward the close of the fifth or sixth month of his 
seclusion, and while the pestilence raged most furiously 
abroad, that the Prince Prospero entertained his thousand 
friends at a masked ball of the most unusual magnificence. 

It was his own guiding taste which had given character to the 
masqueraders. Be sure they were grotesque. There were much 
glare and glitter and piquancy and phantasm. There were 
arabesque figures with unsuited limbs and appointments. 
There were delirious fancies such as the madman fashions. 
There was much of the beautiful, much of the wanton, 
much of the bizarre, something of the terrible, and not a little 
of that which might have excited disgust. 

And the revel went whirlingly on, until at length there 
commenced the sounding of midnight upon the clock. And 
then the music ceased; and the evolutions of the waltzers 
were quieted; and there was an uneasy cessation of all things 
as before. And thus, too, it happened, perhaps, that before the 

last echoes of the last chime had utterly sunk into silence, 
there were many individuals in the crowd who had found 
leisure to become aware of the presence of a masked figure 
which had arrested the attention of no single individual 
before. And the rumor of this new presence having spread 
itself whisperingly around, there arose at length from the 
whole company a buzz, or murmur, expressive of disappro-
bation and surprise --then, finally, of terror, of horror, and 
of disgust. 

In an assembly of phantasms such as I have painted, it may 
well be supposed that no ordinary appearance could have 
excited such sensation. In truth the masquerade license of 
the night was nearly unlimited; but the figure in question 
had out-Heroded Herod, and gone beyond the bounds of 
even the prince’s indefinite decorum. The figure was tall 
and gaunt, and shrouded from head to foot in the habili-
ments of the grave. The mask which concealed the visage 
was made so nearly to resemble the countenance of a stiff-
ened corpse that the closest scrutiny must have had diffi-
culty in detecting the cheat. And yet all this might have been 
endured, if not approved, by the mad revellers around. But 
the mummer had gone so far as to assume the type of the 
Red Death. His vesture was dabbled in blood --and his 
broad brow, with all the features of the face, was besprinkled 
with the scarlet horror. 

When the eyes of Prince Prospero fell upon this spectral 
image he was seen to be convulsed, in the first moment 
with a strong shudder either of terror or distaste; but, in the 
next, his brow reddened with rage.

“Who dares?” he demanded hoarsely of the courtiers who 
stood near him --”who dares insult us with this blasphemous 
mockery? Seize him and unmask him --that we may know 
whom we have to hang at sunrise, from the battlements!”

by Edgar Allan Poe

Pestilence- disease
Avatar- symptom
Sagacious- shrewd
Hale- healthy
Castellated- fortified
August- impressive
Girdled- encircled
Courtiers- Person who serves 
in a royal court

Ingress or Egress- entry or 
exit
Arabesque- based on Arab art 
and culture
Wanton- indecent
Evolutions- movements
Arrested- grabbed, caught
Disapprobation- disapproval
License- limits

Out-Heroded Herod- Herod 
was an ancient King of 
Palestine who was known 
for his cruelty. Poe is saying 
that the person in the cos-
tume has outdone Herod in 
cruelty
Decorum- sense of good taste
Gaunt- unhealthily thin

Habiliments- clothing
Visage- face
Scrutiny- examination
Revellers- partygoers
Mummer- an actor in a mask
Vesture- clothing
Spectral- ghostly
Convulsed- an involuntarily 
shudder
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Unimpeded- unstopped
Ere- before

Sable- black

Throng- group
Unutterable- unspeakable
Grave-cerements- funeral clothing

Untenanted- uninhabited
Tangible form- body
Bedewed- speckled

Illimitable- unlimited
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But from a certain nameless awe with which the mad 
assumptions of the mummer had inspired the whole party, 
there were found none who put forth hand to seize him; 
so that, unimpeded, he passed within a yard of the prince’s 
person; and, while the vast assembly, as if with one impulse, 
shrank from the centres of the rooms to the walls, he made 
his way uninterruptedly, but with the same solemn and mea-
sured step which had distinguished him from the first, from 
room to room, ere a decided movement had been made to 
arrest him. 

It was then, however, that the Prince Prospero, maddening 
with rage and the shame of his own momentary coward-
ice, rushed hurriedly through the six chambers, while none 
followed him on account of a deadly terror that had seized 
upon all. He bore aloft a drawn dagger, and had approached 
to within three or four feet of the retreating figure, when 
the latter turned suddenly and confronted his pursuer. There 
was a sharp cry --and the dagger dropped gleaming upon 
the sable carpet, upon which, instantly afterwards, fell pros-
trate in death the Prince Prospero. Then, summoning the 
wild courage of despair, a throng of the revellers at once 
threw themselves into the black apartment, and, seizing the 
mummer, whose tall figure stood erect and motionless within 
the shadow of the ebony clock, gasped in unutterable horror 
at finding the grave-cerements and corpse-like mask which 
they handled with so violent a rudeness, untenanted by any 
tangible form.    

And now was acknowledged the presence of the Red Death. 
He had come like a thief in the night. And one by one 
dropped the revellers in the blood-bedewed halls of their 
revel, and died each in the despairing posture of his fall. And 
the life of the ebony clock went out with that of the last of 
the gay. And the flames of the tripods expired. And Darkness 
and Decay and the Red Death held illimitable dominion 
over all.
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