
MIRETTE ON THE HIGH WIRE 
 
BEST FOR: Ages 4-10 
 
OBJECTIVE: This week, for our lesson, we will read Mirette on the High Wire by Emily 
Arnold McCully.  By the end of the lesson, students will have analyzed the work 
through various mediums (reading, grammar, art, science, geography, cuisine, and 
balance). You can mix and match any of these 
activities to suit your needs. 
 
MATERIALS: 
The book Mirette on the High Wire by Emily Arnold 
McCully 
   
Amazon says of it: "Mirette was always fascinated by 
the strange and interesting people who stayed in her 
mother's boardinghouse. But no one excited her as 
much as Bellini, who walks the clothesline with the 
grace and ease of a bird. When Mirette discovers that 
fear has kept him from performing for years, she sets 
out to show him that sometimes a student can be 
the greatest teacher of all."   
 
LESSON: 
To start our study of this book, we will first discuss its geography-- Paris, France. 
Locate it on the globe and label it on this free printable world map at 
http://travel.newarchaeology.com/worldmaplarge.gif. 
 
Next, talk about all the places that are also mentioned in the book -- Moscow, Naples, 
Niagara Falls, and Barcelona. Locate and label those as well. Discuss the continent 
each place is located. 
 
This story is full of compound words, for example, “boardinghouse.” If you have 
compound word cards, take those out and make more! 
 
To start the study of art for this book, first watch the great YouTube video about 
Blondin at  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9H-yrfmqmGc.  (Blondin is who the 
character of Bellini in the book is based on.) 
 
Next, talk about viewpoint, as there are several in the illustrations throughout this 
book. Challenge the students to use watercolor (the medium used in the book) to 
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paint a viewpoint using a tightrope (either from the wire looking down, or from the 
ground, looking up). 
 
Another activity you could have the 
children do is create a night scene of 
the act of Mirette and Bellini, as seen in 
the book. Have them start by coloring 
buildings on the bottom half of a piece 
of blue construction paper with crayon. 
Once the buildings are drawn, add a 
moon and stars. Next, paint a wash of 
black watercolor over the whole scene. 
(The crayon will resist the paint.) 
 
After the art exercise, give the children a writing activity that has them recall a time 
when they faced a fear and was victorious over it, like Bellini in the book.  
 
Next, make a circus poster to advertise Mirette and Bellini’s act. 

 
For the last activity, have the kids imagine 
something new that Bellini would perform on 
the tightrope and then illustrate it.  
 
Time for some science! 
 
Talk about balance and focus and challenge 
the children to either walk a slackline (if you 
have the ability and space to set one up) or 
put a string/ tape on the floor and have them 
walk the length.  
 
Talk about balance and the fluid in our ears. A 
good source for children, if you have it on 
hand, is The Usborne Science Encyclopedia, 
pages 372-373. Here is a snapshot from those 
pages.  
 
A fun demonstration for this concept is to fill a 
small bottle with glitter to show how the fluid 
continues to move in our ears even after 
we’ve stopped moving. This is why we feel 

dizzy sometimes after a lot of movement.  
 



For another activity on balance, use the experiment suggested here: 
https://lifestyle.howstuffworks.com/crafts/seasonal/winter/science-experiments-for-k
ids9.htm 
 
Turn an experiment into a magic trick 
with this balance and gravity test! Cut 
out a symmetrical (both sides the same) 
upside-down clown for this scientific 
experiment for kids, and watch how 
symmetry can work with gravity to 
create balance. 
   
Materials: 
Large index card 
Pencil 
Scissors 
Markers 
Paper clips 
String 
 
Step 1: To make a symmetrical clown, fold an index card in half and draw half of the 
clown. The fold line in the middle of the card is the middle of the clown. 
 
Step 2: Cut out the clown, and unfold the paper. Decorate. 
 
Step 3: Attach a paper clip to each arm for weight. 
 
Step 4: Try balancing the clown on the eraser tip of a pencil. 
 
Step 5: Then try balancing the clown with just one paper clip on one arm, and see if 
there is a different effect. Can you figure out the reason for the different results? 
 
To balance your clown on a tightrope, tie a string between two chairs or two legs of a 
table. Cut a notch in the clown's hat, and set the notch on the taut string. 
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Additional, optional exercises for this story:  
  

● Cook some of the French cuisine mentioned in the story: omelettes, crepes, 
and hot cocao 

● Have the children write their own story & draw photos about a high wire artist.  
● Have the children paint an Impressionist Landscape of France. Talk about 

some of the Impressionist painters, such as Monet, and look at some of their 
artwork.  

● Read other books about tightrope/high wire artists to supplement this 
curriculum. A few examples: The Man Who Walked Between Two Towers by 
Mordicai Gerstein, Starring Mirette & Bellini by Emily Arnold McCully, 
High-Wire Henry by Mary Calhoun 

● Print out the coloring pages below and give them to the children. 



 



 
 



 

 
 
 


