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TOR BOOKS

Reader’s Guide

Beyond the Hanging Wall
By Sara Douglass
ABOUT STARSCAPE BOOKS

The richly imagined worlds of science fiction and fantasy novels encourage readers to hold a mirror up to their own realities, exploring them in a way that is secure yet challenging and demanding.  Whether surviving in a complex alternate universe or navigating life on Earth in the presence of a strange new discovery, the characters in these works help readers realize, through comparison and contrast, what it means to be a true human being. Starscape strives to encourage such critical discoveries by making the very best science fiction and fantasy literature available to young adult readers.  From the works of David Lubar to Orson Scott Card and Ursula K. Le Guin to Sara Douglass, Starscape books provide numerous unique universes through which young readers can travel on the critical journey to the center of their own identity.
ABOUT Beyond the Hanging Wall
Garth Baxtor is gifted with the Touch, a special ability to understand and alleviate pain with his sensitive hands.  Apprenticed to his physician father, Joseph, he looks forward to taking over the family medical practice in his small home town of Narbon.  But Garth’s power of the Touch will set him on a course far beyond the borders of his provincial world.

The summer he turns sixteen, Garth accompanies his father on a royally mandated trip to minister to prisoners in the Veins.  From these dank tunnels, the prisoners mine valuable gloam to enrich their country, Escator.  En route, the Baxtors tend to King Cavor, who took the throne after the kidnapping and apparent murder of his nephew, Maximilian.  Cavor’s royal tattoo, an image of Escator’s mythological blue Manteceros, is infected. When Garth grasps the King’s arm, he is astonished at the toxicity of the wound.

Garth’s experience of pain deepens in the Veins, where Escator’s forgotten prisoners suffer lung ailments and fungal infections as they labor beneath the “hanging wall” that separates the gloam mine from the sea it tunnels beneath.  When Garth applies his hands to the man deemed Lot 859, he detects more than suffering. And he realizes with startling clarity that Lot 859 must not die in the cruel passageways of the Veins.
Joined by a powerful marsh girl, Ravenna, and a mysterious monk named Vorstus, Garth struggles to help Lot 859 recognize and reclaim his true identity.  To do so, all must employ their unique powers, journey across Escator and through the world of dreams, and confront their nation’s most unusual totem: the Manteceros.
ABOUT THIS GUIDE
The information, activities, and discussion questions which follow are intended to enhance your reading of Beyond the Hanging Wall.  Please feel free to adapt these materials to suit your needs and interests.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Sara Douglass is the author of The Wayfarer Redemption series, the most successful fantasy series in Australian history. Born in South Australia and trained as a nurse before switching careers and taking a Ph.D. in early modern English history, Douglass is a winner of the Aurealis Award for Best Fantasy Novel. Set in the same world as the Redemption books, the tale that unfolds in Beyond the Hanging Wall was inspired in part by a battle that took place in a mine outside Paris during the Hundred Years’ War as well as by Sara Douglass’s own excursions into the mines of Bendigo, Australia, where she lives.
WRITING AND RESEARCH ACTIVITIES

I. Creating a World

A. In Beyond the Hanging Wall, Sara Douglass creates a believable fantasy nation called Escator, complete with monarchy, economy, landscape, cities, and a complex dream world which interfaces with the “real” world of her characters.  With classmates or friends, discuss the layers of detail in Douglass’s depiction of Escator.  Then, as a group, invent your own fantasy nation using Douglass’s work as your model.  Create a poster, mural, handbook, or other document to describe your nation.
B. Write a short story that takes place in the fantasy nation developed in exercise A above.  Share your story with classmates or friends.

C. Use pencils, pastels, watercolors, or other media to draw a map of Escator based on descriptions found in the novel.  Label Narbon, Ruen, the Veins, the Widowmaker Sea, and other key locations on your map.
D. Who would you be if you lived in Escator?  Would you be a marsh woman, a physician, a market peddler, or another character?  As your chosen character, write a short autobiographical essay detailing your name, career, powers (if any) and daily life. E. Sara Douglass’s series The Wayfarer Redemption and The Axis Trilogy take place in Tencendor, a land across the Widowmaker Sea from Escator.  Read two or more of these titles, making note of details about Tencendor that add to your understanding of this world and possibly, of Escator.
F. Make a reading list of books featuring favorite fantasy worlds, such as the “Shire” from J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings or “Windamere” from Niel Hancock’s Circle of Light quartet. Then create a survey asking classmates to suggest and//or rank favorite (“top five”) fantasy worlds.  Summarize the results of your survey in a short report.
II. Fantasic Powers
A.  Garth’s power of the Touch is both a special gift and a unique burden.  In the character of Garth, write a journal entry describing a time when you used the Touch.  What did you sense with your hands?  What actions did you take?  How did you feel afterward?  Are you glad or sorry that you have the Touch?
B. Write a short essay explaining why you think Ravenna’s eyes change color when she uses her powers.  Or write an essay describing the unique power of Vorstus and his community of monks.

C. On a chart or graph, compare and contrast Garth’s power of the Touch to Ravenna’s dream powers.  With classmates or friends, discuss which power you believe would be more valuable, useful, or enjoyable.
D. Write a short essay answering the following question: If you could choose your own special power, what would it be and why?  Or write a short story in which you employ your own unique power to help a friend.
III. Lot 859
A. In the Veins, Maximilian is known only as Lot 859.  Why do you think the warden assigns numbers and what effect might this have on the prisoners?  Find examples from history and literature when prisoners were recognized by number (e.g., interned Jewish prisoners during the Holocaust; the character Jean Valjean in Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables).  Incorporate your thoughts and the results of your research into an essay entitled, “A Number, Not a Name.”

B. Write the script for a play or movie scene in which Lot 859 describes his fears of remembering his true identity to Garth, Joseph, or another character in the novel.   If possible, act out your scene with classmates or friends.

C. In the character of Furst or Cavor, write a “confession” in which you explain your role in the fate of Maximilian.

D. Create a movie storyboard, cartoon, or detailed drawing of Maximilian’s ceremony at the Pavilion or of his final ordeal with Cavor in the Veins.
E. Imagine you are a writer for Escator’s national newspaper.  Write an article about Maximilian’s return to the throne and your hopes for the future of Escator.
IV. The Manteceros
A. Use watercolors, chalk, modeling clay, or other craft materials to create an image of the Manteceros based on descriptions given in Beyond the Hanging Wall.  If desired, display your image with those made by classmates or friends.  What similarities or differences do you observe between interpretations of the Manteceros?
B.  Go to the library or online to learn more about mythical creatures.  You may choose to research a subtopic such as mythical creatures in ancient civilizations (Greek, Roman, Egyptian, Celtic, Norse, or Mayan), dragons, unicorns, or gargoyles.  Create an informative poster based on your research.  Present your poster to friends or classmates.  Then, discuss how your research affects your understanding of the Manteceros.
C. Invent your own mythical creature.  Draw a picture of the creature and give it a name.  Write a paragraph describing the origins, powers and other attributes of your creature.

D. With classmates or friends, hold a dramatic reading of Chapter 25 (The City Square).  Be sure to assign all roles, including those of townsfolk whose reaction is essential to the scene.  If possible, perform the scene, creating a costume or puppet for the actor playing the Manteceros, and videotape the performance for later viewing and discussion.
E. Write a short essay describing how you felt when you learned the ending of the Manteceros’s mysterious poem.  Did you feel satisfied, surprised or otherwise?  How did this ending help you to understand the novel?
V. Dreams
A. Make a list of characters living in—or traveling through—the dream world of Escator and of key dream scenes (chapters, page numbers) in Beyond the Hanging Wall.  Use your list as the basis for a short essay explaining the role of dreams in the novel.  
B. The marsh women Venetia and Ravenna can travel into the dream world.  In the character of one of these women, write a letter or journal entry describing such a journey.
C. Keep a “dream journal” notebook beside your bed.  Before getting up in the morning (or any time you awaken during the night), write down any dreams, images, or ideas you recall having while you slept.  After a week, review your journal. Then choose one or more entries as the basis for a poem, essay, or short story.
D. Go to the library or online to learn more about dreams.  How do scientists define “dreams” or “dream states”?  What theories exist about the meanings of dreams?  Write a short report summarizing what you have learned about dreams.  

E. With classmates or friends, debate whether or not dreams have significant meaning.  Support your positions with facts from your research in exercise D, above.

F. How would you react if a creature from your dreams somehow emerged into your waking life as does the Manteceros in Beyond the Hanging Wall.  Write a short story describing such an event and your resulting thoughts, feelings, and actions.
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1.  What do you think Garth and his father feel through the Touch?  What are the powers and limitations of the Touch?  Do you believe that powers such as the Touch exist in reality?  Explain your answer.
2. What are Garth’s first impressions of Ruen and of King Cavor?  Are his impressions accurate or inaccurate?

3. What is gloam?  How has gloam changed Escator? 
4. How does Garth come to realize the true identity of Lot 859?

5. Why does Garth keep his discovery of Maximilian a secret from his father?  Do you think this was a wise choice?  Why or why not?

6. What does the prisoner mean when he tells Garth to “find the Manteceros”?

7. In chapter seven, Garth encounters an unusual peddler in the market.  What is important about this encounter?  What does it reveal about Garth’s dream of freeing Lot 859?

8. Why is Garth uneasy about visiting the Marsh?  What strange experience does Garth have when he meets Ravenna?  Why do Venetia and Ravenna give Garth hope?

9. How does Ravenna take Garth to meet the Manteceros?  Does the Manteceros tell him the final line of the poem?  What information does the Manteceros share that helps Garth decide what he must try to do?

10. In chapter 14, what mistake does Garth make in his encounter with King Cavor?  Why do you think he makes this mistake?  Do you think Garth made other mistakes in his quest to rescue Maximilian?  Explain your answer.
11. How are Ravenna’s powers important in the rescue of Maximilian?  What powers, or talents, does Vorstus bring to the rescue team?  What is important about the presence of Garth, and of Joseph?
12. Describe the difficulties Lot 859 suffers in rediscovering his true identity as Maximilian.  Imagine you are being forced to face a truth you tried to forget.  How might the experience affect you?
13.  What actions do Furst and Cavor take upon realizing Lot 859 is missing?   Why does Cavor order troops to the forest?
14. How is Maximilian’s scar removed?  What happens to Cavor as Maximilian’s Manteceros mark is restored? What happens to Maximilian himself?

15. Who arrives at the hut and, ultimately, returns an important object to Maximilian?  What critical role does this simple character play in the conclusion of the story?

16. What is the Pavilion?  How is it called forth?  What encounter do Maximilian and the Manteceros have in the Pavilion and what is its meaning?

17. How does Maximilian come to the rescue of Garth in the final chapters of Beyond the Hanging Wall?

18. Where is the ordeal to be held?  Who do Cavor and Maximilian choose as their “seconds” and why?  List the advantages each challenger has over his rival.

19. What is the ending to the Manteceros’s sad tale—and to the poem?  Does the complete poem offer a valuable lesson to readers?  What is the lesson and how might you apply it to your own life?
20. What happens to the Veins, and to the living and lost prisoners who labored within the Veins, at the story’s conclusion?  What happens to Ravenna?  What changes occur in Escator?
