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What is an Enigma? 
By Laura Masciarelli 

 

 
 

 
What is an ENIGMA? Maybe you’ve heard that word used to describe 
AMELIA EARHART. Perhaps you know it’s somehow connected to OAK 
ISLAND or CLEOPATRA. It’s true that people see these topics as enigmas. 
But what does that mean? 
 
[SPELL]  DESCRIBE 
[SPELL]  CONNECTED​  
[SPELL]  TOPICS 
[K] What is this lesson about? ENIGMA(S) 
[SO] Name something or someone that might be considered an enigma 
according to the above paragraph. AMELIA EARHART, OAK ISLAND, 
CLEOPATRA 
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An enigma is a mystery. People use the word in a few different ways. 
Sometimes, it describes something that’s just difficult to understand. Think 
about the most complicated topic you’ve ever learned about. Was it the BIG 
BANG THEORY? Perhaps the FIBONACCI SEQUENCE? Many people 
would describe these concepts as enigmas. 
 
[SPELL]  DIFFICULT 
[SPELL]  CONCEPTS​ ​  
[K] What is an enigma? (A) MYSTERY 
[K] The word enigma can be used in a few ______ ways. DIFFERENT 
[K] It can describe something that’s just difficult to ______. UNDERSTAND 
[SO] Name one of the complicated topics mentioned above. BIG BANG 
THEORY, FIBONACCI SEQUENCE 
[O] What is the most complicated or confusing topic you’ve ever learned 
about? 
 
 
People themselves can also be enigmas. Have you ever met someone you 
thought was mysterious? Maybe they were a spy or a fortune teller. They 
may have been SECRETIVE, UNPREDICTABLE, or just hard to 
understand. Any of these qualities can make a person an enigma. An 
enigma can also be an unexplained event or an unanswerable question. 
There are many of these types of enigmas in the world! Unsolved mysteries 
exist throughout history. Would you like to take a crack at a few of them? 
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[SPELL]  CRACK 
[SPELL]  UNSOLVED 
[SPELL]  THROUGHOUT 
[SO] What kind of person might be an enigma? SPY, FORTUNE TELLER 
[K] An enigma could be an unexplained ______. EVENT 
[K] Or it could be an unanswerable ______. QUESTION 
[SO] Name a quality that might make a person an enigma. MYSTERIOUS, 
SECRETIVE, UNPREDICTABLE, HARD TO UNDERSTAND  
[O] Can you think of a person who is an enigma? 
[O] What are your thoughts about being an enigma yourself? Do you think 
you are an enigma? Why or why not? 
 
 
One enigma many still puzzle over is the DANCING PLAGUE of 1518. Like 
many plagues, it spread quickly to many people in the affected region. 
Unlike other plagues, it didn’t cause sickness. Instead, it caused those who 
caught it to break out in dance! What caused the Dancing Plague? That’s 
the enigma—no one knows.  
 
[SPELL]  CAUSED 
[SPELL]  QUICKLY 
[SPELL]  AFFECTED 
[K] What enigma is this paragraph about? DANCING PLAGUE 
[K] This plague didn’t cause ______. SICKNESS 
[K] What did this plague cause people to do? DANCE 
[K] It spread to people in the affected ______. REGION 
[PK] Name an actual plague that caused disease. PNEUMONIC, 
BUBONIC, BLACK, etc. 
 
 
It started with a woman named FRAU TROFFEA who lived in 
STRASBOURG, then part of the HOLY ROMAN EMPIRE. One day, she 
walked out of her house and began dancing uncontrollably. She couldn’t 
stop! Frau Troffea danced and danced until she collapsed from 
EXHAUSTION. Then, after some sleep, she got up and danced some 
more! Soon, the mysterious condition spread to over 400 people. It 
eventually died off, but the cause remains a mystery today. 
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[SPELL]  COLLAPSED 
[SPELL]  CONDITION 
[SPELL]  SPREAD 
[K] Who was the woman who started the dancing plague? FRAU 
TROFFEA 
[K] What city did she live in? STRASBOURG 
[K] What empire was Strasbourg part of at the time? HOLY ROMAN 
EMPIRE 
[K] She danced and danced until she collapsed from ______. 
EXHAUSTION 
[N] How many people did the dancing plague spread to? 400 
[PK] What does exhaustion mean? TIRED, VERY TIRED, FATIGUED, etc. 
[O] What do you think caused the dancing plague?  
[VAKT] Stand up with your CRP and dance like you think Frau Troffea did in 
Strasbourg. 
 
 
Plenty of enigmas occur in modern times, too. One example is the 2014 
disappearance of MALAYSIA AIRLINES flight 370 (MH 370). On March 8, 
the airplane departed KUALA LUMPUR. It was bound for BEIJING, CHINA. 
39 minutes after takeoff, it disappeared. What happened? No one is quite 
sure. Records revealed that MH 370 turned sharply off course before 
dropping out of radar range. Unless important evidence like the plane’s 
black box is found, this will remain an enigma for years to come. 
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[SPELL]  MODERN 
[SPELL]  MINUTES 
[SPELL]  IMPORTANT 
[N] What year did the flight disappear? 2014 
[K] What airline did the disappeared flight belong to? MALAYSIA AIRLINES 
[K] What was the plane’s destination? BEIJING, CHINA 
[K] MH 370 turned sharply off course before dropping out of ______ 
______. RADAR RANGE 
[PK] What electronic recording device is placed in an aircraft for the 
purpose of investigating aviation accidents and incidents? BLACK BOX 
 
 
Can you think of any other uses for the term “enigma”? Would you use it 
to describe the LOCH NESS MONSTER or the BERMUDA TRIANGLE? Is 
there a person you would call an enigma? How about a very complex topic 
you’ve learned about in school? As you can see, this word has many 
APPLICATIONS! 
 

 
Loch Ness Monster 

 
 
[SPELL]  TRIANGLE  
[SPELL]  COMPLEX​ ​  
[K] The word “enigma” has many ______. APPLICATIONS 
[PK] What country is Loch Ness located in? SCOTLAND 
[O] Think of a person you’d consider to be an enigma. 
[O] Think of an event you’d consider to be an enigma.  
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Laura Masciarelli teaches communication skills using S2C (Spelling to 
Communicate) methods at her Long Island based practice, Words At My 
Fingertips. She is also a physical therapist, specializing in primitive reflex 
integration. 
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https://www.history.com/articles/what-was-the-dancing-plague-of-1518  
https://allthatsinteresting.com/malaysia-flight-370  
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