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Falling Angel is a captivating novel by William Hjortsberg, published in
1978. This work blends elements of supernatural horror, detective fiction,
and noir, creating a unique narrative that has intrigued readers and critics
alike. The story is set in New York City during the 1970s and follows a
private detective named Harry Angel as he gets embroiled in a mystery that
involves dark forces, the occult, and a missing person. In this article, we
will explore the plot, themes, characters, and the significance of "Falling
Angel"” in the literary world.

Plot Overview

The novel opens with Harry Angel, a down-on-his-luck private investigator,
who is hired to find a missing singer named Johnny Favorite. Favorite 1is a
former World War II soldier who became a famous musician before mysteriously
disappearing. As Angel delves into the case, he discovers that Favorite had a



dubious past, including connections to the occult and a series of bizarre
occurrences.

Angel's investigation leads him through various aspects of New York City,
from glitzy clubs to dark alleyways. Along the way, he encounters a range of
characters, each contributing to the eerie atmosphere and complex narrative.
The story is rich with tension and suspense as Angel uncovers secrets that
link Favorite to a sinister cult and engage with themes of identity,
morality, and the nature of evil.

Key Characters

Several pivotal characters shape the narrative of "Falling Angel." Each
character presents different facets of the story, reflecting the themes of
the novel.

Harry Angel

Harry Angel is the protagonist and a classic figure in the noir genre. A
hard-boiled detective, he embodies the traits of cynicism and a relentless
pursuit of truth. His character is marked by:

- Flawed Morality: Angel often grapples with ethical dilemmas, making him a
complex and relatable character.

- Desperation: His financial struggles and desire for redemption drive much
of his motivation throughout the novel.

Johnny Favorite

Johnny Favorite is a pivotal figure whose disappearance sets the plot in
motion. He is portrayed as a charismatic musician with a dark past:

- Occult Connections: Favorite's involvement with mysticism and dark rituals
adds an unsettling layer to the mystery.

- Symbol of Lost Innocence: His character reflects the consequences of fame
and the moral corruption that often accompanies it.

Epiphany Proudfoot

Epiphany is a significant character who serves as a link between Angel and
the occult world. She embodies the mystique and danger of the supernatural:

- Mystical Insights: Her connection to the spiritual realm provides crucial



information to Angel, as well as a deeper understanding of the themes of fate
and destiny.

- Feminine Power: Her character challenges traditional gender roles in
detective fiction, presenting a strong, independent woman who is deeply
connected to the story's supernatural elements.

Other Notable Characters

The novel also features a cast of supporting characters who contribute to the
richness of the narrative. Some of these include:

- Tana: A club owner who introduces Angel to the seedy underbelly of the
music industry.

- The Cult Members: Various characters that Angel encounters who represent
the sinister forces at play.

Themes and Motifs

"Falling Angel" is imbued with several themes and motifs that enhance the
narrative's depth and complexity.

The Nature of Evil

One of the most prominent themes in "Falling Angel" is the exploration of
evil in its many forms. The novel poses questions about the nature of evil,
whether it is inherent to individuals or a product of external influences. As
Angel investigates the cult surrounding Johnny Favorite, he confronts the
idea that evil can manifest through:

- Human Actions: The choices made by individuals, such as betrayal and greed,
play a significant role in the unfolding tragedy.

- Supernatural Forces: The influence of dark rituals and occult practices
raises questions about the extent to which supernatural elements can shape
human destiny.

Identity and Transformation

Another critical theme relates to identity and the fluidity of self.
Throughout the novel, characters grapple with their pasts and present selves,
questioning their identities. This theme is illustrated through:

- Harry Angel's Journey: As Angel seeks to uncover the truth about Johnny
Favorite, he inadvertently confronts his own identity and the choices that



have led him to his current state.

- The Duality of Characters: Many characters in the novel have hidden
motivations and pasts that complicate their identities, reflecting the idea
that individuals can have multiple layers.

The Intersection of the Mundane and the Supernatural

Hjortsberg skillfully intertwines the everyday world with supernatural
elements, creating an atmosphere of dread and intrigue. This blend manifests
in several ways:

- Setting: The gritty, vibrant backdrop of 1970s New York City serves as a
contrast to the dark, supernatural occurrences that unfold.

- Cultural References: The novel references various cultural elements,
including music and religion, grounding the supernatural in a recognizable
context.

Literary Significance

"Falling Angel" holds a special place in the literary landscape for several
reasons.

Genre-Bending Narrative

Hjortsberg's ability to merge elements of detective fiction with supernatural
horror has garnered praise for its originality. The novel's structure allows
for a multifaceted exploration of themes that transcend conventional genre
boundaries.

Influence on Popular Culture

The novel has had a lasting impact, inspiring adaptations and references in
various forms of media. Notably, "Falling Angel" was adapted into the film
"Angel Heart" in 1987, directed by Alan Parker. The film retains the core
elements of the novel while introducing its unique interpretation.

Critical Acclaim

Upon its release, "Falling Angel" received positive reviews for its engaging
prose and complex characters. Hjortsberg's writing style, characterized by
vivid descriptions and atmospheric detail, draws readers into the eerie world



he has created.

Conclusion

In summary, "Falling Angel" by William Hjortsberg is a masterful blend of
supernatural horror and detective fiction that captivates readers with its
rich narrative and complex themes. Through the journey of Harry Angel,
readers are invited to explore profound questions about identity, morality,
and the nature of evil. The novel's enduring significance in literature and
popular culture is a testament to Hjortsberg's skillful storytelling and his
ability to create a world that resonates with the complexities of the human
experience. As readers continue to discover or revisit "Falling Angel," it
remains a compelling exploration of the darkness that can lurk both within
and beyond.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of 'Falling Angel' by William
Hjortsberg?

'Falling Angel' follows the story of a private detective named Harry Angel
who is hired to find a missing crooner from the 1950s. As he delves deeper
into the investigation, he uncovers a dark and supernatural world filled with
voodoo, murder, and a mysterious figure known as Louis Cyphre.

How does 'Falling Angel' blend different genres?

The novel combines elements of hard-boiled detective fiction with
supernatural horror, creating a unique narrative that explores themes of
identity, fate, and the battle between good and evil, all while maintaining a
noir atmosphere.

What themes are explored in 'Falling Angel'?

Key themes in 'Falling Angel' include the duality of human nature, the quest
for identity, the influence of the past on the present, and the intersection
of reality and the supernatural.

How has 'Falling Angel' influenced popular culture?

"Falling Angel' has had a significant impact on popular culture, particularly
with its adaptation into the 1987 film 'Angel Heart' directed by Alan Parker,
which brought the story and its themes to a broader audience and helped
solidify its status as a cult classic.



What makes the character of Harry Angel compelling?

Harry Angel is a compelling character due to his complex personality, moral
ambiguity, and the personal struggles he faces throughout the story. His

journey from a cynical private investigator to someone confronting profound
truths about himself and the world around him adds depth to the narrative.
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