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Introduction

In the world of contemporary fiction, few works manage to blend psychological depth with supernatural intrigue as 

seamlessly as “Falling Angel” by William Hjortsberg. This novel, often cited alongside Hjortsberg’s better �known 

work The Dead Zone, invites readers into a haunting narrative that explores faith, guilt, and the fragile boundary

between the mortal and the divine. Whether you’re a long �time fan of Hjortsberg’s writing or a newcomer drawn by

the title’s evocative promise, this article offers an in �depth look at the book’s origins, themes, characters, and lasting

impact.

Who Is William Hjortsberg?

Born in 1945 in New York City, William Hjortsberg grew up immersed in literature and theater. A graduate of 

Columbia University, he began his career as a playwright before turning to prose. Hjortsberg’s storytelling is often 

praised for its lyrical prose and psychological nuance. His most celebrated novel, The Dead Zone (1979), earned 

him a place in the canon of speculative fiction and later inspired a 1983 film starring Christopher Walken. However, 

it was his 1987 novel, The Angel—commonly referred to in literary circles as “Falling Angel”—that showcased his

ability to weave the celestial with the everyday.

Beyond fiction, Hjortsberg was an accomplished screenwriter and a dedicated professor of creative writing,

influencing a generation of writers. His death in 2012 left a legacy of stories that challenge readers to confront the

unseen forces that shape their lives.

Overview of “Falling Angel”

Published in 1987, “Falling Angel”is a psychological thriller with supernatural undertones. The novel follows a

psychiatrist who encounters a patient claiming to have had an encounter with an angel. As the story unfolds, the

line between reality and delusion blurs, forcing the protagonist—and the reader—to question the nature of belief,

redemption, and the possibility of divine intervention.

Set against a backdrop of late �20th �century America, the novel blends contemporary settings with timeless spiritual

questions, creating a narrative that feels both immediate and universal.

Plot Summary

Dr. James “Jimmy” Hartley, a seasoned psychiatrist in New York City, is known for his empathetic approach and

meticulous record �keeping. His routine is upended when a new patient, a young woman named Mara, arrives with a

chilling confession: she has experienced a vision of an angel descending from the heavens, offering her guidance

and a chance for redemption.

At first, Jimmy dismisses Mara’s story as a psychotic break, but as she describes the angel’s words and the

subsequent changes in her life, he begins to suspect there may be more to her tale. The novel follows Jimmy’s

investigation, which leads him to a series of mysterious coincidences: a vanished preacher, a hidden chapel, and a

town where the line between the earthly and the celestial is disturbingly thin.



Through a series of flashbacks and present �day scenes, Hjortsberg weaves a narrative that oscillates between the

mundane and the metaphysical. The climax culminates in a confrontation that forces Jimmy—and the reader—to

decide whether the angel was a hallucination, a divine messenger, or something in between.

Key Themes and Motifs

•  Faith vs. Rationality – The novel pits scientific skepticism against spiritual belief, exploring how each 

perspective shapes the characters’ decisions.

•  Redemption and Guilt – Mara’s quest for absolution mirrors Jimmy’s own struggle with past mistakes, 

underscoring the human yearning for second chances.

•  The Fall of the Angel – Symbolically, the angel’s descent represents the fallibility of divine beings, challenging 

the notion of an infallible higher power.

•  Identity and Transformation – Both protagonists undergo profound personal transformations, suggesting that 

true change requires confronting one’s inner demons.

Character Analysis

Dr. James “Jimmy” Hartley

Jimmy is a complex protagonist whose professional detachment gradually dissolves under the weight of Mara’s

story. His internal monologue reveals a man haunted by past failures—particularly a failed marriage and a sense

that he has lost touch with his own faith. Hjortsberg crafts Jimmy as a mirror for readers, embodying the tension

between reason and wonder.

Mara

As the catalyst for the narrative, Mara is both enigmatic and relatable. Her vivid description of the angel’s descent

and the subsequent changes in her life serve as a narrative device that invites the reader to question the nature of

miracles. Her character arc from skepticism to belief underscores the novel’s central theme of faith’s transformative

power.

Supporting Cast

•  Rev. Thomas Larkin – A charismatic preacher whose disappearance becomes a pivotal mystery.

•  Linda Hartley – Jimmy’s estranged wife, whose own struggles with faith add depth to the story.

•  Detective Ramirez – The skeptical police officer who helps unravel the mystery, representing the law’s attempt 

to impose order on the inexplicable.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Hjortsberg’s prose in “Falling Angel”is noted for its lyrical quality and psychological insight. He employs a

third �person limited perspective that allows readers intimate access to Jimmy’s thoughts while maintaining an

objective narrative distance. The use of flashbacks and multiple timelines creates a layered storytelling approach

that keeps readers engaged.

One of the novel’s most striking techniques is the juxtaposition of clinical language with poetic descriptions of the

angelic encounter. This contrast emphasizes the clash between the rational world of psychiatry and the mystical

realm of spirituality.

Critical Reception and Impact

Upon its release, “Falling Angel”received positive reviews for its thought �provoking narrative and strong character



development. Critics praised Hjortsberg’s ability to blend genres, noting that the novel’s supernatural elements were

seamlessly integrated into a realistic setting.

While the book did not win major literary awards, it has earned a dedicated readership and is
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