
  
    NEIL GAIMAN


    ENGLISH NOVELIST


    
      	Born in Portchester (United Kingdom) in 1960.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Sandman (1989-1996), graphic novel


          	Neverwhere (1996), novel


          	Norse Mythology (2017), mythological retelling

        

      

    


    Neil Gaiman is a wide-ranging artist, having written not only novels but also graphic novels, films, radio plays, children’s literature, and short stories, as well as occasionally performing voice-over work. Writing throughout the 1980s, Gaiman first came to prominence with his critically acclaimed graphic novel The Sandman – a rewriting of an old DC Comics fantasy character, Morpheus, the manifestation of Dreams – which was serialised from 1989 to 1996. Since then, his most noteworthy works have kept within the fantasy genre, within which he has established himself as an important turn-of-the-century author, winning top fantasy-oriented accolades including six Hugo Awards, two Nebula Awards, and four British Fantasy Awards. Frequently employing the literary device of allusion, Gaiman has a love for utilising mythologies, particularly Norse mythology, of various stripes throughout his works, culminating in such works as American Gods (2001) and Norse Mythology (2017).
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    American Gods was published in 2001, and won the 2002 Hugo and Nebula Awards for best fantasy novel.


    Shadow Moon, a quiet man who has spent his last three years in prison learning coin tricks and reading Herodotus’ (Greek historian, c.484-425BCE) Histories (c.440BCE), is told just before his release that his wife, Laura, has died in a car crash. Released early and on the plane home to attend Laura’s funeral, a man who calls himself Mr Wednesday and knows not only Shadow’s name, but that his wife has just died, offers him a job. Shadow initially refuses, but after mysteriously encountering Wednesday again, is finally convinced. Wednesday’s string of jobs takes Shadow back and forth across the country, where he discovers the reality of gods old and new, fighting against one another to maintain their crumbling footholds in the American subconscious.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    OUT OF PRISON AND EMPLOYMENT


    After three years in prison spent learning coin tricks, working out, and reading a copy of Herodotus’ Histories borrowed from cellmate Low Key Lyesmith, Shadow Moon awaits his release. Just before getting out, however, he learns that his wife Laura has died in a car accident. He flies home, emotionally numb. He has a dream about a man with a buffalo’s head telling him to believe “Everything” (p.19). On a connecting flight, a man who calls himself Mr Wednesday asks if Shadow would be interested in a job. He refuses, and when the plane lands at one of its many stops before his home in Eagle Point, Indiana, he gets off early in order to avoid further conversation. He drives for over an hour before stopping at a bar, and in the bathroom, encounters Wednesday at the urinals, who again offers him the job.


    After some tense conversation, Shadow takes Wednesday’s offer. To “seal [the] bargain” (p.40), Shadow is made to drink three glasses of mead while promising to be his underling, as well as to hold Wednesday’s vigil should he die. He meets Mad Sweeney, a man claiming to be a leprechaun, who makes several coins appear seemingly from thin air. Sweeney provokes a fight, which for Wednesday is a way for Shadow to prove his worth as a new employee. After winning, Shadow continues to drink more, waking up the next day hungover with a gold coin in his pocket – one of Sweeney’s.


    THE FUNERAL


    Shadow goes to Laura’s funeral before beginning work. At the service, he learns that Laura died in the midst of an affair. Since his wife was what he was waiting to get out of prison for, he tries to forgive her. He tosses Sweeney’s coin into Laura’s grave, and on the way to meet Wednesday is kidnapped by a New God, Technical Boy. Technical Boy wants Shadow to tell Wednesday that he is “history” (p.59).


    After Technical Boy lets him go, Shadow gets to the hotel to rendezvous with Wednesday. During the middle of the night, his wife Laura appears as a corpse and says that despite having been unfaithful to him, she will protect him. In the morning, Wednesday has Shadow drive him to Chicago. There, they meet a Russian man named Czernobog, and Wednesday attempts to convince him to ally with the Old Gods in the fight against the New Gods. Czernobog initially refuses, but wavers when Shadow offers a wager on a game of checkers. Afterward, Czernobog joins the Old Gods – but at the price of killing Shadow with his hammer when the fight is over. Later that evening, Zorya Polunochnaya, one of the Old Gods representing the Midnight Star, gives Shadow a silver Liberty coin as a protective boon.


    BANK HEIST, THE GATHERING OF THE OLD GODS, AND ON TO CAIRO


    The next day, Shadow and Wednesday rob a bank. The two then drive to the House on the Rock, where they again meet Czernobog along with another Old God, Mr Nancy. The trio ride a carousel which teleports them to a Norse hall, Valaskjalf, inside of Wednesday’s mind, where other Old Gods are waiting for them. Here, Wednesday reveals himself to be the Norse god Odin. Odin also reveals an important bit of information which relates to all the Old Gods: when immigrants of all stripes came to America, they also brought their gods in their minds. But eventually America forgot them and they were forced to survive by taking on minimum-wage jobs and grifting. Odin and Mr Nancy, otherwise known as Anansi, attempt to convince the gathered gods to join them in the fight against the New Gods, who have captured the minds of America and thus taken their power, but they refuse.


    When Shadow returns to the House on the Rock, he is captured by two agents working for the New Gods, Mr Wood and Mr Stone. The two beat and interrogate him, but he gives nothing away, and Laura comes in the night to kill his kidnappers, allowing him to escape. A raven, one of Odin’s, tells Shadow to go to Cairo and send for ‘Jackal’. He buys a used car, whose salesman tells him Cairo is a town in Illinois. On the drive there, he picks up a hitchhiker, Sam Black Crow. Shadow gets her to her destination after she tells him a story about the original Nordic Odin and his sacrifice. He spends the night at a motel where the New Gods attempt to bribe him to their side.


    Shadow reaches Cairo and finds the Ibis and Jacquel Funeral Parlor, where he finds work under Mr Ibis as an assistant. During his stay, Mad Sweeney returns and fearfully begs Shadow to give his gold coin back – but Shadow of course threw the coin into Laura’s grave long ago. Sweeney drinks himself to death that night, and shortly afterwards Wednesday returns and sends Shadow north to a small Wisconsin town called Lakeside under the new alias of Mike Ainsel. Shadow dreams again of the Buffalo Man, who tells him that finding the thunderbird will bring Laura back from the dead.


    LAKESIDE AND “BACKSTAGE”


    A kind old man named Hinzelmann shows Shadow around Lakeside when he arrives. Shadow gets to know a couple of the townsfolk, including Chad Mulligan, the town’s police officer, and buys into the annual town raffle to guess when a car brought out on the frozen lake will fall through the ice and signal the start of spring. Throughout his time at Lakeside, Wednesday comes and goes to take Shadow to meet other Old Gods. On one return, Mulligan informs Shadow that a teenage girl has disappeared – it seems these mysterious disappearances happen regularly every winter.


    Wednesday takes Shadow to Mount Rushmore, where they go ‘Backstage’. While there, Shadow is briefly transported into the body of an employee of Mr World, the leader of the New Gods, whose voice Shadow finds vaguely familiar. When Wednesday and Shadow leave Backstage, they end up in the home of Whiskey Jack (Wisakedjak). Whiskey Jack, like several of the other Old Gods, declines Wednesday’s offer to join his side of the fight, and warns Shadow, hinting at Laura, that the dead must stay dead.


    BACK IN LAKESIDE


    Shadow returns to Lakeside, but continues to make smaller journeys with Wednesday. Laura meets Shadow again, her body further decaying, and asks if Shadow is actually alive or not – not necessarily in a literal sense, but in that he often acted as if he were dead even when she was alive. This line of questioning hurts him deeply, though he does not let it show in front of her. Sometime after this encounter, Wednesday tells Shadow that he is going himself to peace talks with the New Gods.


    Shadow is invited to dinner by a neighbour, whose sister turns out to be Sam Black Crow. The partner of the man Laura cheated with shows up and recognizes Shadow, calling the police for his violation of parole. While in jail, he is shown a live video of Wednesday in the meeting with the New Gods, where he is murdered. Mr Nancy and Czernobog then get Shadow out of jail.


    WAR AND A VIGIL


    Wednesday’s death is the tipping point which prompts the fence-sitting Old Gods to join in the fight against the New Gods. Shadow holds Wednesday’s vigil, which requires him to be tied to a tree for nine days. Before this, Wednesday’s body is given to the Old Gods, and Shadow learns that his old cellmate Low Key Lyesmith is actually the Norse god Loki, who has defected to the New Gods. Shadow then travels to Virginia, where he is tied to the “world tree” (p.486).


    The nine days are agony for Shadow, and he hallucinates frequently. He dies, and ends up in the underworld, where Zorya Pulunochnaya takes back the silver coin she had given him and turns it into a moon that lights his way. Going the way of hard truths, he discovers Wednesday was his father. Given a choice of where he wants to go next, Shadow only says he wants rest. At this point, the gods are gathered at Lookout Mountain in Tennessee. Laura meets Mr Town, the associate of Mr World, who has been sent to cut a stick from the world tree. The goddess Easter goes to bring Shadow back to life, and Mr World kills Technical Boy and dedicates the death to Odin, beginning Wednesday’s own revival.


    Easter’s attempt to resurrect Shadow is successful, and Shadow then discovers that Mr World is in fact Loki in disguise, and that Wednesday and Loki have been running a long con: their plan hinges on Loki dedicating all the deaths of the gods to Odin before the battle starts, sending the power of worship to Wednesday. However, by this point Laura has killed Mr Town and stolen the stick that he took from the world tree, which she then uses to kill Mr World (aka Loki) before he has the chance to dedicate the war itself to Odin. Shadow relates to all the gods, Old and New, the truth of the situation, and they all give up the fighting.


    BACK TO LAKESIDE, AND TO THE HAMMER


    Shadow takes back the gold coin from Laura so that she can die permanently. He returns to Lakeside, where he gets to the car on the lake and finds the deceased body of the missing teenage girl inside the trunk just before the ice breaks. Hinzelmann saves him, and while Shadow recovers at his house, Hinzelmann lets on that he is also a god, and that the annual winter death is a sacrifice unto himself so that Lakeside bears no ill fortune. Chad Mulligan, eavesdropping on the conversation, kills Hinzelmann, freeing the town of his influence. Shadow goes back to Chicago in order to fulfil his wager for Czernobog and die by his hammer, but Czernobog decides to let him live. Shadow then travels to Reykjavik, Iceland, and the novel ends when he meets the original incarnation of Odin.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    SHADOW MOON


    Shadow is the main protagonist of American Gods, and physically is described as tall, muscular, and having a “don’t-fuck-with-me" (p.3) air about him. He loves his wife Laura deeply, so much so that her loss (and betrayal) is more or less entirely what causes him to lose track of himself and drift across America on Mr Wednesday’s behalf. He has an aptitude for coin tricks as well as general trickery, similar to his employer and later-discovered-to-be father, Wednesday. His name reinforces the mysterious and difficult to pin down nature of his character. As son to Wednesday/Odin, he is actually the American reincarnation of the Norse sun god Baldur, as signified by the gold coin of Sweeney’s, through which his power transfers to reanimate Laura.


    MR WEDNESDAY/ODIN


    Wednesday is of middle age with “reddish-gray” hair and “grayish-red” (p.23) stubble (despite how Marvel might envision Thor with the classic golden-blond hair, many of the Norse gods, as Gaiman lays out in his retellings of their myths in Norse Mythology, had red hair), as well as, to Shadow’s surprise, very tall. He is one of the Old Gods, and before being revealed as one of two main antagonists, he seems like a genuine leader and father figure – of course, he is shown to be a hustler and trickster from the start, just like the classical Odin, and is more interested in what gets him ahead than what might, by proxy, help others. He tricks the New Gods into performing a


    MR WORLD/LOKI/LOW KEY LYESMITH


    

    LAURA MOON


    

    MR NANCY/ANANSI


    

    TECHNICAL BOY


    

    CZERNOBOG


    

    MAD SWEENEY


    

    ZORYA POLUNOCHNAYA


    

    MR JACQUEL/ANUBIS


    

    SAM BLACK CROW


    

    CHAD MULLIGAN


    

    RICHIE HINZELMANN
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