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			Garth Risk Hallberg

			American author

			
					Born near Baton Rouge, Louisiana in 1978.

					Notable works:	A Field Guide to the North American Family (2007), novella

	That High, Lonesome Sound (2012), short story

	How Fiction Can ‘Make It New’ (2015), essay




			

			Garth Risk Hallberg was born in a small town near Baton Rouge in December 1978. He grew up in North Carolina, before studying English at Washington University in St. Louis (Missouri) and gaining his MFA from NYU. He has lived in Brooklyn, New York with his wife and their two children since 2004. He is a professor at Sarah Lawrence College in New York State, where he teaches the art of novel-writing in a programme focusing on professional novel-writing and narratology.

			Hallberg began his literary career with award-winning short stories, which have appeared in prestigious publications such as The New York Times Magazine and Book Review.

		


		
			City on Fire

			A novel about sprawling New York

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Hallberg, G. R. (2016) City on Fire. London: Vintage.

					1st edition: 2015

					Themes: New York, punk, drugs, family, crisis, art, destruction, corruption

			

			City on Fire, which was published in 2015, caused significant buzz before it even went on sale. The American publisher Alfred A. Knopf was impressed by the young author’s originality and bought the still-unfinished manuscript for $2 million. This was followed by a bidding war between different publishers for the foreign rights, making City on Fire the most expensive first novel ever published, and plans for a film adaptation were soon made.

			When the novel was published, it soon became a bestseller. It is set in New York, where the avenues, boulevards and neighbourhoods stretch across the city like a spider’s web, ensnaring everyone, no matter how rich or poor they are. The story immerses the reader in the punk movement of the late 1960s and 1970s with a mixture of drugs, small-time hoodlums and powerful businesspeople thrown together in a booming city, and culminates with the 1977 blackout.

		


		
			Summary

			Apocalypse

			On the night of 13 to 14 July 1977, New York is hit by an unprecedented blackout which cuts off all the city’s electricity (and therefore all its communication lines), allowing looters, rioters and other criminals to run wild. With the entire city on edge, two clans clash: the inordinately wealthy Hamilton-Sweeney family, who wield significant power in New York thanks to a series of increasingly shady negotiations and property investments, and a small far-left punk group known as the Post-Humanist Phalanx, or PHP.

			Bill Hamilton-Sweeney, the founder of the family empire, is suffering from dementia. Amory Gould, the brother of Bill’s second wife, is manoeuvring to take advantage of his infirmity to seize the family wealth, to which he has no rightful claim. He has been conniving for years to sideline Bill’s direct descendants by limiting the role his daughter Regan plays in the company and pushing out his son William. He also schemes behind the scenes with the criminal underworld, which is largely made up of punks who will do anything for money or drugs, such as the infamous “brown sugar” (a street name for heroin). Until 1977, the PHP carried out Gould’s orders without batting an eyelid, but then the gang’s leader, Nicky Chaos, decides to stop following his commands out of a desire for complete individual freedom, as advocated by the punk movement. He convinces his fellow gang members that they will not be truly free until the dominant classes have been exterminated. These include the Goulds and the Hamilton-Sweeneys, who represent New York’s upper class.

			As well as Amory, there is another hidden link between these two clans from opposite ends of the social ladder: Samantha Cicciario. This promiscuous young woman jumps from one punk to another, before becoming the mistress of Regan’s husband Keith. However, one day Sam is shot twice in the head in Central Park and ends up comatose in hospital. She never wakes up.

			Sam’s father is a munitions specialist, and Nicky Chaos steals some black powder from him. The PHP plans to produce a homemade bomb and plant it on the top floor of the Hamilton-Sweeney tower in order to avenge Sam’s death and proclaim the group’s freedom. However, the bomb does not go off and is discovered by a friend of Sam’s, Charlie. He is accompanied by Deputy Inspector Pulaski, who is investigating the young woman’s murder. The PHP are then forgotten and the Goulds are evicted, leaving the Hamilton-Sweeney family to enjoy a period of peace. Pulaski’s investigation and the interrogation of the PHP have uncovered Amory’s scheming, and he flees without any attempt to explain himself.

			Genesis

			In the beginning there was a son, William Hamilton-Sweeney III, who could not bear the interference of parasites like the Goulds in his family’s affairs. Shortly after William’s mother died in an accident, Felicia Gould got engaged to his father Bill, bringing her fiendish brother Amory with her into the family. William, who has a rebellious streak and has been expelled from several schools, turns his back on his family as soon as his father remarries. He is furious at his sister Regan’s secret abortion after she was raped; as a twisted sort of compensation, she is ushered into her father’s decision-making circle.

			Disgusted by this amoral environment, William initially falls in with the city’s drug users and becomes a painter. He joins the punk movement and, in the late 1960s, founds a band called Ex Post Facto. One of the group’s admirers, who later joins them, is none other than Nicky Chaos, the future founder of PHP. William, who goes by the nickname Billy Three-Sticks, is gay, angry and addicted to drugs. He soon leaves the scene to live freely in his loft in the Hell’s Kitchen neighbourhood, which he shares with his boyfriend Mercer Goodman, and his studio in the Bronx.

			Meanwhile, Regan’s family life is falling apart: her husband Keith is cheating on her, and she struggles to raise their two children while dealing with repeated bouts of anorexia. At the same time, Samantha Cicciario and her friend Charlie Weisberger discover the poverty-stricken neighbourhoods of New York. The young pair start to frequent these areas more and more, unaware that they will lead Samantha, an unconditional lover of punk music, to her death.

			Resurrection

			Samantha has started seeing Nicky Chaos, which rouses the jealousy of his girlfriend S.G., also a member of the PHP. S.G. takes her revenge by telling another member of their group that Sam is an enemy of the movement who is preparing to reveal their plans to the other side, the Hamilton-Sweeneys. Indeed, the young woman is also the mistress of Regan’s husband Keith. Consequently, Samantha, who is descended from several generations of Italian munitions experts, is murdered by D.T., at a time when bomb-makers are starting to die out. 

			William, who is being tracked by the Machiavellian Amory, decides to check into rehab. He realises that his life has never been as free as he thought it was. Indeed, Amory’s spies are watching him at every turn to ensure that he does not go back to his family and continues his slow march towards death. Once he is clean and wants to throw a spanner in the works of his unscrupulous uncle’s plans, he returns to his family to defend the rights of his sister Regan and his father, who are threatened by high-profile legal proceedings that they will not be able to recover from. 

			After the blackout, William gets back together with Mercer, the boyfriend he had temporarily left because of the toll his heroin addiction had taken on him, and pursues his artistic ambitions, while managing the family business jointly with his sister Regan, who has forgiven her husband’s infidelities. William is diagnosed with HIV and spends the rest of his life trying to portray New York in his art through a triptych entitled Evidence. This work depicts the different facets of the metropolis and provides a conceptual representation which combines city and art in a whole that is by turns bleak and dazzling.

		


		
			Character study

			The Hamilton-Sweeney family

			Roebuck Hamilton Junior

			The Hamiltons come from Fairfield County, Connecticut. William’s great-grandfather, Roebuck Hamilton Junior, was originally from Manchester, England before coming to New York and then walking to West Virginia at the age of 19. In the space of five years, he acquired over half of the coal deposits in the region and set up his offices in New York. Shortly afterwards, he and his family moved to the north of Fifth Avenue to be closer to his company. Roebuck was lucky enough to be able to rely on his wife’s fortune, which came from the Sweeney breweries in Belfast, and they passed both of their names down to their descendants. William’s great-grandfather sold his shares in the company in 1890. He reinvested the money from the sale in a range of companies, and the fortune of Bill Hamilton-Sweeney and his descendants comes from this investment fund.

			William

			William Hamilton-Sweeney III is the great-grandson of Roebuck Hamilton and the son of Bill Hamilton-Sweeney and Kathryn Hébert, a New Orleans-born Catholic. He is the heir of a large family which owns a lot of property and moveable assets. He was a rebellious teenager and left the family home in disgust at his father’s remarriage. He is gay and his sex life is wild and uninhibited. He shares his Hell’s Kitchen loft, in an old mint factory, with his boyfriend Mercer Goodman.

			He is a punk fan, and creates a rock group called Ex Post Facto in 1973. To begin with, the group has four members: Big Mike, who plays the drums; Nastanovich, who writes the lyrics; Venus de Nylon, who plays the organ and deals with their costumes; and William, nicknamed Billy Three-Sticks, who sings, composes and plays the guitar. He is never without his leather jacket, which is emblazoned with the group’s name, even after they break up. When they are looking for a new rehearsal space, a youth named Nicky Chaos finds a place for them. He joins the group shortly afterwards. 

			William is also a painter. He has a studio in the Bronx, and sinks further and further into debt. Even though he is 33 when his relationship with Mercer begins, he acts like a teenager: he gets up at 3pm, never washes or tidies anything, and constantly craves sugar because of his former heroin addiction. He regularly goes to Grand Central station to meet men or buy drugs. An art teacher, Bruno Augenblick, guides him in his choice of studies. Bruno also has a gallery and manages William’s artistic legacy. Once the Goulds have been pushed out of the Hamilton empire, William and his sister Regan manage the investment society together, but he always prefers to throw himself into his art.

			William is diagnosed with HIV in the late 1990s, and his health declines from 2002 onwards. When he dies, Bruno sets up a retrospective of his work from the 1970s entitled Evidence I. Evidence III, the piece he had been working on since 2001, is inherited by his nephew Will, Regan’s son. He is buried in the family vault in Connecticut.

			Regan

			William’s sister Regan is four years older than him. She has red hair and struggles with anorexia. She was raped at the Goulds’ holiday home by a man known only as L., whose father later sells his company to the Hamilton-Sweeneys. She agrees to keep quiet about the assault and have a secret abortion in exchange for a high-ranking post in the family company, giving up on her dream of a theatre career in the process. 

			She marries Keith Lamplighter, a broker in her father’s company who was recruited by her uncle Amory after proving himself at another company and abandoning his medical studies. They have two children, Will and Cate. Keith is very selfish and pays little attention to his family. He invites his mistress Sam back to their apartment, and little Will sees the whole thing. Regan then leaves her husband and moves to Brooklyn. Although she flirts with a much younger company employee, Andrew West, she goes back to her husband after the blackout.

			The Goulds

			The brother and sister Amory and Felicia Gould worm their way into the Hamilton-Sweeney family after Bill’s wife dies. They were orphaned as teenagers and are no strangers to poverty: they lived in a house without electricity, burning furniture to keep warm and eating tinned food bought with Amory’s wages as a delivery boy. Felicia is Bill’s second wife and Amory, known as

			
			Other characters

			Mercer Goodman

			
			
			Samantha Cicciario

			
			
			
			Charlie Weisberger

			
			
			
			
			The PHP

			
			
			Larry Pulaski
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