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Nathan Hill is an American author, a native of Iowa who was raised in various states in the Midwest. He now 
makes his home in Naples, Florida, while on leave from his teaching position as an associate professor at the 
University of St. Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
 
Writing 
His debut novel, The Nix, was published in 2016 and received widespread acclaim, including starred reviews 
from all four publishing journals: Booklist, Library Journal, Kirkus Reviews, and Publishers Weekly (no mean 
feat.) 
 
His short stories have appeared in The Iowa Review, Gulf Coast, Denver Quarterly, Fugue, Gettysburg 
Review and other journals. The journal Fiction awarded him the Fiction Prize for his story "The Bottle." 
 
Early career 
Hill has worked as an editor and website designer for the Academy of American Poets and, prior to that, as a 
print journalist. (Adapted from the author's website.) 

 

Reviews: 

There is an accidental topicality in Hill’s debut, about an estranged mother and son whose fates hinge on 
two mirror-image political events—the Democratic Convention of 1968 and the Republican Convention of 
2004. But beyond that hook lies a high-risk, high-reward playfulness with structure and tone: comic set-
pieces, digressions into myth, and formal larks that call to mind Jennifer Egan’s A Visit From the Goon 
Squad. 
New York Magazine 
 
 
(Starred reivew.) [A]n ironic view of 21st-century elections, education, pop culture, and marketing, with 
flashbacks to 1988, 1968, and 1944..... Hill skillfully blends humor and darkness, imagery and observation. 
.... [in] this rich, lively take on American social conflict. 
Publishers Weekly 
 
 
(Starred reivew.) When Samuel Andreson-Anderson was growing up, his mother... [told] him "the things 
you love the most will one day hurt you the worst."... Offering engrossing prose, multiple interlocking 
stories, and deftly drawn characters, Hill shows us how the interlinked consequences of our actions can feel 
like fate. —Barbara Hoffert 
Library Journal 

(Starred reivew.) Place Nathan Hill’s engrossing, skewering, and preternaturally timely tale beside the 
novels of Tom Wolfe, John Irving, Donna Tartt, and Michael Chabon. . . . Cartwheeling among multiple 
narrators, The Nix spins the galvanizing stories of three generations derailed in unexpected ways. . . . Hill 
takes aim at hypocrisy, greed, misogyny, addiction, and vengeance with edgy humor and deep empathy in a 

https://nathanhill.net/


whiplashing mix of literary artistry and compulsive readability. 
Booklist 
 
 
(Starred reivew.) Sparkling, sweeping debut novel that takes in a large swath of recent American history 
and pop culture and turns them on their sides.... Hill gently lampoons advertising culture, publishing, 
academia, politics, and everything in between. A grand entertainment, smart and well-paced, and a book 
that promises good work to come. 
Kirkus Reviews 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Why do you think that the author chose to call his novel The Nix? What is a Nix according to folklore? 
How does the Nix function symbolically within the novel and which major themes of the novel does it help to 
facilitate or uncover? Who in the story believes himself or herself to be a Nix and why? Do you agree with 
that person? Why or why not? 
 
2. At the beginning of the story, Faye reveals that she believes the things a person loves the most will 
ultimately hurt them the worst. Which events in her life may have caused her to adopt this point of view? 
Does the rest of the book seem to support this view of love or overturn it? Does Faye ever change her mind 
about this? Does her son, Samuel, share her view of love? Discuss. 
 
3. Why does Faye leave her son, Samuel, and her husband? How does Samuel react to her departure, and 
what impact does this abandonment have on his life and development? What is it like when the two reunite? 
How does their relationship change over the course of the book, and what causes these changes? Do either 
of the characters seem to achieve catharsis? If so, how? 
 
4. How do Faye’s parents react when she is accepted at the University of Illinois’s new Chicago Circle 
campus and tells them that she wants to attend? Why do you think that they have this reaction? How does 
Faye herself seem to feel about the prospect of leaving home? What helps her to make the final decision to 
go to Chicago, and why does her father tell her to never come back? Why do you think Faye refrains from 
addressing the misunderstanding that has caused so much strife between her and her parents? 
 
5. Evaluate the treatment of women in the book. What kinds of experiences do the female characters share? 
How are they treated by the male? What do the men in the book think women should be like? Do the women 
meet these expectations or defy them? Explain. In the sections set in the 1960s and ’70s, how does 
feminism seem to impact the way that the women are perceived by those around them? How do they 
respond to these expectations and stereotypes? Is Faye’s experience similar to the experiences of the other 
women or very different? Discuss. 
 
6. Compare and contrast the parent-child relationships in the book. How does Samuel and Faye’s 
relationship compare to Faye’s own relationship with her father, Frank? How well does each child know his or 
her parent? What prevents them from knowing this parent better? How do the relationships change over 
time, and what causes these changes? When considered together, what do these relationships suggest 
about the nature of the parent-child relationship in generals? Explain. 
 
7. Evaluate the treatment of technology in the book. Is technology portrayed as a positive invention or a 
negative one? How does the characters’ use of technology affect their communication, their daily lives, and 
their development as people? Why are Samuel and Pwange especially addicted to Elfscape, and why does 
Pwange believe that Elfscape is more meaningful than the real world? What function or purpose does the 
game serve in their lives? What might this relationship reveal about contemporary life? 
 
8. Consider the theme of the relationship between storytelling and point of view. What does the treatment of 
Faye’s story in the press reveal about this topic? Does the press, as depicted in the novel, provide fair and 



unbiased accounts of the news they report? What does the book also suggest about the publishing industry? 
Are the stories that each of the characters tells truthful and reliable? What does this information reveal 
about how we should approach storytelling as both storytellers and readers/listeners? Does the book 
ultimately suggest how we can best determine whether or not a source is reliable and a story is true? 
 
9. Explore the motif of secrets. What are some of the secrets that the characters keep? Why do they keep 
these things secret? Do any of the characters ever reveal their secrets? If so, what is the outcome, and how 
are these secrets received? What do the responses to these reveals suggest about our fears of being known 
completely? 
 
10. In the Choose-Your-Own-Adventure portion of the book, what choice does Samuel make when Bethany 
asks him if he can help her avoid her upcoming nuptials and invites him into her bedroom? Why does he 
make this choice? Do you believe it was the right choice? Why or why not? After some time passes, how 
does Samuel come to view his decision in that moment? 
 
11. Evaluate the theme of shame. What causes the various characters in the novel to feel shame? How does 
the prevalence of this feeling impact their lives, the people they become, and the life choices they make? Do 
any of the characters overcome their feelings of shame? If so, how do they accomplish this? 
 
12. Consider the portrayal of suburban middle-class living in the novel. How did industry affect and shape 
American life? What clues can we find in descriptions of the landscape? Does the book suggest whether 
industry provided a happier or better existence for families? For instance, is Frank living a better life because 
of his willingness to leave his home in Norway? What would you say the novel ultimately suggests about 
progress and the American dream? 
 
13. What kinds of stories does Frank share with his daughter, Faye, as she is growing up? What effect do 
these stories have on her? Why do you think that she chooses to share these tales with her own son? What 
seems to be the purpose of telling these stories? What lessons or messages do the stories contain? 
 
14. When Faye reaches Norway, how does what she finds compare to what her father had shared with her 
about his home and his past? Who is Freya, and how does Faye’s knowledge of who Freya is affect the way 
that she relates to and understands her father? How does the trip to Norway ultimately affect Faye’s 
relationship with her father and with Samuel? 
 
15. Many of the characters in the book engage in some type of art. What role or purpose does art seem to 
fulfill in their lives? Why does Samuel decide to become a novelist? What does he hope that his book The Nix 
will achieve? 
 
16. Evaluate the theme and motif of protest. In addition to the protests that Faye takes part in as a young 
woman, Samuel attends a protest with Bethany and serves as a witness to other protests. What are some of 
the causes that the characters protest? What happens at the protests? Are they successful? What do you 
think Walter Cronkite meant when he observes that maybe the story isn’t the people protesting but the 
people who are not? Does the book ultimately portray protest as a valuable pursuit or a futile one? What 
seems to be the purpose of protest? Discuss. 
 
17. Why does Judge Charlie Brown take on the case against Faye? How do the two know each other? Does 
Judge Brown get the outcome he desires? Why or why not? What does Brown’s character suggest about 
fairness and justice in the world? 
 
18. Who is Sebastian? How does Faye meet Sebastian, and why is she initially drawn to him? What is her 
reaction to the revelation of his true identity? What does Faye recognize as their common bond? 
 
19. Consider the collective view of America that the novel offers. What does this America look like? Would 
you say that is an accurate portrayal? Why or why not? How does the author use comedy and the absurd to 
pose truths about the cultural and political landscape? Alternatively, how does he employ elements of 
tragedy to accomplish this? Does one method seem to be more successful in accomplishing this than the 
other? Explain. 
 



20. In addition to the story of the Nix, another recurring tale in the novel is the parable of the elephant. 
What is the lesson in this parable, and what does it reveal about the true self? How might this message or 
way of looking at things shape your own understanding of and response to the characters in the book? 
 
21. At the end of the book, Faye thinks: “Something does not have to happen for it to feel real” (581). What 
do you think she means by this? What might her statement suggest about the past, memory, imagination, 
and regret? 
 
(Questions issued by the publisher.) 


