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Death lurks around every corner in this
unforgettable Jewish historical fantasy
about a city, a boy, and the shadows of
the past that bind them both together.

Chicago, 1893. For Alter Rosen, this is the land of
opportunity, and he dreams of the day he’ll have

enough money to bring his mother and sisters to
America, freeing them from the oppression they

face in his native Romania.

But when Alter’s best friend, Yakov, becomes the
latest victim in a long line of murdered Jewish
boys, his dream begins to slip away. While the

rest of the city is busy celebrating the World’s
Fair, Alter is now living a nightmare: possessed

by Yakov’s dybbuk, he is plunged into a world of
corruption and deceit, and thrown back into the
arms of a dangerous boy from his past. A boy who
means more to Alter than anyone knows.

Now, with only days to spare until the dybbuk
takes over Alter’s body completely, the two boys
must race to track down the killer—before the killer

claims them next. Grades 8 & up
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Discussion Questions available on page 4




PRE-READING ACTIVITY

The City Beautiful consists of numerous genre elements. It’s a thriller, a historical novel, and it contains
supernatural elements. Before reading the novel, take some time with a partner or in a group to do some
research on Jewish folklore, particularly on the mystical figure of the dybbuk. What is a dybbuk? What are its
effects on other people? Why is it seen as an important figure within Jewish folklore? Once you’ve completed
your research, write down your findings and keep them in mind as you read the novel. Take notes as you read
and check in with your friend or group to see how your findings show up within the book.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

e The City Beautiful is a historical novel that the
author put a lot of thought and research into.
What did you learn about Jewish history through
the novel? How did Alter’s story affect your
previous knowledge of the time period in which
the book takes place?

e The author includes the use of humerous
languages in the book. What do these languages
tell you about the experiences of immigrants from
Eastern Europe at the time? How does language
impact Alter and other characters as they interact
with one another? What about as they confront
those in positions of power throughout the novel?

* Frankie says, “Shame is a word people use to try
to control you” (p. 75). How does shame affect
Alter’s actions and self-perception as he works to
solve the mystery of the missing boys? What does
Alter do to move past the feeling of shame? Is he
successful?

e When Frankie says “[s]ins are measured in the
pain you cause others” (p. 203), what do you think
he means? How does the concept of “sin” affect
characters throughout the novel?

e At many points in history, people from different
cultural backgrounds have had to change their
names in order to fit in wherever they end up
geographically. Alter originally changes his
name to Alex, but later says, “l don’t go by Alex
anymore” (p. 65). How do names and name
changes show up and play out during the course
of the novel?

e Back in the 19th century, there weren’t really
words to describe sexuality like there are today.
How does this affect the way Alter sees himself in

relation to his attraction to other boys? How does
his religion and those around him impact his self-
discovery?

Numerous characters in The City Beautiful are
immigrants to America, working hard to assimilate
into Chicago’s culture. Frankie points out to

Alter, “[y]ou realize what this city does to kids on
the street, Alter? It devours them” (p. 151). How
does this statement manifest through the various
characters that Alter confronts and interacts with?
What about when it comes to who is targeted by
the killer?

Antisemitism is central to Alter’s experiences,
both as a worker and as an immigrant: “They

can grit their teeth and tolerate us, but they’ll
never welcome us into their white cities, because
ambition becomes something ugly when it has a
Jewish face” (p. 235). How does this affect Alter
and his friends and family? What is the effect on
Jewish people at large throughout the novel?

Whether it’s in relation to race, culture, gender, or
sexuality, many characters in the novel are forced
to hide their identities and are punished when
they are open with those same identities. How

do “hiding” and “coming out” work throughout
the narrative? How does being openly gay and/
or Jewish affect the ways that Alter, Frankie, and
others in the novel are treated?

Grief is a major theme in the narrative, and it
shapes how Alter interacts with friends and family.
It is also one of the main reasons why Alter is so
vulnerable and affected by Yakov’s death. Look
back through the novel; how does grief impact the
narrative in general, and Alter’s interactions with
Frankie and Raizel specifically?



EXTENSION ACTIVITIES

e At the Whitechapel Club, Alter and Frankie are write down what you know about that event
tasked with telling a story to the other members (don’t do any external research yet). Next, discuss
in order to be initiated. Work with a partner or a what you learned about that event from reading
group to construct a story that you would tell to the novel. Do some further research to round
become a member of the Club. You can do some out your knowledge and then compare what you
research to make your story more historically learned to what is included in the book. Did the
accurate, or you can make it up entirely. author change any details? If so, why?

e The title of the novel also refers to an architectural ¢ Raizel works at a radical anti-capitalist

and social movement in the late 19th century that newspaper called the Arbeiter-Zeitung. This
greatly affected Chicago, among a few other newspaper was real, and it was a very unpopular
larger cities in the US at the time. Do some further newspaper outside of the working class because
research on this movement and map out how the of its support of unions and strikes, and its
philosophy of the movement informs the world condemnation of wealthy businessmen. Put

of the novel. Find evidence of the impacts of this yourself in the position of Raizel, or another writer
movement within the book and compare your at a radical newspaper in the 1890s. Write a short
findings with others. article about one of the main events in the novel

from that perspective. Make sure to come up with

e With a partner or small group, choose a historical a catchy title, too.

event highlighted within The City Beautiful, then

INTERNET RESOURCES
e Jewish Virtual Library: Dibbuk (Dybbuk)

e Britannica: The City Beautiful Movement

e Aden Polydoros Author Website

* We Need Diverse Books: Q&A with Aden Polydoros, The City Beautiful

e Geeks Out: Interview with Author Aden Polydoros

e Jewish Book Council: “Pasts That Are as Diverse as the Present”: A Conversation between Sacha Lamb
and Aden Polydoros

PRAISE

* “Polydoros seamlessly blends a murder mystery with Jewish folklore in this haunting historical
fantasy.... Readers looking for finely wrought historical fiction with fully realized characters and a
thrilling pursuit of justice are sure to be satisfied by Alter’s story.” —pPublishers Weekly, starred review

K “A gorgeous, disturbing, visceral and mystical experience.... His unflinching and well-rounded
depiction of Jewish American and immigrant history makes The City Beautiful a superb addition to
the ranks of YA historical fiction.” —Bookpage, starred review

* “A wild ride of a queer gothic fantasy that’s a must-have for YA fantasy collections.”

—School Library Journal, starred review

X “The City Beautiful is a triumph, showcasing queer love, illuminating historical events, and
guiding readers to an enthralling ending that will leave them satiated yet desirous to return to the
world in which they have become immersed.” —Booklist, starred review
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Aden Polydoros grew up in lllinois and Arizona, and has a bachelor’s
degree in English from Northern Arizona University. When he isn’t writing,
he enjoys going to antique fairs and flea markets. He can be found on
Twitter at @AdenPolydoros.
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