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    Born in Harlem during the height of the Harlem Renaissance (1920s cultural movement marking the ‘rebirth’ of Black American culture in New York), James Baldwin led a crowded but lonely childhood. Abused by his stepfather for being a bastard, the result of a relationship his mother had before their marriage, and intelligent in a way that set him, even at an early age, apart from his peers, Baldwin grew up in relative poverty, often helping to take care of his eight younger siblings. Maturing into adolescence as a young black man in a world still plagued by violent and explicit racism, and gradually coming to understand that he was bisexual, Baldwin also struggled to find acceptance beyond the family home in the city where he had been born.


    He chose to leave New York at the age of 24 and emigrated to France where, arriving first in Paris, he would produce much of the work for which he is most celebrated. Today recognised as one of the most important minds of the 20th century, Baldwin was an early proponent of black rights and gay rights in America. His work was the subject of the critically acclaimed 2016 documentary, I Am Not Your Negro, directed by Raoul Peck.
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    Giovanni’s Room tells the story of David, a young American man wrestling with his sexuality and homosexual relationships in mid-20th-century Paris. Covering the short period of time during which David's 'girl' is away in Spain, Baldwin's second novel explores questions of home and belonging alongside its more central theme of same-sex desire.


    Giovanni’s Room was seen as a provocative work upon its release for its explicit depictions of homosexual love, and remains controversial in Baldwin's oeuvre for its exclusively white cast of characters. Speaking on the issue in 1984, Baldwin explained: “I certainly could not possibly have—not at that point in my life—handled the great weight of the ‘Negro problem.’ The sexual-moral light was a hard thing to deal with. I could not handle both propositions in the same book” (Baldwin, 1989: 239).


    Still celebrated for its empathy and complexity, Giovanni's Room took second place in the Publishing Triangle's list of “the 100 best lesbian and gay novels” and was named the novel with best erotic scene in literature by Literary Hub in 2016.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    PART I: CHAOS OF BECOMING


    David, the protagonist of Giovanni’s Room, begins his narration after the events of the novel have already come to pass and after its titular character, his estranged lover Giovanni, has died. David narrates that he had been dishonest with Giovanni, who had not been his first male lover, and recounts the details of his first same-sex encounter.


    Setting this event in the context of a tumultuous family life and a young adulthood characterised by alcohol and risk taking, David skims over the rest of his life before his arrival in Paris and jumps forward to the near-past of the novel.


    DOUBT OF BEING


    Picking his narrative up from the first day he met Giovanni, David recalls his failed relationship with Hella, an American woman with whom he had been in a relationship before Giovanni and to whom he was briefly engaged afterwards, and a meeting with Jacques, an older homosexual man who had known both himself and Giovanni during their time together.


    Jacques, he recalls, had been the reason he had met Giovanni at one of Paris’ gay bars in the first place. The two had agreed to meet up at Jacques’ favourite ‘restaurant’, owned by a friend of his named Guillaume who had recently hired Giovanni as a waiter. Jacques is immediately smitten, but David maintains that he only takes female lovers and is not interested in Giovanni himself. When Giovanni shows a particular interest in him, however, it becomes clear that David is interested too.


    After a long evening, during which the four men—David, Giovanni, Jacques, and Guillaume—close Guillaume’s bar and head elsewhere in the city for more drinking and breakfast, David returns to Giovanni’s room with him—a “maid’s room” (p. 257) on the outskirts of the city of which he is ashamed. There the two make love for the first time, with David noting his equal reluctance and relief at admitting his desire to himself. He lives with Giovanni, in his small maid’s room, for the remainder of their relationship.


    PART II: ACKNOWLEDGED AND UNACKNOWLEDGED FEELINGS


    David begins the second part of Giovanni’s Room by glossing his life with Giovanni, living in the latter’s rented space. Their life together is unsettled, reflected in Giovanni’s constant but perpetually incomplete and chaotic efforts to renovate his room.


    Life continues in this unsettled way until David receives a letter from Hella. In it, she details some of her Spanish adventures and explains that she plans to return to Paris to reunite with him. Fuelled by the mixed emotions produced by Hella’s letter, which, David realises, he had been “awaiting for many days and nights” (p. 296), Baldwin’s narrator surges out into the streets of Paris and convinces an acquaintance named Sue to sleep with him. Cajoling Sue into inviting him back to her apartment, David uses her to prove his manhood and desire for women to himself before escaping again into the anonymous bustle of the city.


    Following his encounter with Sue, David arrives back at Giovanni’s room to find his lover distraught. Giovanni explains that Guillaume had invited him into the restaurant’s office and tried to force a sexual interaction. After Giovanni refused, Guillaume fired him in front of everyone in the bar that night and publicly accused him of stealing from the till. David comforts his partner, but Giovanni’s extreme reaction only reinforces the distance he has already begun to allow to form between them, and the rest of their relationship passes in a whirlwind of passion and guilt.


    Soon Hella arrives back from Spain and, without informing Giovanni, David leaves to meet her. He moves into her hotel room and writes a letter to his father declaring their engagement. He asks that his father send him money and retreats still further into his heterosexual relationship and the promise of escape it offers him—from Giovanni’s room, and from what their relationship means about David’s sexuality and manhood.


    David manages to hide away with Hella for several days until, accompanying her to a bookstore in central Paris, he encounters Jacques and Giovanni by chance. The interaction is civil but tense. David agrees to join the other two men for dinner but excuses himself to accompany Hella, who declines her invitation due to fatigue, back to her hotel room first. He subsequently reneges on his promise to meet up with the two men and does not see Giovanni again until some days later, when he returns to Giovanni’s room and finds his former lover incensed.


    In the passionate fight which follows, Giovanni confesses that he had once been married and had a child in Italy, but that the child had died in infancy. Both men cry and Giovanni accuses David of having no sense of doom, of not understanding the creep of futility on a life. David leaves for good and, while Giovanni turns first to Jacques and then to a number of unnamed young men for comfort, their separation marks a steep decline in the latter’s stability. Before long, Guillaume is found dead and David learns that Giovanni is the main suspect.


    A GRIM END


    David narrates the rest of Giovanni’s Room from a house in the south of France where he and Hella had gone to be alone and where their relationship ultimately ended. Alone, after her departure, David prepares to leave the house and reflects on his relationship with Giovanni. He knows that the latter has been found guilty of Guillaume’s murder and has been sentenced to death.


    On the morning of Giovanni’s execution, David rises and imagines the ritual of his sentencing. As Giovanni’s life ends, somewhere in Paris, David locks the door of his rented house and steps into an uncertain future.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    GIOVANNI


    Despite being the titular character of Baldwin’s novel, Giovanni remains a mystery for much of it. He first makes an appearance as the “new bar-man” (p. 241) at Guillaume’s restaurant, where David describes him as looking “insolent and dark and leonine” (ibid.). Seemingly more confident and comfortable in his sexuality than David is, Giovanni initiates contact and invites David back to his room and into his life after their first evening together.


    Physically beautiful, he is somewhat tortured, having left Italy and his young wife after the death of their infant child. He is prone to fits of anger and ultimately lashes out, killing Guillaume and condemning himself to a court-mandated end.


    DAVID


    David is the first-person narrator of Giovanni’s Room. Unnamed for the first several pages of the novel, David recounts his story in a series of flashbacks. He describes himself as “one of those people who pride themselves on their willpower, on their ability to make a decision and carry it through” (p. 235) and does carry through many decisions—he moves to Paris and proposes to Hella, and we even know that at one point he was in the army.


    It becomes clear early in the novel, however, that David often also hides from his true feelings and is not very honest with himself. His move to Paris is an act of will but also an act of fear.


    JOEY


    The narrator’s first male lover, Joey is described as “a very nice boy” (p. 223) whom David met and befriended when the two were both young. The friendship intensifies and eventually results in the boys sleeping together in Joey’s parents’ home in Brooklyn.


    After their sexual encounter, David awakes full of peace and desire but is shocked at “the power in [Joey’s] thighs, in his arms, and in his loosely curled fists” (p. 226)—all reminders that Joey is male. David makes excuses and leaves. The boys are never close again and then, once Joey’s parents move him out of the neighbourhood, they never see each other again.


    HELLA


    A woman David references as his “girl” (p. 222) early in the novel, Hella is the person with whom the narrator is in a relationship both before and after his love affair with Giovanni. David recounts that he asked her to marry him and told her that he loved her “once and I made myself believe it” (ibid.), but that she “laughed” (ibid.) and decided to return to America. At the beginning of the novel, the narrator already imagines her to be “very elegant, tense, and glittering” (ibid.) on a ship on her way home.


    JACQUES


    Described as “a fool and a coward” (p. 237), as well as “an aging, Belgian-born, American businessman” (ibid.) who is “incapable of trusting a living soul” (ibid.), Jacques is one of the first gay men David meets in Paris. The two do not exactly like each other, but Jacques is attracted to David and David uses Jacques for money so the two remain close.


    Jacques is with David the night they first meet Giovanni and becomes Giovanni’s lover and patron after David leaves Giovanni for Hella.


    GUILLAUME


    Introduced as the “patron” (p. 240) of Jacques’ favourite ‘restaurant,’ an illegal gay bar in Paris, Guillaume is an old friend of Jacques’ and an employer of handsome young men.


    He hires Giovanni because he is attracted to him and eventually becomes enraged when, because of his relationship with David, Giovanni refuses to provide him with further sexual favours. After publicly accusing Giovanni of stealing and firing him from the restaurant, Guillaume meets a grisly end: Giovanni strangles him with the belt of his own housecoat.


    SUE


    Described as “blond and rather puffy” (p. 297), “not pretty” (ibid.) but with a certain quality of grace, Sue always “wore tight blue jeans” (p. 298) in what David sees as an effort “to indicate to the world how little she cared for appearance or sensuality” (ibid.). After running into her at a café, David convinces Sue to sleep with him. She invites him back to her place and, afterwards, asks him to stay. He, however, cannot wait to get away and leaves promptly with no intention of seeing her again.


    DAVID’S FATHER


    A gruff but well-meaning man, David’s father raises David with the help of his sister Ellen after the death of his wife. Concerned throughout David’s childhood that he is not the right kind of man—too sensitive and emotional—David’s father encourages, but is simultaneously fearful of, David’s violent and


    ELLEN
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