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James Baldwin was born in 1924 and educated in New York. Go Tell It on the Mountain, his first novel, was published in 1953. Evoking brilliantly his experiences as a boy preacher in Harlem, it was an immediate success. His second novel, Giovanni’s Room (1956), explores the theme of homosexual love in a sensitive and compelling way. Another Country (1962) created something of a literary explosion with its examination of racial issues in the US. Notes of a Native Son (1955) and Nobody Knows My Name (1961) contain several of the essays that brought him fame in America. Nobody Knows My Name was selected by the American Library Association as one of the outstanding books of its year. He published several other collections of non-fiction, including The Fire Next Time (1963), Nothing Personal (with photographs by Richard Avedon, 1964), No Name in the Street (1972), The Devil Finds Work (1976), The Price of the Ticket (1985) and Evidence of Things Not Seen (1985); and he wrote the plays The Amen Corner (1955) and Blues for Mr Charlie (1965). His short stories were collected in the volume Going to Meet the Man (1965). His later works include the novels Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone (1968), If Beale Street Could Talk (1973) and Just Above My Head (1979); Little Man, Little Man (1976), a book for children; and Jimmy’s Blues (1985), a volume of poetry. Many of his books are published in Penguin.

James Baldwin won a number of literary fellowships: a Eugene F. Saxon Memorial Trust Award, a Rosenwald Fellowship, a Guggenheim Fellowship, a Partisan Review Fellowship and a Ford Foundation grant. He was made a Commander of the Legion of Honour in 1986. He died in 1987.

The Times obituary declared, ‘The best of his work… stands comparison with any of its period to come out of the United States,’ while, Newsweek described him as ‘an angry writer, yet his intelligence was so provoking and his sentences so elegant that he quickly became the black writer that white liberals liked to fear’.

Caryl Phillips was born in St Kitts, West Indies. Brought up in England, he has written for television, radio, theatre and cinema. He is the author of two books of non-fiction, The European Tribe and The Atlantic Sound, and six novels, including Crossing the River, which was shortlisted for the 1993 Booker Prize, and The Nature of Blood. His awards include the Martin Luther King Memorial Prize, a Guggenheim Fellowship and the James Tait Black Memorial Prize. His latest book, A New World Order: Selected Essays, was recently published.
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Introduction

Note: In discussing this story, it has sometimes been unavoidable that crucial elements of the plot have been given away. Readers encountering this story for the first time, therefore, might prefer to read this Introduction afterwards.

In the autumn of 1956, when the novel Giovanni’s Room was published, James Baldwin was a 32-year-old black American writer living in Paris. He had spent much of the previous eight years in Europe, principally in Paris, escaping what he perceived to be the restricted opportunities that his homeland offered to him. He was, in one sense, just another in a well-established tradition of twentieth-century African–American artists who had chosen to leave the United States for what they hoped would be the less racially-oppressive air of Europe. Sidney Bechet, Paul Robeson, Josephine Baker and Richard Wright, were among those who had preceded him, and in 1948 the 24-year-old James Baldwin simply packed his bags and followed in their wake.

Baldwin arrived in Paris with forty dollars to his name. He was the author of numerous reviews and essays, principally for The New Leader, Commentary and the Partisan Review, but he had no book to his name. Predictably, he was soon plunged into the type of unromantic poverty that can quickly overtake the life of an innocent abroad. Baldwin was a gregarious and charismatic young man, and although times were tough (so much so that at one point he was imprisoned), he managed to beg and borrow from friends and eventually complete a first novel, Go Tell It on the Mountain. The novel was published in May 1953 by Alfred A. Knopf, one of America’s most established publishing houses, and it attracted generally favourable reviews. The New York Herald Tribune described it as a work of ‘insight and authoritative realism’, although the New York Times found that its religious themes rendered it ‘almost as remote as a historical novel about the Hebrew patriarchs and prophets’, However, although Baldwin’s career appeared to be successfully launched, he now faced the problem of what to do about a second novel.

James Baldwin was born on 2 August 1924 in Harlem, New York. He was the eldest of six children, although the man that the children called ‘Father’ was not actually Baldwin’s father. His mother had given birth to her first child by a man who had soon disappeared from both of their lives. The man that Baldwin knew as ‘Father’ was a fierce, Bible-thumping, disciplinarian who appeared to have little time for his wife’s eldest child. The poverty that bedevilled their family life only served to increase Baldwin’s father’s antipathy toward the world. He was particularly harsh toward the increasingly intelligent and precocious child whose presence he grew to resent. Young James sought refuge in reading, and in visits to the cinema. Soon he was writing, and he quickly gained a schoolboy reputation as a ‘man of letters’.

In the summer of 1941, Baldwin left school and began a series of menial jobs. He had harboured a hope that he might go on to college, but his grades were not particularly good, and the family needed him as a breadwinner. However, at this point, the largest trauma in his life was his decision to break with the church. The travails of his upbringing in Harlem, his coming of age in the church, and his subsequent abandoning of the pulpit, are recorded and depicted in Go Tell It on the Mountain. Having left the church the young Baldwin moved to Greenwich Village, where he supported himself in a variety of jobs including railroad hand, dishwasher, waiter and elevator boy. He became part of a more eclectic and artistic community, and during these years he befriended the painter, Beauford Delaney, and the author, Richard Wright, who would soon leave for Paris. Wright recognized that the strangely intense young man had talent and, before leaving for Paris, he helped to secure a fellowship for the cash-strapped fledgling. Later, when Baldwin first arrived in Paris in 1948, Wright extended the hand of welcome, but the friendship between them never fully recovered after Baldwin’s publication, in 1949, of an essay entitled ‘Everybody’s Protest Novel’. The essay was highly critical of Wright’s famous novel, Native Son, and to Wright’s mind, the master had been betrayed by the pupil.

By 1953 James Baldwin had a fast-developing literary reputation, and editors were aware of the young Negro author. However, the label ‘Negro author’ was one which Baldwin never warmed to. He had no desire to be thought of as just another Negro limited to writing only on ‘Negro’ topics. He saw his talent as universal, and he was determined that he should be free to write about anything or anybody he pleased. As he contemplated a new novel, he naturally looked to the world in which he had been living for the past few years: Paris. One of the defining characteristics of Go Tell It on the Mountain is that it is a novel that essentially contains no white characters, aside from a man who the young hero accidentally bumps into in Central Park. In this sense it was a ‘safe’ novel for a Negro author to write. James Baldwin would not be playing it ‘safe’ again.

Giovanni’s Room opens in the south of France with David, a young white American already in his second year in Paris, casting his mind back over the events of the previous few months. David had arrived in Paris determined to break from the United States and the troubling spectre of his father. He met Hella, a young American woman, and they became engaged. When Hella goes on an extended vacation to Spain, David encounters Giovanni, a proud and handsome Italian waiter, and he falls in love with him. Through late winter, and an entire Spring, they conduct their affair. When, in early summer, Hella returns to Paris, David abandons Giovanni and resumes his life with Hella; this causes Giovanni to suffer painful feelings of rejection. Eventually a distraught Giovanni returns to his old job working for Guillaume, a seedy and exploitative man, described in the novel as ‘a disgusting old fairy’. Guillaume constantly taunts a depressed and abandoned Giovanni who eventually ‘snaps’ and, in a fit of rage, murders Guillaume. On receiving this news, David, who has by this time removed himself to the south of France, is plunged into despair. Hella eventually discovers the nature of David’s sexuality and she leaves him. A distressed David is left alone in the south of France contemplating the imminent execution of Giovanni, and musing on the chaos that has ensnared his life.

Giovanni’s Room is, by any standards, an audacious second novel. A novel by a young black writer containing no black characters, and dealing with the taboo subject of homosexuality. There had been other attempts by black writers to write novels without any black characters, This ‘raceless’ writing had been pioneered by Charles Chesnutt and Paul Laurence Dunbar at the turn of the century. Other work in this tradition includes Ann Petry’s Country Place (1947) and William Gardener Smith’s Anger at Innocence (1950). There had also been attempts by black novelists to write on homosexuality, including Chester Himes’s Cast the First Stone (1952), a novel which introduces us to a handsome white hero who, while in prison, first resists then succumbs to a sexual relationship with a younger, darker, man. However, to attempt to put the two together, and write a ‘raceless’ homosexual novel, and to do so at the inception of a promising career, suggests either calculation or an admirable recklessness of spirit, or both. In retrospect, it is clear that James Baldwin knew exactly what he was doing.

Some years later, in a reply to an interviewer’s question, James Baldwin made plain his feelings about the connectivity between race and sexuality: ‘The sexual question and the racial question have always been entwined, you know. If Americans can mature on the level of racism, then they have to mature on the level of sexuality.’ In other words, for Baldwin, the journey from Go Tell It on the Mountain to Giovanni’s Room was neither discontinuous nor disruptive. The themes of race and sexuality are unified, one feeding the other. Although Giovanni’s Room appeared to some critics to be a professional suicide note, as far as Baldwin was concerned the novel was a logical successor to Go Tell It on the Mountain. The uncloseting of sexual desire was to be as just another step on the path towards the unclose the racially prejudiced mind. Baldwin challenges us question: ‘How, in fact, can one write about race without writing about sexuality?’

But Giovanni’s Room is also about freedom, the same kind of freedom that Baldwin sought to discover by leaving the United States and relocating in France. Some years later, Baldwin memorably described his flight to Paris as ‘a leap into visibility’. During the course of Giovanni’s Room, David admits that ‘nothing is more unbearable, once one has it, than freedom. I suppose this was why I asked her to marry me: to give myself something to be moored to.’ In Paris, David is free to live the ‘dangerous’ Bohemian life, but he is frightened of life. Hella is also frightened. While she is in Spain considering David’s proposal of marriage, she writes to her fiancé: ‘I’m really not the emancipated girl I try to be at all. I guess I just want a man to come home to every night… I want to start having babies. In a way it’s really all I’m good for.’ For Baldwin, the narrow, unexamined life, to which the American couple wish to retreat, is a lamentable existence. Sadly, both David and Hella appear to have accepted the stereotype of the roles assigned to them by American society. David bleats on about his fears of not being a ‘real’ man. He longs to be safe, ‘with my manhood unquestioned, watching my woman putting my children to bed’. Meanwhile, Giovanni who has embraced risk, and led a life unchecked by society’s hypocritical ‘rules’, is in despair. When Hella returns, David imagines that he can leave Giovanni and return to the ‘purity’ of his restricted world. This, of course, proves to be impossible.

When Baldwin delivered the manuscript to his publishers, Knopf, they suggested that he change the title of the book, and make it about a woman. Baldwin refused. Having rejected the iron collar of assigned identity in his personal life, Baldwin felt that he had no choice but to do so in his professional life. When the Knopf editorial team continued to urge him to either adapt or abandon the novel, and instead come up with another ‘Negro’ novel, Baldwin chose instead to leave his publisher and move to the smaller, less prestigious, Dial Press. The book would be published just as Baldwin had written it, and Giovanni’s Room immediately elicited the kind of responses that one might have predicted.

Although white critics praised aspects of the book – its construction, its lyricism, its daring – their response was in the main muted. The New York Times was typical, its reviewer regarding Giovanni’s Room as a novel written with ‘dignity and intensity’. A notable exception was the response of the writer, Nelson Algren, who, in The Nation, went out of his way to welcome Baldwin’s second novel. ‘This novel,’ he insisted, ‘is more than another report on homosexuality. It is a story of a man who could not make up his mind, one who could not say yes to life. It is a glimpse into the special hell of Genet, told with a driving intensity and horror sustained all the way.’

Black critics, on the other hand, both publicly and privately, were dismayed and baffled. Langston Hughes (with reference to Go Tell It on the Mountain) was already on record as having suggested that Baldwin ‘over-writes and over-poeticizes in images way over the heads of the folks supposedly thinking them’. He described the young writer’s first novel as ‘a low-down story in a velvet bag – and a Knopf binding’. Even before the appearance of Giovanni’s Room, Hughes had suggested that Baldwin had not only a racial and cultural identity crisis, but a personal identity crisis too. The ‘evidence’ of Giovanni’s Room served only to ‘confirm’ Hughes’s worst suspicions, although on this occasion the ‘dean’ of Negro writers chose to hold his tongue.

Later black critics, notably Eldridge Cleaver and Amiri Baraka, did not share Hughes’ reticence. Their hostile responses to Baldwin’s sexual agenda seemed to be fuelled by homophobia and envy. In Cleaver’s essay on Baldwin, ‘Notes on a Native Son’, Cleaver describes homosexuality as a ‘sickness’ on a level with ‘baby-rape’. In an essay on Baldwin by Baraka, the author suggests that Baldwin is so antiblack that if he were ‘turned white… there would be no more noise from [him]’. Baldwin, however, in his public utterances on identity politics, and the relationship between sexuality and race, refused to grant those such as Clever and Baraka any ground. He remained stubbornly defiant: ‘People invent categories in order to feel safe. White people invented black people to give white people identity… Straight cats invent faggots so they can sleep with them without becoming faggots themselves.’

Baldwin’s third novel, Another Country (1960), built upon the sexual themes of Giovanni’s Room, but it was set in New York City and contained a multiracial cast. In fact, after Giovanni’s Room, Baldwin never again wrote a novel with an exclusively white cast. His career did, however, continue to resist narrow categorization, and he continued to redraw literary and socio-political boundaries. Easy connections and casual prejudice were anathema to Baldwin’s moral world, and the remarkable Giovanni’s Room makes an early and unforgettable declaration of the author’s future intentions.

Since its publication the novel has become a foundation text for gay culture, but the appeal of Giovanni’s Room is decidedly broader than this. Baldwin understood this, even as those around him faltered in their support, insisting that publication would wreck his career: ‘They said I was a negro writer and I would reach a very special audience… And I would be dead if I alienated that audience. That, in effect, nobody would accept that book coming from me… My agent told me to burn it.’ Mercifully, the young James Baldwin had already cultivated a necessary stubbornness. He fired his agent. He refused to allow anybody to curtail his freedom, or dictate the terms of his own life, both personally and professionally. Giovanni’s Room is an elegant, and courageous, second novel in a literary career which would soon develop into one of the most remarkable of the second half of the twentieth century.

Caryl Phillips

Giovanni’s Room

For LUCIEN

I am the man; I suffered, I was there.

– WHITMAN
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PART ONE

1

I stand at the window of this great house in the south of France as night falls, the night which is leading me to the most terrible morning of my life. I have a drink in my hand, there is a bottle at my elbow. I watch my reflection in the darkening gleam of the window pane. My reflection is tall, perhaps rather like an arrow, my blond hair gleams. My face is like a face you have seen many times. My ancestors conquered a continent, pushing across death-laden plains, until they came to an ocean which faced away from Europe into a darker past.

I may be drunk by morning but that will not do any good. I shall take the train to Paris anyway. The train will be the same, the people, struggling for comfort and, even, dignity on the straight-backed, wooden, third-class seats will be the same, and I will be the same. We will ride through the same changing countryside northward, leaving behind the olive trees and the sea and all of the glory of the stormy southern sky, into the mist and rain of Paris. Someone will offer to share a sandwich with me, someone will offer me a sip of wine, someone will ask me for a match. People will be roaming the corridors outside, looking out of windows, looking in at us. At each stop, recruits in their baggy brown uniforms and colored hats will open the compartment door to ask Complet? We will all nod Yes, like conspirators, smiling faintly at each other as they continue through the train. Two or three of them will end up before our compartment door, shouting at each other in their heavy, ribald voices, smoking their dreadful army cigarettes. There will be a girl sitting opposite me who will wonder why I have not been flirting with her, who will be set on edge by the presence of the recruits. It will all be the same, only I will be stiller.

And the countryside is still tonight, this countryside reflected through my image in the pane. This house is just outside a small summer resort—which is still empty, the season has not yet begun. It is on a small hill, one can look down on the lights of the town and hear the thud of the sea. My girl, Hella, and I rented it in Paris, from photographs, some months ago. Now she has been gone a week. She is on the high seas now, on her way back to America.

I can see her, very elegant, tense, and glittering, surrounded by the light which fills the salon of the ocean liner, drinking rather too fast, and laughing, and watching the men. That was how I met her, in a bar in St. Germain des Pres, she was drinking and watching, and that was why I liked her, I thought she would be fun to have fun with. That was how it began, that was all it meant to me; I am not sure now, in spite of everything, that it ever really meant more than that to me. And I don’t think it ever really meant more than that to her—at least not until she made that trip to Spain and, finding herself there, alone, began to wonder, perhaps, if a lifetime of drinking and watching men was exactly what she wanted. But it was too late by that time. I was already with Giovanni. I had asked her to marry me before she went away to Spain; and she laughed and I laughed but that, somehow, all the same, made it more serious for me, and I persisted; and then she said she would have to go away and think about it. And the very last night she was here, the very last time I saw her, as she was packing her bag, I told her that I had loved her once and I made myself believe it. But I wonder if I had. I was thinking, no doubt, of our nights in bed, of the peculiar innocence and confidence which will never come again which had made those nights so delightful, so unrelated to past, present, or anything to come, so unrelated, finally, to my life since it was not necessary for me to take any but the most mechanical responsibility for them. And these nights were being acted out under a foreign sky, with no-one to watch, no penalties attached—it was this last fact which was our undoing, for nothing is more unbearable, once one has it, than freedom. I suppose this was why I asked her to marry me: to give myself something to be moored to. Perhaps this was why, in Spain, she decided that she wanted to marry me. But people can’t, unhappily, invent their mooring posts, their lovers and their friends, anymore than they can invent their parents. Life gives these and also takes them away and the great difficulty is to say Yes to life.

I was thinking, when I told Hella that I had loved her, of those days before anything awful, irrevocable, had happened to me, when an affair was nothing more than an affair. Now, from this night, this coming morning, no matter how many beds I find myself in between now and my final bed, I shall never be able to have any more of those boyish, zestful affairs—which are, really, when one thinks of it, a kind of higher, or, anyway, more pretentious masturbation. People are too various to be treated so lightly. I am too various to be trusted. If this were not so I would not be alone in this house tonight. Hella would not be on the high seas. And Giovanni would not be about to perish, sometime between this night and this morning, on the guillotine.

I repent now—for all the good it does—one particular lie among the many lies I’ve told, told, lived, and believed. This is the lie which I told to Giovanni, but never succeeded in making him believe, that I had never slept with a boy before. I had. I had decided that I never would again. There is something fantastic in the spectacle I now present to myself of having run so far, so hard, across the ocean even, only to find myself brought up short once more before the bulldog in my own backyard—the yard, in the meantime, having grown smaller and the bulldog bigger.

I have not thought of that boy—Joey—for many years; but I see him quite clearly tonight. It was several years ago, I was still in my teens, he was about my age, give or take a year. He was a very nice boy, too, very quick and dark, and always laughing. For a while he was my best friend. Later, the idea that such a person could have been my best friend was proof of some horrifying taint in me. So I forgot him. But I see him very well tonight.

It was in the summer, there was no school. His parents had gone someplace for the weekend and I was spending the weekend at his house, which was near Coney Island, in Brooklyn. We lived in Brooklyn too, in those days, but in a better neighborhood than Joey’s. I think we had been lying around the beach, swimming a little and watching the near-naked girls pass, whistling at them, and laughing. I am sure that if any of the girls we whistled at that day had shown any signs of responding the ocean would not have been deep enough to drown our shame and terror. But the girls, no doubt, had some intimation of this, possibly from the way we whistled, and they ignored us. As the sun was setting we started up the boardwalk towards his house, with our wet bathing trunks on under our trousers.

And I think it began in the shower. I know that I felt something—as we were horsing around in that small, steamy room, stinging each other with wet towels—which I had not felt before, which mysteriously, and yet aimlessly, included him. I remember in myself a heavy reluctance to get dressed: I blamed it on the heat. But we did get dressed, sort of, and we ate cold things out of his icebox and drank a lot of beer. We must have gone to the movies. I can’t think of any other reason for our going out and I remember walking down the dark, tropical Brooklyn streets with heat coming up from the pavements and banging from the walls of houses with enough force to kill a man, with all the world’s grownups, it seemed, sitting shrill and dishevelled on the stoops and all the world’s children on the sidewalks or in the gutters hanging from fire-escapes, with my arm around Joey’s shoulder. I was proud, I think, because his head came just below my ear. We were walking along and Joey was making dirty wisecracks and we were laughing. Odd to remember, for the first time in so long, how good I felt that night, how fond of Joey.

When we came back along those streets it was quiet; we were quiet too. We were very quiet in the apartment and sleepily got undressed in Joey’s bedroom and went to bed. I fell asleep—for quite awhile, I think. But I woke up to find the light on and Joey examining the pillow with great, ferocious care.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘I think a bedbug bit me.’

‘You slob. You got bedbugs?’

‘I think one bit me.’

‘You ever have a bedbug bite you before?’

‘No.’

‘Well, go back to sleep. You’re dreaming.’

He looked at me with his mouth open and his dark eyes very big. It was as though he had just discovered that I was an expert on bedbugs. I laughed and grabbed his head as I had done God knows how many times before, when I was playing with him or when he had annoyed me. But this time when I touched him something happened in him and in me which made this touch different from any touch either of us had ever known. And he did not resist, as he usually did, but lay where I had pulled him, against my chest. And I realized that my heart was beating in an awful way and that Joey was trembling against me and the light in the room was very bright and hot. I started to move and to make some kind of joke but Joey mumbled something and I put my head down to hear. Joey raised his head as I lowered mine and we kissed, as it were, by accident. Then, for the first time in my life, I was really aware of another person’s body, of another person’s smell. We had our arms around each other. It was like holding in my hand some rare, exhausted, nearly doomed bird which I had miraculously happened to find. I was very frightened, I am sure he was frightened too, and we shut our eyes. To remember it so clearly, so painfully tonight tells me that I have never for an instant truly forgotten it. I feel in myself now a faint, dreadful stirring of what so overwhelmingly stirred in me then. Great thirsty heat, and trembling, and tenderness so painful I thought my heart would burst. But out of this astounding intolerable pain came joy, we gave each other joy that night. It seemed, then, that a lifetime would not be long enough for me to act with Joey the act of love.

But that lifetime was short, was bounded by that night—it ended in the morning. I awoke while Joey was still sleeping, curled like a baby on his side, toward me. He looked like a baby, his mouth half open, his cheek flushed, his curly hair darkening the pillow and half hiding his damp round forehead and his long eyelashes glinting slightly in the summer sun. We were both naked and the sheet we had used as a cover was tangled around our feet. Joey’s body was brown, was sweaty, the most beautiful creation I have ever seen till then. I would have touched him to wake him up but something stopped me. I was suddenly afraid. Perhaps it was because he looked so innocent lying there, with such perfect trust; perhaps it was because he was so much smaller than me; my own body suddenly seemed gross and crushing and the desire which was rising in me seemed monstrous. But, above all, I was suddenly afraid. It was borne in on me: But Joey is a boy, I saw suddenly the power in his thighs, in his arms, and in his loosely curled fists. The power and the promise and the mystery of that body made me suddenly afraid. That body suddenly seemed the black opening of a cavern in which I would be tortured till madness came, in which I would lose my manhood. Precisely, I wanted to know that mystery and feel that power and have that promise fulfilled through me. The sweat on my back grew cold. I was ashamed. The very bed, in its sweet disorder, testified to vileness. I wondered what Joey’s mother would say when she saw the sheets. Then I thought of my father, who had no one in the world but me, my mother having died when I was little. A cavern opened in my mind, black, full of rumor, suggestion, of half-heard, half-forgotten, half-understood stories, full of dirty words. I thought I saw my future in that cavern. I was afraid. I could have cried, cried for shame and terror, cried for not understanding how this could have happened to me, how this could have happened in me. And I made my decision. I got out of bed and took a shower and was dressed and had breakfast ready when Joey woke up.

I did not tell him my decision, that would have broken my will.
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