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MIDNIGHT IN THE GARDEN OF GOOD AND EVIL 

by John Berendt 

 John Berendt describes Savannah as inward-turning, a "semitropical terrarium" (p. 28). What effect does 

this characteristic have on the life of the city and of its inhabitants? In what ways does Savannah differ 

from other cities or communities you know? 

 Eccentrics thrive in Berendt's Savannah. Does this mean that the people of Savannah are unusually toler-

ant? In what ways are they tolerant, and in what instances do they prove to be intolerant? How tolerant 

are they when it comes to the crossing of sexual, racial, or class lines? 

 Do you think that people would put up with Joe Odom and his countless misdemeanors in a city with a 

different character from Savannah? Might he end up in jail if he lived somewhere else? 

 How would you describe Jim Williams's character? Do you find him amusing? Sinister? How much sym-

pathy do you have for him? Reading the book, did you hope for him to be acquitted? Why, or why not? 

 Some of Jim Williams' acquaintances think that the Nazi flag episode was insignificant; others do not. 

"Nazi symbols are not totally bereft of meaning," says one man. "They still carry a very clear message, 

even if they're displayed under the guise of `historic relics'" (p. 178). Do you believe that Williams was 

being deliberately offensive when he displayed this flag? If so, why? 

 There was a tacit acceptance in Savannah of Jim Williams's homosexuality before the murder. How 

would you describe the shift in climate after the murder? Were people really surprised to hear about Wil-

liams's sexual practices? How did they adjust their attitudes? 

 After everything you have heard about Lee Adler, do you go along with the general opinion people have 

of him in Savannah? Do you think that the reservations so many people hold about him spring from the 

fact that he is Jewish? Would his actions and behavior be more good-humoredly accepted if he did not 

happen to be Jewish? 

 Do you think that Danny's actions and violent scenes indicate that he was following a suicidal course? 

What were his real feelings towards Jim Williams? What was he trying to get out of him? 

 Is Chablis as frivolous a person as she likes to present herself as being? What does her argument with 

Burt at the nightclub tell you about her character? 

 Talking about the Oglethorpe Club types, Jim Williams says "When people like that see somebody like 

me, who's never joined their silly pecking order and who's taken great risks and succeeded, they loathe 

that person. I have felt it many times" (p. 237). Do you think that Williams is correct? 

 Black and white people's lives "are more intermingled here than in New York," Berendt has said (USA 

Today 41594). "I love the banter back and forth among whites and blacks. They don't mix socially that 

much, but there's a civility that's remarkable" (Washington Post). Do you find that relations between the 

races in the Savannah that Berendt describes are healthier, or less healthy, than in other parts of Ameri-

ca? What might the high black crime rate indicate about the city? 
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 What does the black debutante ball tell you about the black community--or at least that part of the 

black community--in Savannah? Why is Chablis so scornful of the ball and the people there? Do you 

sympathize with her feelings? 

 At the St. Patrick's Day parade, the narrator observes that the wagon following the Confederate 

marchers contained "a blue-clad Union soldier sprawled motionless on the floor of the wagon. It was a 

chilling tableau, the more so because it was meant to be surreptitious" (p. 257). What does this say 

about attitudes in Savannah? Does the scene indicate that the passions roused by the Civil War are 

still alive there? Why did the marchers keep the tableau surreptitious? 

 What do you think the narrator's attitude is toward the voodoo that is practiced on Williams's behalf? 

Does he imply that it is of any value? How would you describe Minerva? Is she the sort of person you 

would expect to be practicing voodoo? 

 After the trial, Minerva says "I saw it all: The boy fussed at him that night. Mr. Jim got angry and shot 

him. He lied to me, and he lied to the court" (p. 380). Do you concur with Minerva's scenario? 

 How would you describe Savannah's feelings to tradition and to the past? Are these feelings character-

istic of the South in general? How do they differ from those in other parts of the country? 

 One reader from Georgia has said of Berendt, "I think he captured what it is to be Southern. He cap-

tured the not-talked-about way of life" (USA Today 41594). If this is true, what would you say it is to 

be Southern? What does the South Berendt describes represent? Does it differ from stereotypes about 

the South? 


