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About the Book

In the turbulent southern summer of 1963, Millwood's white population steers clear of "Shake Rag," the black section of 

town. Young Florence Forrest is one of the few who crosses the line. The daughter of a burial insurance salesman with 

dark secrets and the town's "cake lady," whose backcountry bootleg runs lead further and further away from a brutal 

marriage, Florence attaches herself to her grandparents' longtime maid, Zenie Johnson. Named for Zenobia, Queen of 

Palmyra, Zenie treats the unwanted girl as just another chore, while telling her stories of the legendary queen's courage 

and cunning.

The more time Florence spends in Shake Rag, the more she recognizes how completely race divides her town, and her 

story, far from ordinary, bears witness to the truth and brutality of her times --- a truth brought to a shattering conclusion 

when Zenie's vibrant college-student niece, Eva Greene, arrives that fateful Mississippi summer.

Minrose Gwin's The Queen of Palmyra is an unforgettable evocation of a time and a place in America --- a nuanced, 

gripping story of race and identity.

Discussion Guide

1. Why do you think the novel is entitled The Queen of Palmyra, named after the legendary Zenobia, who took on the 

whole empire of Rome --- and lost? Is the ?queen? of the book one person or several? What does it mean to be a 

?queen??
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2. ?True stories happen and then you tell them. But what you tell depends on what you see. And what you see depends 

on what you know,? Florence Forrest observes in the final pages of the novel. How is seeing dependent on knowing in 

The Queen of Palmyra? How does the novel pivot, as Lee Smith has observed, between seeing and not seeing, knowing 

and not knowing?

3. ?I need you to understand how ordinary it all was.? The intimate story of two families, one African American and one 

white, is played out against a backdrop of the racial tension and unrest that gripped the American South of the 1960s. 

How does the historical dimension of the story deepen and enhance our sense of everyday life under Jim Crow? How do 

we find the truth of history in the everyday, the ordinary?

4. The book abounds in stories with competing and contradictory messages: Uncle Wiggily, Br?er Rabbit, Bomba the 

Swamp Boy, Queen Zenobia. In what sense is the novel about the nature of stories and their multiple, often conflicting 

functions in human thought and action?

5. What do these stories teach Florence Forrest? What do they tell us about the characters who tell them?

6. Florence?s story is interrupted briefly near the end of the book by Eva Greene, who narrates her own murder in 

excruciating detail. What is the effect of this interruption? What do we learn from Eva in the moment of her death?

7. How is teaching important to the story? What does it mean to be a teacher? What does Eva teach Florence? Who else 

in the novel is a teacher?

8. Martha Forrest, the cake lady of Millwood, abandons Florence to her father, not once but twice. Why doesn?t she 

come back for Florence? Does Florence ever forgive her mother?

9. Why do sentences and diagrams feature so prominently in the novel? What does Florence mean when she says that 

Eva gave her ?the sentence?? Why is it a diagrammed sentence on a blackboard that finally enables Florence to forsake 

her ?willed, necessary blindness? and ?see??

10. Why, at the end of the book, does Florence take ?that sharp left,? choosing to return to her own story rather than 

allowing herself to be swept away by the hurricane as she had planned? What will her life be like now?

Author Bio

Minrose Gwin is the author of the memoir Wishing for Snow, cited byBooklist as "eloquent" and "lyrical" --- "a real life 

story we all need to hear." She has written three scholarly books and coedited . She teaches contemporary fiction at 

UNC?Chapel Hill and, like her young protagonist, grew up in a small Mississippi town.

Critical Praise

"Minrose Gwin is an extremely gifted writer and The Queen of Palmyra is a brilliant and compelling novel. Set in 



Mississippi in the volatile Civil Rights era and then in New Orleans with the impending devastation of Hurricane 

Katrina, this novel powerfully reveals the effects of both human and natural destruction. The beauty of the prose, the 

strength of voice and the sheer force of circumstance will hold the reader spellbound from beginning to end."
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