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INTRODUCTION
 
A little more than a century ago, Homer A. Plessy argued that he was seven-eighths white and one-eighth black and thus, for all legal purposes, should be accorded all the rights and privileges of a white citizen. His lawyers, Louis A. Martinet and Albion W. Tourgee (a North Carolina Superior Court Judge during the Reconstruction), conceptualized the argument to complicate the process of discriminating on the basis of race. Visibly white in skin color, hair texture, and facial features, Plessy no doubt assumed, as did his distinguished lawyers, that racial designations at the end of the nineteenth century followed some discernable logic.
As Plessy’s image of himself resulted from a perceived similarity to the majority population, so his lawyers constructed his social self and legal identity in close proximity to white America, believing that the justice system would recognize both Plessy’s whiteness and the absurdity of separating him on the basis of so artificial a designation as his “race.” While they may have skirted the issue of perceptible or observable racial difference that affected the vast majority of people of African descent in the United States, they rooted their argument in logic and reasoning.
In the United States of the 1890s, however, racial categorization did not follow any clear logic for biracial individuals, like Homer Plessy, whose white features and white ancestry dominated their physical appearance. Plessy’s lawsuit, a strategic challenge to an 1890 Louisiana state law mandating the strict racial segregation of railroad cars, did not achieve legal success. In its May 18, 1896 ruling in the now famous case, Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court of the United States maintained the legitimacy of “separate but equal” public facilities and institutions for non-white citizens. By an eight-to-one vote, the Supreme Court upheld the Louisiana Separate Car law and made a mockery of equality, as Justice John Marshall Harlan, the lone dissenter, made clear in his minority opinion. Based on an acceptance of a simple binary opposition of white and black in matters of race, the majority refused to admit that defining race, and thus determining where one could sit, was not a straightforward matter of categorization.
The Plessy decision virtually ensured that Americans with even the smallest fraction of African heritage would continue, throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century and part of the twentieth, to function within a legally segregated and unequal environment designed to keep them in degradation and servitude. The landmark decision would, moreover, become a justification for the linkage of race to visible difference.
“Passing,” the movement of a person who is legally or socially designated black into a white racial category or white social identity, is one of the far-reaching consequences of Plessy v. Ferguson. Although passing to escape chattel slavery and later retaliatory strictures against freed people occurred throughout the nineteenth century, after the Plessy decision inequities along racial lines became so blatant in economic, educational, political, and social arenas that increased numbers of light-skinned, visually white women and men, legally declared “Colored” or “Negro” and summarily relegated to second-class citizenship, crossed the racial divide to become white. When passing as white, these individuals merely relocated themselves to a space not demarcated as black, and thereby escaped the association of color with inferiority that has been one of the most enduring legacies of slavery in the United States. By passing, they obtained all the benefits, privileges, rights, and opportunities denied them by law and custom as citizens of color. Thus, the aftermath of Plessy was a more segregated society with two classes of citizens, each of which was more cognizant of the rights, benefits, and privileges denied blacks and granted whites.
Ironically, passing to escape containment was possible precisely because Jim Crow codes and discriminatory practices emanated from a white perspective of a black “other,” an objectively racialized individual who was not white, shared no visible features of a white person, and therefore was defined in terms of “difference from.” Yet as African Americans had recorded in oral and written narratives from the period of enslavement onward, people of African descent constituted one of the most diverse and racially mixed groupings of any people in the United States. Inevitably, a significant number of this vast group could be characterized by their lack of “difference from” white Americans.
 
In Passing (1929), Nella Larsen explores the cultural identity and psychological positioning of modern black individuals unmarked by difference from whites. Locating her narrative within the liberating 1920s, the golden days of black cultural consciousness, she critiques a societal insistence on race as essential and fixed by representing the racial fluidity inherent in Clare Kendry Bellew and Irene Westover Redfield, women who choose their racial identities. In portraying Clare, who becomes white, and Irene, who passes occasionally, Larsen represents passing as a practical, emancipatory option, a means by which people of African descent could permeate what W. E. B. Du Bois termed “the veil of color caste.”
Larsen defines passing in a meeting between Clare and Irene as a simple but “hazardous business,” requiring “breaking away from all that was familiar and friendly to take one’s chance in another environment, not entirely strange, perhaps, but certainly not entirely friendly.” Basing her definition on readable social texts, she concludes that by changing their environment or social structures, passers disrupt social meanings and avail themselves of both basic human and fundamental constitutional rights enjoyed by the white majority. With such certain rewards for so easy a move, Clare “wondered why more coloured girls . . . never ‘passed’ over. It’s such a frightfully easy thing to do. If one’s the type, all that’s needed is a little nerve.” Passing, according to Clare, is a movement in gesture as well as in space: a psychological, social, cultural movement signaling both a reconfiguration of the self and a consolidation of one’s cultural identity, but not a valuation of one’s physical body. In Larsen’s narrative, passing becomes a trope for representing black women of a particular physicality as transgressive subjects able to negotiate the ideologies compartmentalizing American life and to subvert the rigidity of color caste specifically and gender roles implicitly.
Divided into three parts—Encounter, Re-encounter, and Finale—similar to a theatrical performance, Passing encompasses more than just crossing the color line to escape the degradation and deprivation that defined much of black life in the era of “separate but equal.” Larsen presents passing not only as a process, a destabilization of racial boundaries, and a business transaction in society’s marketplace, but also as a discourse and a meditation. Entitled “Nig” in the working draft as a play upon Carl Van Vechten’s Harlem novel Nigger Heaven (1926), Passing raises the volatile issues of skin, color, and race without using the inflammatory epithet as a title. Deftly and unapologetically, Larsen maps onto passing the added discourses of hybridity, biraciality, simultaneity, multiple subjectivities, and plurality.
The privileges inherent in having white skin were rarely stated but widely acknowledged during the 1920s, when Nella Larsen wrote Passing and her earlier novel Quicksand (1928). No delineation of privilege based on color was necessary because white skin was a commodity well understood by black people whether they resided in the North or the South. In the 1920s, just as the black middle class began to expand and broaden its base, and the modern race novel was emerging, passing, as a phenomenon, was more evident than ever before. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, quantifiable statistics on passers were provided by both black and white researchers. Numerical estimates vary radically from as many as 30,000 passers per year, to a more conservative 10,000 passers per year, to a low of 2,500 passers per year; but the consensus was, as Walter White pointed out in “The Paradox of Color,” an essay in Alain Locke’s 1925 The New Negro anthology, that the number of individuals who disappeared to become white was “very large—much larger than is commonly suspected.” White used his position as an official of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and his own status as a “voluntary” black person with blond hair and blue eyes to write persuasively about the most prominent passers in New York City who capitalized on skin color to avail themselves fully of opportunities in America.
As part of a modern consumer culture, blacks understood precisely what was at stake in skin coloration. Some individuals, like Clare Kendry, crossed over the color line permanently into the social privileges, protections, and entitlements of whiteness in all facets of their daily existence. Others, like Irene Redfield, crossed temporarily or from time to time for social convenience: to obtain the goods, services, or entertainments they would otherwise be denied. Both types of passing depended upon the commodification of skin color and the fluidity of class markers in the 1920s, a fluidity resulting from new opportunities and advances in education, professionalization, urbanization, and interracial socialization. The concomitant fluidity of race markers, particularly those that distinguish blacks from whites in terms of manners, habits, customs, codes of conduct and behavior, and etiquette, may have fluctuated most drastically in the 1920s because the economy that consigned all people of African descent to the lowest rungs of society—typically in rural spaces performing farm work—had changed.
In creating characters like Irene, her physician husband, and their designer-dressed, college-educated friends, Larsen reduced the material difference in lifestyle between blacks and whites of the middle class and freed her narrative of the more obvious markers of racial identity. This lack of visual difference between blacks and whites in the text creates a fluidity of similarly constructed bodies and colors which in a group cannot be assigned wholesale to racial otherness. Irene considers the absurdity of such identifications:
Did the woman, could that woman, somehow know that here before her very eyes on the roof of the Drayton sat a Negro?
Absurd! Impossible! White people were so stupid about such things for all they usually asserted that they were able to tell; and by the most ridiculous means, finger-nails, palms of hands, shapes of ears, teeth, and other equally silly rot. They always took her for an Italian, a Spaniard, a Mexican, or a gipsy. Never, when she was alone, had they even remotely seemed to suspect that she was a Negro. No, the woman sitting there staring at her couldn’t possibly know. [p. ref]


In a society that would allow the collapse of all shades of whiteness emanating from countless ethnic and racial groups into a primary difference from black people, the potential identities for black others to adopt become unlimited. Irene can alleviate her initial discomfort at the prospect of being exposed as black and ejected from the Drayton by reiterating that no one had ever “remotely seemed to suspect that she was a Negro” and by dismissing all of the supposed ways of identifying blacks as “ridiculous,” “silly rot.” Her immediate inner drama of being both visible as non-black and invisible is precipitated by the gaze of a white woman, who is actually Clare Kendry. Irene’s accidental meeting with Clare in a Chicago rooftop cafe closed to blacks is a dramatization of passing as performance, style, and costume. So successful is each one in wearing race as a garment to signify belonging that initially neither is aware that the other is passing. The two women passers perform race and act “white.”
Passers, then, are visibly compatible with the norms of skin, hair, and features for white people; they are similar to rather than different from whites. In fact, because there is no discernible change in what Irene wears, how she moves and behaves, or how she speaks when she chooses to pass, it is her physical appearance that duplicates a white woman. She is not a parody of a white woman. She is for all practical purposes at that moment on the Drayton roof a white woman, just as she is later when she has tea in Clare’s hotel suite and cannot admit being anything other than white in the presence of Clare’s racist husband.
Within the controlled environment of a hotel suite, three women, who grew up black but belonged to different economic classes within their segregated South Side Chicago neighborhood, extend Irene’s awareness of race as performance. Irene, Gertrude Martin, and Clare represent a triangulation of perspectives on passing: Irene passes on occasion for the perks of being white, but cannot do so when she is with her dark husband and one of her two sons, so considers herself black; Gertrude passes daily without ever admitting that she only self-identifies with whites, even though she has not hidden her racial background from her white husband, who welcomes children of any color from their union; Clare passes permanently by having erased all traces of her mixed-race heritage and by not disclosing that heritage to her white husband or their daughter. The women’s different perspectives on passing are connected in a web of attitudes toward race as arbitrary, skin color as a commodity, and identity as expressible within social roles, especially wife and mother.
The scene reuniting Clare, Irene, and Gertrude is a microcosm of the discourses on race and passing. For Irene, the reunion is doubly marred. First, a conversation between Clare and Gertrude devaluing black bodies while expressing a “hellish” fear of reproduction turns on their agreement that “nobody wants a dark child,” as Gertrude puts it. Clare admits, “I nearly died of terror the whole nine months before Margery was born for fear that she might be dark.” Although for Clare a dark child would end her performance of whiteness by signifying her hidden ancestry, for Gertrude, a dark child is unwanted because of her own aversion to blackness. These revelations anger Irene, whose lack of sufficient color-consciousness is signaled by her marriage to a dark-skinned man. Secondly, the appearance of Clare’s bigoted husband, John Bellew, who calls his wife “Nig,” makes racist remarks, and further angers Irene and outrages Gertrude magnifies the risks and affronts Clare endures to be white and wealthy. Bellew admits he “hates” rather than “dislikes” blacks, and provides a litany of stereotyped, primitive traits assigned to blacks; however, he does not detect that his wife or her two guests are black. Irene has to suppress a desire to shout at Bellew: “And you’re sitting here surrounded by three black devils, drinking tea.”
The lone permanent passer in the group, Clare Kendry Bellew cannot be read as black by either black or white people. Described as “golden, like a sunlit day,” Clare comes under the gaze of Hugh Wentworth, a white man who thinks he can discern passers, but who admits being defeated by “the blonde beauty out of a fairy tale.” His comment resonates. Clare’s general appearance is the same as that of a pale, blond white woman; among an integrated dance crowd, Clare is the object of curiosity primarily because she is a stranger, not because of suspicions about her racial identity.
While her white, religious aunts, with whom she lived after her father’s death, uphold the ideologies of white patriarchal culture and try to police her sexual behavior and her racial identity, they ultimately fail in both efforts. Clare becomes sexy and white, but once she re-encounters Irene, she is sexy and black too, by her own admission in the life story she tells. Inverting representations of black women as sexual and loose, Larsen depicts Clare as an overtly sexual white woman whose ties to a black raciality are erased. Simultaneously, in an even more daring play on social scripts, Larsen configures Clare with the threatening and powerful sexual allure of a woman racialized as white, who has the potential of claiming a black man and jeopardizing his life and that of his family in the process. The point that Larsen does not leave in doubt is that Clare is very much a sexual being who assumes sexuality is a basic part of women’s identity.
Clare may be read as a biracial and bisexual person. Her model of white womanhood is based not on racial difference, but on freedom, glamor, sexuality, fashion, sophistication, and wealth. Larsen scripts a variety of moves for power and agency in Clare’s personality. Liberated from race and working-class restraints, and having experienced life in the world capitals— Paris, London, and Budapest—Clare is a cosmopolitan white woman, enjoying a mobility usually endemic to male subjects, such as the protagonist of James Weldon Johnson’s Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man. Her travels, like Helga Crane’s in Larsen’s Quicksand, signify a break with traditional conceptions of female space.
The characteristics that have enabled Clare Kendry to spend twelve years across the color line are not simply physical. She has the character traits often associated with men in the strict gender division of social roles not uncommon during the 1920s. She is “hard and persistent, with the strength and endurance of rock,” qualities needed in her social role as the white wife of an international banking agent who happens to be overtly racist. She is also risk-taking, self-centered, and focused on her own objectives and needs; such traits were associated with masculinity in the 1920s. Self-absorbed, non-maternal, and thus free to concentrate on her own needs, she has “no allegiance beyond her immediate desire . . . yet she had, too, a strange capacity of transforming warmth and passion, verging sometimes almost on theatrical heroics.” She has as well an honesty unimaginable by Irene. Clare, for instance, can ask openly: “What does it matter? One risk more or less, if we’re not safe anyway . . . can’t make all the difference in the world. It can’t to me. . . . I’m used to risks.” Perhaps she is anticipating a return to a black world, or perhaps she is recognizing a desire for her friend’s husband. She articulates a position that is alien to the work of racial uplift so central to proper middle-class black women: “I haven’t any proper morals or sense of duty, as you have . . . to get the things I want badly enough, I’d do anything, hurt anybody, throw anything away. Really ’Rene, I’m not safe.” Clare’s revelations mock proper roles for womanhood and reject domesticity for herself. In her revelations are implicated notions of manhood, thus she lives in the unencumbered world associated with men, as opposed to the home relegated for women.
Irene, unlike Clare, refuses to acknowledge her sexuality. She has learned by virtue of her social conditioning and training to erase sexuality and instead to insert race as a factor determining and defining womanhood. Though she is, like Clare, a biracial woman, propriety and the black bourgeoisie define her modes of behavior and codes of conduct. Irene Redfield is immersed in a bourgeois life of racial uplift, conspicuous consumption, and safe domesticity that has become mechanical and devoid of warmth or passion: “she couldn’t now be sure that she had ever truly known love.”
Secure in class privilege and protected from aggressive racism by her skin color, money, and status, including marriage to a physician, Irene is free to manage her household and servants and to enjoy resort vacations, bridge parties, charity balls, and smart fashions. But beneath the glittering surface of stylish clothing, manners, and places, Irene contemplates the breakdown of her marriage and, with it, her certainty that marriage and domesticity can complete her identity. She cannot understand her dark-skinned husband’s dissatisfaction with life in the United States, particularly his yearning to escape racism by moving to Brazil. Irene can only see his relative freedom from racism, his seemingly insulated profession, and his status in the black community, though she recognizes that the “easy surface of her husband’s concordance with her wishes” is a cover for his dissatisfaction. Her older son Junior shares her “practical and determined” temperament; her younger son Ted is like his father, “speculative and withdrawn,” and, more troubling, always “wanting something that he couldn’t have.” Seemingly passive, her husband and sons resist her control without articulating their objections, and their refusal to be figures in her narratives of domestic perfection cause her to fear the future. While Irene regulates her own behavior, she cannot so easily police that of her sons, her husband, or her childhood friend.
Proper conduct places sex and sexuality out of bounds for Irene, but because of the behavioral constraints it mandates, proper conduct also renders Irene vulnerable to expressions of sexuality and sexual overtures by others. She is easily lured into the web of desire and longing she reads in Clare’s manner and gestures. Clare may be Irene’s “alter libido, the buried, long-denied sexual self,” as Ann duCille has interpreted the relationship in The Coupling Convention: Sex, Text, and Tradition in Black Women’s Fiction (1993). Irene’s attraction to Clare may also be read as a latent lesbianism, as Deborah McDowell has pointed out in remarking on the desire inscribed in Clare’s attraction to Irene. Both desire and eroticism can be read in Irene’s meditations on Clare’s body, her beauty, and her seductiveness, and in the explosiveness of Irene’s responses to Clare; they can also be read in Clare’s longing for Irene and her race-marked bodily existence.
Clare is first seen using her body, her “peculiar caressing smile,” “husky voice,” and “strange languorous eyes” in a self-consciously provocative, sexual way with two men, a waiter and a companion. She uses her eyes and her body in a similar fashion in her moments alone with Irene: “Into those eyes there came a smile and over Irene the sense of being petted and caressed.” Playfully flaunting her beauty and teasing, Clare flirts with Irene and by extension with women. This gesture toward a bisexual identity may also be read figuratively within the trope of simultaneity, as in her biracial identity, her being simultaneously black and white.
Clare’s overt sexuality is read both as improper and as exotic. But Clare is especially erotic to Irene because she is white, blond, and different from the images of dark primitive beauties so often linked to the eroticism of black women. Reductive attempts to classify Clare as “either/or” fail. She has not allowed a restrictive marriage to a racist or an exclusive social status to determine her subjectivity. Clare refuses containment within the unofficial color caste, but she also rejects the usual diminished emotional life for women in their social roles. One way of reading her desire for a reunion with the blacks from her youth is as a rebellious response to John Bellew’s racism. Were he not so anti-black, his wife would have little motivation for turning to a Harlem of high society blacks, whose world after all looks no different from a white world. Bellew’s very attraction to the wife he calls “Nig” may also be read as an attraction to the exotic and the erotic that Clare represents bodily without racial label attached.
Larsen envisions Clare as an individual free of the past, family, roots, and ties, and uniquely positioned as both a modern liminal personality and a biracial woman poised to flow into and out of racial determinates and categories, and free to create her own spaces in which to be her biracial, and perhaps bisexual, self. Clare can perform race, perhaps because the social roles ascribed to race are so pat, so fixed, and so simplistic. Clare’s face, according to Irene, is an “ivory mask”; as Ralph Ellison explains in “Change the Joke, Slip the Yoke” (Shadow and Act, 1964), the mask is a performance of blackness and whiteness: “When a white man steps behind the mask of the trickster his freedom is circumscribed by the fear that he is not simply miming a personification . . . but that he will become in fact that which he intends only to symbolize.” Masking is, as Ellison observes, “a play upon possibility and ours is a society in which possibilities are many. When American life is most American it is apt to be most theatrical.” Clare’s “ivory mask” may signify that which she has in fact become.
Race loyalty veils the contours of the symbiotic relationship between Irene and Clare, and causes Irene’s despair because she cannot change her “instinctive loyalty to race,” cannot “separate individuals, herself from Clare Kendry.” Irene’s attitudes toward passing are complex. Despite her own casual acts of passing, she resents those individuals, like Clare, who would pass and leave the race; yet she admires the nerve that it takes to pass for white and feels obligated to protect the individual who is passing. Irene believes that Clare’s reasons for passing are tied to survival and economic pressures, exacerbated by her femaleness, which would have handicapped her efforts to become self-supportive.
On the surface, Clare Kendry chooses to pass out of her desire for escape from the drudgery of cleaning for her ultra-religious and devoutly racist white aunts, who are described in terms of their complicity with scientific and religious racists, such as Lothrop Stoddard in The Rising Tides of Color Against White World-Supremacy (1920) and The Revolt Against Civilization: The Menace of the Under Man (1923), Charles Conant Josey in The Race and National Solidarity (1923), and others in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who advanced theories of black inferiority, including as is suggested in Passing the notion of innate negative traits and racial characteristics that could imperil the larger society. Clare’s motive is both social and economic, but it is also a desire to play a joke upon her aunts, whose connection to discourses on the racial inferiority of blacks is clearly reason enough for Irene not to fault her friend’s decision. The options for a janitor’s daughter are so limited that many of their friends in Chicago believe, after seeing Clare in smart clothes and in expensive places, that she has prostituted her body to get what she wants. In fact, her skin color and blonde hair have become the commodities that enabled her mobility, her entrance into the marriage market, and her marriage to a wealthy white man. Yet Clare refuses to be culturally disinherited, and her refusal strips the mask from Irene’s anxiety.
For Irene appearances have replaced anything substantive in her marriage, her uplift work, and even her relational roles. Irene feels “a sense of aloneness, in her adherence to her own class and kind; not merely in the great thing of marriage, but in the whole pattern of her life.” Like Clare’s detachment, Irene’s aloneness signifies her lack of connection—the seepage of her markers of identity and the melding of her linkages to race, class, and sexuality.
Clare mirrors Irene’s repressed desires: “[I]n the look she gave Irene, there was something groping, hopeless, and yet so absolutely determined that it was like an image of the futile searching and the firm resolution in Irene’s own soul.” This very doubling or twinning of the two women causes Irene’s unease because she begins to replicate and repeat the suppressed emotions that Clare has configured, particularly the anger so often denied women in patriarchal societies: “Rage boiled up in her.” Clare’s existence is an argument against absolutes, certainty, and permanence, precisely the ideologies and values that Irene cannot live without.
A complicated aspect of Irene’s conjuring up of her childhood friend who escapes the restrictions of white racism and black excessive propriety is Irene’s desire to be white. The satisfaction and pleasure she takes in gazing upon Clare is comparable to the emotions she experiences on the rooftop of the Drayton Hotel when she passes for white. By depicting a character who is a “race” woman, someone working for racial uplift through the Negro Welfare League, Nella Larsen explores the problematic attraction to whiteness on the parts of those individuals in what Du Bois identified as “the talented tenth” of the race, who, while manifesting pride in their racial heritage, attempt to whitewash themselves. The desire to be white is a persistent response to racism.
Early in her career as a stand-up comic, Whoopi Goldberg had in her repertoire of characters a little black girl who pretended she was white by tying a pillowcase to her head and tossing it like wind-blown, blond hair. Goldberg’s comedic performance made black audiences uncomfortable because of their recognition of themselves in the little girl, a recognition of their own participation in play-acting white and denying their own blackness. The performance of whiteness is one response to the deformation of black selfhood and self worth.
Irene’s own attraction to whiteness takes the form of her adoption of white values, standards of beauty, and behavior. In a sense, it is an attraction to all that is denied the racialized black person. The logical extension of Irene’s black bourgeois lifestyle and ideology, which though she satirizes it Larsen does not entirely condemn, concludes in an elevation of Clare’s whiteness—blond, pale, ivory—to the level of icon. As icon, Clare functions as an object of Irene’s gaze, rather than as subject, a factor perhaps accounting for Clare’s passivity.
The linkage between sex and race forms the spine of Larsen’s narrative. Within the black middle class, depicted in Passing as a group of mainly light-skinned individuals with various approximations of whiteness, sex has been rigidly excluded from its expressive modes. Irene well understands “the petty restrictions and distinctions with which what called itself Negro society chose to hedge itself about. . . .” Any break from its carefully determined boundaries and the result would be “endless explanations,” “the curiosity, and the talk, and the lifted eyebrows,” all leading to a notoriety and a threat of exclusion. For such individuals sexual expression is a controlled substance. Sex between individuals similar in skin tone, facial features, and hair texture maintains the visual difference of a black middle class approximating whites. For Irene’s darker-skinned husband sex is a “grand joke, the greatest in the world”; for Irene it is dangerous, threatening to disrupt the carefully composed lives of her sons, husband, and herself; for Clare and Gertrude, it is the source of “terror” because it can result in a pregnancy and subsequently in the birth of a dark child which would expose all these mothers wish to erase about themselves.
To maintain the colors of similarity to the white majority population, this black middle class avoids intimate contact with the dark masses of African Americans. Larsen, for instance, positions three dark-skinned women as servants who would hold no sexual attraction for men of the middle class; Liza (“ebony face[d]”), Zulena (“a Mahogany-coloured creature”), and Sadie (by implication and name also dark-skinned, though undescribed by color) are subservient props, linked by color, names, and class to the black folk masses. Ironically enough, at the same time, it is the dark color of a Liza, Zulena, or Sadie, or a Ralph Hazelton from the black middle class that compels interracial sexual attractions and unions. Larsen exposes this irony of race interaction at a Negro Welfare League dance where light-skinned individuals seek dark-skinned dance partners and vice versa. Hugh Wentworth, a white novelist at the dance, observes of white women, including his wife: “They’re always raving about the good looks of some Negro, preferably an unusually dark one.” To Wentworth’s question about whether Irene thinks dark Ralph Hazelton is “ravishingly beautiful,” Irene responds:
I do not! And I don’t think the others do either. Not honestly, I mean. I think that what they feel is . . . a kind of emotional excitement. . . . the sort of thing you feel in the presence of something strange, and even, perhaps a bit repugnant to you; something so different that it’s really at the opposite end of the pole from all your accustomed notions of beauty. [p. ref]


In her response Irene attempts to explain sexual attraction according to her logic and the often denied ideology of “opposites attract” that she observes within her culture. She conceptualizes skin color as a facet of sexual transgression and eroticism, yet she rejects dark skin as a signifier of beauty within her modern milieu.
 
Novels of passing in the 1920s, such as Larsen’s, Jessie Fauset’s Plum Bun, and Walter White’s Flight, differ from those in the nineteenth century because they allowed for more than two options for passers. Unlike the earlier novels, which depicted poor, uneducated blacks as socially and culturally different from whites with only a small group of free blacks and a smaller group of educated blacks as their examples of freedom from the condition of enslavement, they conceived of a large class of blacks who move in to modern, urban spaces, are well-educated, well-dressed, well-spoken, and have become like whites in their work, class position, culture, education, socialization, and so forth.
Larsen’s text also suggests a problem with novels of passing by contemporary white authors, such as Fannie Hurst’s Imitation of Life. The black characters they create have no choices within a black community. To remain black for them is to be a maid, washerwoman, or menial laborer of some sort, and not have access to white-collar jobs or higher education. Black existence is synonymous with Jim Crow subservience and menial work. The authors seem to have no conception of the existence of a growing black middle class. Cognizance of that class would radically alter the premise of several novels about passing written by whites, though perhaps not necessarily the passer’s negative conception of blackness, gathered from the treatment of blacks in a segregated and unequal world. In part, though she critiques the black middle class for its narrowness, Larsen represents that class and its formation as comparable to a white middle class and different from the black masses. Because of the existence of that class as depicted in Larsen’s Passing, as well as in her earlier novel Quicksand, a Clare Kendry could conceivably return to her race. Though she might not have the wealth of an international banking agent like her husband John Bellew, she would not have to be consigned to the status of a janitor, as was her father.
Although it is possible to argue with Larsen’s representation of class stratification, it is evident that her conception of the spaces occupied by blacks after World War I takes into account the measurable difference in class position and spatial location that fifty years made for a group of people no longer consigned to slavery. In fact, as Charles S. Johnson maintained in “The New Frontage on American Life,” an essay published in TheNew Negro anthology (1925), “In ten years [between 1915 and 1925], Negroes have been actually transplanted from one culture to another,” and the result Johnson believed was evident: “A new type of Negro is evolving—a city Negro.” Coincidentally, in this same period from 1915 to 1925, with the movement of blacks from rural areas in which they were known entities and into the more fluid population of cities, more blacks than ever before passed into white society.
Since Brown v. Board of Education, the 1954 Supreme Court decision that in effect overturned the Plessy v. Ferguson decision by striking down the legality of “separate but equal” in segregated school systems, passing may appear to be a dated emblem of change or transition, an emblem of decreasing urgency and frequency in a new modern context. Passing, however, has survived as a practice, though the politics of why passers cross the lines separating them from their desired aspects of the social strata is less easy to decipher in the wake of the civil rights movement of the 1960s and the women’s movement of the 1970s, which led to changes in the legal system and in the glaring discriminatory practices previously sanctioned. Several recent public revelations of racial passing have revived interest in and speculation about its motives and consequences.
In 1990, it was revealed that no less than a well-known, erudite book reviewer for the New York Times, Anatole Broyard, was actually born black on July 16, 1920 in New Orleans, Louisiana, and became a passer in New York intellectual circles in the 1940s. “Over the years, he became a virtuoso of ambiguity and equivocation,” writes Henry Louis Gates, Jr., in “White Like Me” (The New Yorker, June 17, 1996), which details the cultured and worldly Broyard’s complicated relationship to racial identity. In the 1960s and 1970s, Broyard emerged as one of the most recognizable critics writing for the Times; the recognition, however, did not include his race. Broyard wanted to be a writer, but not a Colored or Negro or Black writer; just as Countée Cullen, another black New York intellectual, tried to be a poet, not a Negro poet, during the heyday of the Harlem Renaissance. Unlike Cullen whose racial identity remained firmly fixed, Broyard not only passed for nearly fifty years—most of his adult life—but also was often overtly anti-black in his sentiments and conversation. His wife, Alexandra (Sandy) Nelson Broyard, who is white and a therapist, knew of his racial identity, but could not convince him to tell their two children. In 1989, Broyard retired from the New York Times; he was sixty-nine years old, yet still unable to be truthful with his two children, who were then out of college and ignorant of their father’s, and their own, racial heritage. Ten days before Broyard died in September 1990, his wife finally revealed his secret to their offspring.
In his memoir, Kafka Was the Rage, Broyard wrote, “I had a literature rather than a personality, a set of fictions about myself.” He apparently both hid and revealed his black identity throughout his career as a journalist, yet never publicly acknowledged the rumors that challenged his identification as a white person. Broyard adopted an ironic attitude toward himself and issues of race, but his ironic self-presentation somehow also underscored the ambiguity of his racial identity, precisely because he “lived in a world where race had, indeed, become a trope for indelibility, for permanence,” as Gates puts it.
In the 1990s, several life stories have exposed the cost to individuals, families, communities, and by extension the larger nation, of the persistence of strict racial divisions and the obsession with impermeable racial boundaries. In one such account, Life on the Color Line: The True Story of a White Boy Who Discovered He Was Black (1994), Gregory Williams tells how he came to learn of his racial background when he was ten years old. On January 25, 1954, he boarded a Greyhound bus in Fairfax County, Virginia, as a white boy, but when he reached his destination, Muncie, Indiana, he was black. His father, James Anthony William, who was born in 1914, had left Muncie after graduating from high school to attend Howard University. In the early 1930s, after less than a year of living in segregated Washington, D.C., “Tony” Williams decided to pass as white, though one of his professors, Alain Locke, a major participant in the cultural and social work of the Harlem Renaissance, tried to convince him that he could achieve his ambitions as a black person. Williams indeed passed as Italian or Greek, married a white woman from Muncie, and ran the Open House Cafe, in Northern Virginia near Mount Vernon. By the 1940s, he had become a successful white businessman, but he also began to drink and turn violent against his wife, who eventually left him, taking their two youngest children, a boy and a girl. Soon Williams lost everything and in 1954 made the decision to return to Muncie’s black community with his two remaining sons, Mike and Gregory.
As an adult who triumphed over rejection, discrimination, and poverty and became a law professor, Gregory Williams felt compelled to write his personal and social history of becoming black, of being taken in by a black foster mother, and of sustaining a black racial identity despite his white appearance. Though he no longer has expectations of a reunion with his mother, his maternal family, or his white younger siblings, he envisions his narrative as liberating for himself and inspirational for anyone attempting to make sense of the vagaries of race in American society.
In an equally remarkable book, The Sweeter the Juice: A Family Memoir in Black and White (1994), Shirlee Taylor Haizlip recounts the story of her light-skinned mother’s abandonment when her father and siblings vanished over the color line in 1916. She reunites her mother, Margaret Morris, with her one surviving white sibling, Grace Morris Cramer, after seventy years on different sides of the racial and class divide. (Margaret is solidly middle class and lives a comfortable life in Connecticut; Grace lives in a trailer park in California.) Ironically, a photograph commemorating the reunion of the sisters in 1992 shows two nearly identical faces with barely a trace of difference in skin color. Nevertheless, as Haizlip concludes after meeting and becoming acquainted with the missing half of her mother’s family: “I began the search for my mother’s family believing that I was looking for black people ‘passing for white.’ And they did indeed pass. But what I ultimately found, I realized, were black people who had become white.”
Shirlee Taylor Haizlip and Gregory Williams narrate passing as more than a discourse on race. They underscore the material reality of racism and its destructive impact on children, in particular. It is just as possible, according to these narratives, for individuals not simply to pass as white but to become white, as in the case Haizlip presents of the Morris family, as it is to become black, as Williams reveals about himself and his brother.
Perhaps this point permeates Nella Larsen’s interrogation of racial fixity in Passing. Perhaps it was her own experiential reality that led her to a modern conception of race as socially constructed, as “an unstable and ‘decentered’ complex of social meaning constantly being transformed,” as Michael Omi and Howard Winant state in Racial Formation in the United States (1994). Such views seem consistent with someone for whom “modern” was more than a word. Her self-presentation and personal style were flapper-mod. On the eve of the publication of Passing in April 1929, a news journalist described Larsen as “a modern woman, for she smokes, wears her dresses short, does not believe in religion, churches and the like.” Larsen flaunted her break with tradition in her behavior, values, appearance, and particularly in her verbal and written expression. Indeed, she was very much a person who cut herself loose from the anchors of the past, freed herself during Harlem’s heyday to be fully in tune with her times. She applauded what she termed “writing as if [one] didn’t absolutely despise the age in which [one] lives,” because, as she observed, “surely it is more interesting to belong to one’s own time, to share its peculiar vision.” More so than any of her contemporary artists of the Harlem Renaissance, Larsen lived in the modern moment and refused to be held captive to the past—perhaps with good reason.
 
At her birth, April 13, 1891, in Chicago, Nella Larsen was marked with the name “Nellie Walker” and the racial designation “Colored.” She would eclipse any visible trace of “Nellie Walker” when, as a teenager making her own way in the world, she fashioned herself into Nella Larsen. She self-identified with the progress emblematic of the Chicago World Columbian Exposition, commemorating the European arrival in the New World, by adopting 1893, the year of the exposition, as her birth year and by claiming her Danish heritage. She could not erase, however, the tangible sign of her racial designation: the brown skin that from her earliest years in Chicago had separated her from her family—her mother who was from Denmark and her father who was from the Danish Virgin Islands. The 1890s, the decade of her birth, marked one of the lowest periods for race relations in the United States, because most of the gains in access to rights and protection as citizens made by African Americans following Emancipation and the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the Constitution were eroded by Jim Crow codes and discriminatory practices in areas directly affecting education, employment, transportation, housing, and voting. In this period of racial tensions, Nella Larsen’s immigrant parents produced a visibly brown child and at the same time sought for themselves a better life. Her parents chose to cross the color line as a family unit when only menial work was available to the patriarch as a man of color. She became the lone “colored” person in a family that had refashioned itself, consciously changed its name, erased its racial past, and, with the disappearance of that past, obscured familial ties to the dark child in its midst. Separated by traces of racial difference from her parents and her only sibling, Larsen found her very existence linked her to the ongoing problem of race in America. Her painful responses to race were assuaged by the new scientific work of her husband, research physicist Elmer Imes.
Elmer Samuel Imes was a pioneer in the field of infrared spectroscopy, but his work on the quantum theory and relativity gave Larsen access to the implications of the new science for understanding human relationships and to theories on the randomness of human experience. Aware of contemporary efforts in science and literature to understand human psychology and personality, especially theoretical conceptions about the relative value of both experience and events, she used the implications of the new science, along with her own personal and social history, to emphasize the present and future, to privilege social evolutionism, and to allow for change, mobility, and transmutation. She understood racial identity, thus, not merely as performative but as fluid, transformative, and evolutionary.
Passing is, like Quicksand, a fiction of the modern color line and an interrogation of how black Americans accommodated their lives to segregation even while pushing the boundaries of urban, middle-class life. Her writing identified Larsen with modernism and experimental writers: Sherwood Anderson, Joseph Hergesheimer, Carl Van Vechten, and Gertrude Stein. Larsen was familiar with not only the latest novels by her contemporaries, but also those by leading European modernists: “I have been recently reading Huysmans, Conrad, Proust, and Thomas Mann,” she told Charles S. Johnson, the editor of Opportunity, in a revealing letter defending “the rebellious, modern Mimi,” as she termed the central figure in Walter White’s Flight (1926). She elucidated her position: “To my mind, warped as I have confessed by the Europeans and the American moderns, ‘Flight’ is a far superior piece of work than ‘The Fire in the Flint’ [White’s first novel, 1924].” To her list she might well have added Ronald Firbank and, in particular, James Joyce, whose Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and Dubliners she had read with enthusiasm, and whose Ulysses she had cajoled a friend traveling in France to bring her as a gift during the summer of 1926.
Larsen became committed to modernist authors and texts while training as a librarian at the Library School of the New York Public Library (1922–23) and working at the 135th Street branch library (1923–26), where “New Negro” writers, such as James Weldon Johnson, Jessie Fauset, W. E. B. Du Bois, Gwendolyn Bennet, Countée Cullen, Langston Hughes, and many others gathered for readings. She associated with a number of the Harlem Renaissance artists, particularly Rudolph Fisher, Aaron Douglas, Arna Bontemps, and Wallace Thurman, whom she joined in forming Jean Toomer’s Harlem group for lectures on Gurdjieffian philosophy, spirituality, and self-knowledge.
By the end of the 1920s, Larsen’s psychological approach to cultural conflict and racial construction in Quicksand had initiated a more sophisticated level of discourse on race matters. Passing sustained these new directions and extended the ironic stance toward modern racial and gender consciousness. Attracted by disposition and temperament to high camp, satiric theatricality, and ironic performance for deflating social conventions and their often debilitating effects upon women, Larsen had an exuberant sense of the possibilities awaiting fictional exploration. “What things there are to write, if one can only write them. . . . gay moods and shivering hesitations, all presented in an intensely restrained and civilized manner, and underneath the ironic survival of a much more primitive mood,” she wrote in 1925 to Carl Van Vechten, whose books from Peter Whiffle (1922) to Spider Boy (1928) she admired.
However, Larsen depicted the difficulties facing the twentieth-century woman of color, an unclear solution to biraciality and hybridity in a culture privileging whites over blacks and the denial of existing racial mixing with an unrelenting bleakness about the physical and psychological condition of racialized women in modern society. More pessimistic than Jessie Fauset or earlier black women novelists, such as Frances Harper, about the work of uplift as a manifestation of the racialized female’s role in society, Larsen concludes her novels without illusions about emancipatory strategies or future possibilities for women. Resistant to conventional definitions of the place of women in society and the role of race in identity, she had no peer among Harlem Renaissance writers in the kinds of questions she posed in her novels.
On the basis of “her honest and logical presentation of modern problems, her keen insight into human motives, particularly her gift for interpreting feminine psychology,” Larsen was nominated for a Harmon Award for Distinguished Achievement Among Negroes in 1928, and she received a bronze medal in 1929. The language of the recommendation, written by her friend Dorothy Peterson, who was a modern languages teacher, seems relevant even today. That estimation of her skill in handling the psychology of women, particularly the psychological depths charted in her subtexts, is precisely what has attracted a growing number of contemporary cultural and feminist theorists, such as Mary Helen Washington, Deborah McDowell, Hortense Spillers, Hazel Carby, Lauren Berlant, Helena Michie, Judith Butler, and David Van Leer, all of whom have recognized Larsen’s skillful discourses on desire and repression.
Passing especially has generated fresh interpretations, because although within the cultural history of the United States “passing” initially signified a racial context, in the late twentieth century “to pass” has come into common usage as a general descriptive verb indicative of masking or disguising any aspect of identity, such as class, ethnicity, religion, or sexuality, implying as well an unmasking or exposing of one viable construction of a cultural identity, particularly gay or lesbian sexuality.
Passing represents a measure of the achievement of the Harlem Renaissance in seizing control of racial representation and countering racial stereotypes. In it, Larsen redefined the black urban novel as equally a woman’s textual space, as a woman’s genre reclaimed from night life and set loose in all its possibilities. Critics reviewing Passing in 1929 did not mistake its central figures for tragic mulatto heroines. Instead they saw the novel as new and thoroughly modern. In fact, although Clare Kendry dies in the end, it is difficult to read her death neatly as punishment for passing or as a commentary on biraciality.
Her death by going out an open window is so open to speculation and interpretation that it recalls the modernist implications of passing as a thematic. “The thematic elements of passing—fragmentation, alienation, liminality, self-fashioning—[that] echo the great themes of modernism,” as Henry Louis Gates, Jr., has observed, are also central concerns in Larsen’s text. Were it not for the view of Clare’s body that Larsen gives us at the end, one might be tempted to read her disappearance out the window not as death but as an escape into a new life. Death by going out an open window coincidentally forms the resolution of Larsen’s short story “Freedom,” one of two she published under the pseudonym “Allen Semi” in 1926 at the start of her writing career. The contested interpretations of the ending of Passing (Does Clare fall or jump, or does Irene push her out the window?) and the questions surrounding the dropped final paragraph (Should the novel end with “Then everything was dark” or “ ‘Let’s go up and have another look at the window’ ”?) cloud and destabilize any but the most open reading of the conclusion and what happened when Clare goes out the window.
The period following the publication of Passing was filled with mixed blessings for Nella Larsen. On the basis of the quality of Quicksand, she won the Harmon Foundation’s 1929 Bronze Medal for Achievement in Literature. A year later, at the start of the Depression, she received a John Simon Guggenheim Fellowship, the first granted to a black woman in creative writing. Before beginning her fellowship tenure in Spain, Larsen was accused of plagiarizing “Sanctuary” (1930), a short story published in Forum magazine under her own name. While the magazine’s editors accepted her explanation of coincidence rather than plagiarism, many among her New Negro associates did not. Their doubts about her character and honesty in laying claim to someone else’s intellectual property coincided with her discovery of her husband’s unfaithfulness. These disruptions in Larsen’s personal and professional life undermined her ability to work in Spain and France on one novel about racial freedom and another about her husband’s infidelity.
Upon her return to the United States in 1932, the reversals in her material condition persisted and replicated the downward spirals in personal fortune commonplace during the Depression: a difficult, highly publicized divorce (1933); an inability to have her third novel accepted for publication; a failure of a partnership to produce collaborative novels; and a perceived loss of social status in her return to nursing. At the end of the 1930s, Larsen was no longer writing. By 1941, when her former husband died, she had disappeared into urban anonymity and severed social connections to New York’s black and white artistic community. Working once again as a nurse and nursing supervisor, she remained affiliated with New York hospitals until March 1964, when she died alone in her Manhattan apartment.
Since her death, Nella Larsen’s ranking as a writer within the Harlem Renaissance has escalated. She has emerged as the premiere novelist of the New Negro movement, particularly when compared to the first wave of novelists: Walter White, Jessie Fauset, Rudolph Fisher, Claude McKay, and Wallace Thurman. Increasingly, she has been celebrated for the compelling, modern fiction she produced in Quicksand and Passing. Passing, in particular, is now taking its place as a major text of American modernism, a confirmation of its power acknowledged in the positive 1929 critical reviews that appeared in the New York Times Book Review, Opportunity, the Saturday Review of Literature, Crisis, and the London Times Literary Supplement.
The present fin de siècle marks both the centennial of Larsen’s birth and the return of her novels to a visibility even greater than they had attained in the 1920s. Because visibility was such an overt concern in her writing, it seems a fitting tribute to an author whose moment has finally come.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT
 
The text of this edition is based on the first edition, first printing of Passing, which was published by Alfred A. Knopf in 1929. The first printing of the first edition included a brief final paragraph that was dropped in the third printing of the novel: “Centuries after, she heard the strange man saying: ‘Death by misadventure, I’m inclined to believe. Let’s go up and have another look at that window.’ ” Although it is possible that the revised ending conformed to the author’s sense of her novel, there is no indication that Nella Larsen herself recommended, sought, or approved the excision of the final paragraph. The text of this edition, therefore, follows the original Knopf first printing.
With the exception of a few minor typographical errors, which have been silently corrected, the original punctuation, spelling, and division of words, such as “kerb,” “favourite,” “for ever,” and “week end,” have been retained throughout this text.

PASSING

FOR
Carl Van Vechten1
AND
Fania Marinoff2

One three centuries removed
From the scenes his fathers loved,
Spicy grove, cinnamon tree,
What is Africa to me?1
 
—COUNTÉE CULLEN2

PART ONE


ENCOUNTER

ONE
 
It was the last letter in Irene Redfield’s little pile of morning mail. After her other ordinary and clearly directed letters the long envelope of thin Italian paper with its almost illegible scrawl seemed out of place and alien. And there was, too, something mysterious and slightly furtive about it. A thin sly thing which bore no return address to betray the sender. Not that she hadn’t immediately known who its sender was. Some two years ago she had one very like it in outward appearance. Furtive, but yet in some peculiar, determined way a little flaunting. Purple ink. Foreign paper of extraordinary size.
It had been, Irene noted, postmarked in New York the day before. Her brows came together in a tiny frown. The frown, however, was more from perplexity than from annoyance; though there was in her thoughts an element of both. She was wholly unable to comprehend such an attitude towards danger as she was sure the letter’s contents would reveal; and she disliked the idea of opening and reading it.
This, she reflected, was of a piece with all that she knew of Clare Kendry. Stepping always on the edge of danger. Always aware, but not drawing back or turning aside. Certainly not because of any alarms or feeling of outrage on the part of others.
And for a swift moment Irene Redfield seemed to see a pale small girl sitting on a ragged blue sofa, sewing pieces of bright red cloth together, while her drunken father, a tall, powerfully built man, raged threateningly up and down the shabby room, bellowing curses and making spasmodic lunges at her which were not the less frightening because they were, for the most part, ineffectual. Sometimes he did manage to reach her. But only the fact that the child had edged herself and her poor sewing over to the farthermost corner of the sofa suggested that she was in any way perturbed by this menace to herself and her work.
Clare had known well enough that it was unsafe to take a portion of the dollar that was her weekly wage for the doing of many errands for the dressmaker who lived on the top floor of the building of which Bob Kendry was janitor. But that knowledge had not deterred her. She wanted to go to her Sunday school’s picnic, and she had made up her mind to wear a new dress. So, in spite of certain unpleasantness and possible danger, she had taken the money to buy the material for that pathetic little red frock.
There had been, even in those days, nothing sacrificial in Clare Kendry’s idea of life, no allegiance beyond her own immediate desire. She was selfish, and cold, and hard. And yet she had, too, a strange capacity of transforming warmth and passion, verging sometimes almost on theatrical heroics.
Irene, who was a year or more older than Clare, remembered the day that Bob Kendry had been brought home dead, killed in a silly saloon-fight. Clare, who was at that time a scant fifteen years old, had just stood there with her lips pressed together, her thin arms folded across her narrow chest, staring down at the familiar pasty-white face of her parent with a sort of disdain in her slanting black eyes. For a very long time she had stood like that, silent and staring. Then, quite suddenly, she had given way to a torrent of weeping, swaying her thin body, tearing at her bright hair, and stamping her small feet. The outburst had ceased as suddenly as it had begun. She glanced quickly about the bare room, taking everyone in, even the two policemen, in a sharp look of flashing scorn. And, in the next instant, she had turned and vanished through the door.
Seen across the long stretch of years, the thing had more the appearance of an outpouring of pent-up fury than of an overflow of grief for her dead father; though she had been, Irene admitted, fond enough of him in her own rather catlike way.
Catlike. Certainly that was the word which best described Clare Kendry, if any single word could describe her. Sometimes she was hard and apparently without feeling at all; sometimes she was affectionate and rashly impulsive. And there was about her an amazing soft malice, hidden well away until provoked. Then she was capable of scratching, and very effectively too. Or, driven to anger, she would fight with a ferocity and impetuousness that disregarded or forgot any danger; superior strength, numbers, or other unfavourable circumstances. How savagely she had clawed those boys the day they had hooted her parent and sung a derisive rhyme, of their own composing, which pointed out certain eccentricities in his careening gait! And how deliberately she had—
Irene brought her thoughts back to the present, to the letter from Clare Kendry that she still held unopened in her hand. With a little feeling of apprehension, she very slowly cut the envelope, drew out the folded sheets, spread them, and began to read.
It was, she saw at once, what she had expected since learning from the postmark that Clare was in the city. An extravagantly phrased wish to see her again. Well, she needn’t and wouldn’t, Irene told herself, accede to that. Nor would she assist Clare to realize her foolish desire to return for a moment to that life which long ago, and of her own choice, she had left behind her.
She ran through the letter, puzzling out, as best she could, the carelessly formed words or making instinctive guesses at them.
“. . . For I am lonely, so lonely . . . cannot help longing to be with you again, as I have never longed for anything before; and I have wanted many things in my life. . . . You can’t know how in this pale life of mine I am all the time seeing the bright pictures of that other that I once thought I was glad to be free of. . . . It’s like an ache, a pain that never ceases. . . .” Sheets upon thin sheets of it. And ending finally with, “and it’s your fault, ’Rene dear. At least partly. For I wouldn’t now, perhaps, have this terrible, this wild desire if I hadn’t seen you that time in Chicago. . . .”
Brilliant red patches flamed in Irene Redfield’s warm olive cheeks.
“That time in Chicago.” The words stood out from among the many paragraphs of other words, bringing with them a clear, sharp remembrance, in which even now, after two years, humiliation, resentment, and rage were mingled.
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Nella Larsen, one of the most acclaimed and influential writers of the Harlem Renaissance, was born Nellie Walker on April 13, 1891, in Chicago. In the 1910s she came to New York, where she worked as a nurse and as a librarian, and in 1919 she married a research physicist. She began publishing stories in the mid-1920s and published her first novel, Quicksand, in 1928. Passing came out the following year. Larsen was awarded a William E. Harmon Bronze Award for Distinguished Achievement Among Negroes and a Guggenheim fellowship. Encountering personal and professional struggles, she was unable to have her third novel accepted for publication and by the end of the 1930s had stopped writing altogether. She worked full time as a nurse until her death in 1964.
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