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For Carl Van Vechten and Fania Marinoff









One three centuries removed


From the scenes his fathers loved,


Spicy grove, cinnamon tree,


What is Africa to me?


—Countée Cullen







Introduction


CHRISTA HOLM VOGELIUS



Nella Larsen dedicated Passing (1929) to her close friend Carl Van Vechten and his wife Fania Marinoff, influential white patrons of the Harlem Renaissance, the so-called New Negro Movement that centred on the rich cultural milieu of New York in the 1920s. In 1926, Van Vechten, himself a writer, had published his novel Nigger Heaven, a bestselling but controversial paean to the ‘great black walled city’ of Harlem that, depending on readers’ perspectives, either exploited or celebrated Harlem’s arts and night life. When Larsen first sent her manuscript to their mutual publisher, Alfred A. Knopf, it bore the title ‘Nig’ in reference to Van Vechten’s text, and reprinted the same Countée Cullen lines that Van Vechten had used as an epigraph to his own text.


Embedded though it is in these internal literary conversations, Larsen’s novel still resonates today. First-time readers may not recognize Van Vechten in the character of Hugh Wentworth, but they see, through this figure, the tense interactions between races in this era of both cultural pride and egregious discrimination. And even lacking the context for the Cullen citation, its final lines, ‘Spicy grove, cinnamon tree, / What is Africa to me?’, speak clearly to the exoticized distance of heritage in the modern, mixed world. Although ostensibly about two divided worlds, Passing dwells unquestionably in this mixed space, and it is this existence between categories that makes Larsen’s work feel so freshly contemporary, and so enduringly transgressive.


When the book came out in 1929, just a year after the release of Larsen’s only other published novel, Quicksand, it was received as a nuanced depiction of the allures and perils of racial passing in a strictly segregated United States, where whiteness offered both obvious social and economic advantages. It earned Larsen the honour of becoming the first African-American female creative writer to win a Guggenheim Fellowship, in 1930, and solidified her place in the developing canon of the Harlem Renaissance and American modernism. In more recent years, critics have also emphasized the role of gender and sexuality in her work, and, following writer and historian Paul Gilroy’s gesture toward her Danish and West Indian background in The Black Atlantic (1993), the transnational scope of her texts.


Biographers and critics have long noted the parallels between Larsen’s life and work. The protagonist of Quicksand, Helga Crane, is, like Larsen herself, the daughter of a Danish immigrant mother and a black father. Helga’s circuits through an upbringing among white relatives in Chicago, an education at African-American institutions in the South, an adulthood in New York, and sojourns in Denmark echo Larsen’s own migrations. Passing, like Quicksand, follows mixed-race characters in their navigations of a segregated social sphere. There are echoes of Larsen’s life in both of her main protagonists, from Irene’s access to social privilege and friendship with the writer Hugh Wentworth, to Clare’s elegance and navigation between black and white worlds.


Historical anxieties about the line between racial appearance and essence offer a backdrop to the storyline of two light-skinned women living on opposite sides of the colourline. American racial politics in the 1920s and 30s were shaped in part by the landmark 1896 Supreme Court decision of Plessy v. Ferguson, which maintained the constitutionality of the racial segregation of public facilities, and hinged centrally on the binary between black and white. The case began as a local Louisiana trial against Homer A. Plessy, a light-skinned man who was evicted from a ‘whites only’ railroad car on the basis of the 1890 Louisiana Separate Car Act requiring separate accommodations for whites and blacks. A citizens’ advocacy group chose Plessy to challenge the act on the basis of his white appearance, which they hoped would garner more sympathy in the courtroom; the railroad company enforced the law only because they had been informed of Plessy’s one-eighths black ancestry. When the case reached the Supreme Court, its almost unanimous decision against Plessy upheld not just the constitutionality of the ‘separate but equal’ doctrine, but also implicitly supported the ‘one drop rule’, the law passed in some states defining blackness as possessing any fraction of black ancestry. Following Plessy, legal cases concerning racial appearance and heritage continued to garner widespread attention. In 1925, for instance, the New York socialite Kip Rhinelander attempted to annul his brief marriage on the basis of discovering his wife’s mixed racial background. The unsuccessful lawsuit, which Passing references directly, produced more media frenzy than real social repercussions, but was a high-profile locus for the era’s anxieties around passing in its most intimate forms.


In literary historical terms, Passing also contributes to twentieth-century updates to the so-called tragic mulatto figure. This character had its roots in nineteenth-century abolitionist fiction, where light-skinned mixed-race characters humanized the tragedies of slavery to white readers, sometimes through an apparently white character discovering their mixed heritage. At their most progressive such narratives highlighted the arbitrariness of racial categories in a complex social sphere, but did so always through a character whose white appearance provided their primary sentimental appeal. Twentieth-century iterations of the figure, especially those by black authors such as James Weldon Johnson’s The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912), often emphasized the psychological costs of light-skinned characters choosing to pass for white.


Larsen’s characters both conform to and wilfully distort the expectations of this genre. The novel arguably culminates in tragedy for both of the mixed-race women at the centre of the plot. But the focus of Larsen’s narrative is not on the inevitability of this tragedy or on the psychological strain that follows from lack of racial identification, as in so many nineteenth- and twentieth-century iterations of this genre. Rather, explicit forms of passing in Larsen’s novel highlight the choices that all characters, black or white, make in positioning themselves in relation to racial categories.


Racial choice clearly structures the lives of Irene and Clare, childhood friends with radically different adult lives. Irene, the character whose perspective the limited third-person narration most closely follows, has moved from her childhood home in Chicago to New York, where she is a part of an educated and privileged Harlem cultural set. The choices that she has made, particularly her marriage to a darker-skinned doctor, cement her place within this community, where racial pride is an ideological cornerstone. Clare, on the other hand, was raised after her early childhood by white aunts who cut her ties to the black community, and has since her young adulthood passed as white, going on to marry a bigoted white banker. Though the choice to pass was not initially her own, it is one that she embraces for its economic and social advantages in spite of her increasing loneliness for, as she says, ‘my own people.’


Irene and Clare’s divergent paths draw attention to the subtler forms of racial choice that define all the novel’s characters. Irene’s husband Brian, for instance, is dark-skinned enough that passing is never an option within the US, but he had in earlier years hoped to move the family to the more racially-fluid Brazil, a desire that Irene adamantly opposed. Irene’s insistent identification as American – ‘she grew from this soil, and she would not be uprooted’ – highlights her own reliance on stricter categories. This reliance has an odd parallel in Clare’s racist husband Jack, who stakes his identity in opposition to blackness, and makes the choice to return from working in South America, which is ‘run over’ by blacks, to New York, ‘the city of the future.’ Meanwhile, his wife’s choice to hide her background undermines both his identity and that of their daughter, contradicting his insistence that there ‘never have been and never will be’ non-whites in his family. In this world of apparently impenetrable racial categories, everyone lives within their own grey zone.


Likewise, Irene and Clare’s contrasting approaches to race couch some important points of overlap. W.E.B. Du Bois, in his 1929 review of the book, emphasizes divergence in his understanding of the ‘the lonesome hedonist Clare’ and the ‘race-conscious Puritan Irene’; early readers were likely to sympathize with the ideals of the latter. One contemporary reviewer bemoaned Clare as ‘out to do everybody’ because of her desire to maintain both the social advantages of the white community and clandestine relations with the black community. But framing only Clare as racially self-serving glosses over Irene’s complexities. The two women, after all, re-encounter one another as adults in the cafe of an exclusive Chicago hotel where both are passing as white in order to be served. Irene’s nonchalance about her own passing deflects, then ultimately emphasizes its transgression. For Irene, as for Clare, contextual whiteness is a choice banal enough not to merit much thought.


But if Irene’s passing stretches the everyday restrictions of race for her own convenience, Clare’s act is more ideologically provocative in its completeness. Nella Larsen’s biographer George Hutchinson argues that while in Quicksand Larsen creates a protagonist who is neither white nor black, in Passing she creates one who is both. Clare’s movement across racial boundaries lacks psychological weight simply because she feels an ownership of both the worlds that she inhabits. This easy ownership makes for a remarkably confident and unconflicted attitude toward the bifurcated life that she has chosen. As she explains to Irene, ‘It’s such a frightfully easy thing to do. If one’s the type, all that’s needed is a little nerve.’ And yet in spite of this uncomplicated psychology, Clare is the book’s most powerful presence. The relative paucity of her dialogue and character development contrasts markedly to her electrifying effect on other characters, particularly Irene.


Clare’s quiet power in the novel lies in her threat to conventional categories. Larsen excels at rich aesthetic descriptions, which in Passing focus almost entirely on Clare. Filtered as they are through the eyes of Irene, these descriptions highlight Irene’s ambiguous attraction to her beautiful friend, and her troubled sense that Clare is ‘almost too attractive’, even her beauty pushing against a boundary. The narrator describes Clare in terms of the polished ornament: her skin ‘ivory’; her eyes ‘luminous jewels’; her hair, feet, and presence ‘golden’. But she is far from static, and transgression, in its various forms, is the act that most defines her. She has an intuitive access to the private, and ‘always seemed to know what other people were thinking.’ She does not heed the boundaries of social custom. To arrange a second meeting with Irene, she calls her repeatedly. Later, she writes to her appealingly, and, when Irene doesn’t respond, Clare shows up unannounced, entering her room without knocking, ‘dropp[ing] a kiss on her dark curls.’ And Clare’s personal fluidity extends even to geography, as she seems not to live in any one place, caught between a visit to Chicago, a much longer visit to New York, and an ambiguous residence in Europe described only in the past tense.


The boundaries that Clare pushes in relation to Irene are as much sexual as they are racial, and it is in this sense that she points up the queerness of their everyday lives. Judith Butler, in her reading of the novel, notes that Larsen uses the term ‘queer’ repeatedly to signal ‘a deviation from normalcy’, particularly one that shows ‘the sudden gap in the surface of language.’ In a storyline where passing is accomplished through a failure to speak rather than an outright lie, ‘queer’ gestures toward this unvoiced space, and marks ‘the exposure within language—an exposure that disrupts the repressive surface of language—of both sexuality and race.’ The aunts who forbid Clare from mentioning her race are ‘queer’. The ‘dreadful jokes’ and thoughts about sex that Irene’s son picks up from older boys are ‘queer ideas’. The moment that Irene comes to suspect her husband of having an affair, she cries out, and ‘her voice, she realized, had gone queer.’ And perhaps most significantly, when Irene, in the company of a darker-skinned friend, re-encounters Clare’s husband after Clare had initially introduced her as white, the friend exclaims, ‘Aha! Been “passing,” have you? Well, I’ve queered that.’ In this final instance of the term, as Butler writes, ‘queering is what upsets and exposes passing; it is the act by which the racially and sexually repressive surface of conversation is exploded, by rage, by sexuality, by the insistence on color.’


The novel’s structure plays consistently with such strictures and their explosion. The very form of the text challenges simple binaries through its tripartite division into sections of ‘Encounter’, ‘Re-Encounter’, and ‘Finale’. The ambiguous, devastating conclusion likewise confuses easy oppositions. Throughout the text Clare is a threat to Irene’s stolid middle-class proprieties because, according to Irene’s categorical thinking, her glamour and deviations elevate style over substance. The narrative itself is much looser in its dealing with such classifications and ends not on solid ground, but in the novel’s queerest gap. In dwelling on what is not spoken, and what is not seen, the concluding scene confuses the line between appearance and essence for all of the novel’s characters. The fall from grace of these last moments resists clear definition, but calls into question whether we as readers have ever been on solid footing.


In a turn of life imitating art, such ambiguities and falls haunted Nella Larsen’s own career following the publication of Passing. While her most complicated protagonist Clare faces charges of inauthenticity and self-interest, Larsen encountered similar reproaches in 1930, when her short story ‘Sanctuary’, commissioned for The Forum, was accused of plagiarism. Although W.E.B. Du Bois came to her defence, and her publishers accepted her explanation that the story was a rewriting rather than an imitation of the English writer Sheila Kaye-Smith, the accusation initiated her retreat from literary circles at a time when her personal life and marriage were already unravelling. Around this time Larsen learned that her husband, the African-American physicist Elmer Imes, was having an affair with a white woman, a reality that also echoed plot anxieties in Passing. Larsen used her Guggenheim earnings to travel and write in Europe, returning to New York full-time only in 1933, when her divorce was finalized. Though she lived in close proximity to her former life in Harlem, she did not publish again, and she cut off ties to the literary community, including Van Vechten, to whom she last wrote in 1937. When her alimony ran out with the death of her ex-husband in 1941, she returned to an earlier career in nursing. This turn, and her relative obscurity by the time of her death in 1964, is often represented as a sad undoing of one of the most promising lights of American modernism and the ‘New Negro Movement’. But it is also ample evidence that Larsen was as complex as the characters that she depicted, living uneasily in any one world, even the one that we remember her in today.




PART ONE


ENCOUNTER





1


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.
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