DEBORAH E. MCDOWELL
From [Black Female Sexuality in Passing]t

Until the early 1970s when previously “lost” work by women writers
began to be recovered and reprinted, Nella Larsen was one of several
women writers of the Harlem Renaissance relegated to the back

Pages of that movement’s literary history, a curious fate since‘ her
Career had such an auspicious beginning. Touted as a promising
Witer by blacks and whites alike, Larsen was encouraged by some of
the most influential names on the 1920s arts scene. Walter White,
Metime director of the NAACP, read drafts of Quicksand and urlgeg
asen along to its completion. Carl Van Vechten, popularly credite

uction to Nella Larsen, Quic
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: .nv Harlem Renaissance writers, introd

with _::aa__.“w:_wﬁ_m Knopf, These efforts paid off. Larsen .,._H“m the
novel 3 r.ﬂ. ﬂ_:.:_w::..m: 1928 for Quicksand from the Harmon m__a.H”
HHM_WH:”.,_,..:,: awarded ::_,mnmn&:m. mn__..:wémq:n:ﬁ. by Negroes,
&:..h. ksand was also well received by Hr.n critics. In m.ﬁ review of the
sovel W, E. B. DuBois, for example, E.m.._mwm it as the “best piece of fic.
iion that Negro America has produced m_unm.nrn heyday of Chesnutt™
Passing was equally well received. One reviewer gave the novel high
marks for capturing, as did no other novel of the genre, the psychol-
ogy of racial passing with “consummate art.”? Due largely to the suc-
cess of these first two novels, Larsen won a Guggenheim in 1930—the
first black female creative writer to be so honored—to do research on
4 third novel in Spain and France. That novel was never published.

After the publication of Passing, Larsen published her last piece, a
story entitled “Sanctuary.” The subject of much controversy, many
speculate that the scandal it created helped to send Larsen into
obscurity. Following the publication of the story in 1930 Larsen was
accused of plagiarism. One reader wrote to the editor of the Enmﬁ_ﬂ
about the striking resemblance of Larsen’s story to one by She ;
Kave-Smith. entitled, “Mrs. Adis,” published in the January n_%w:
issue of Century magazine. The editor of The Forum nu:m..wﬂ:ﬁ%
investigation and was finally convinced that the ﬁmm_.:E.w:nm -

; : inci liance with the
the stories was an extraordinary coincidence. In comp £ the way in
editor’s request, Larsen wrote a detailed Eﬁ_uﬁﬁm:nw_ Mm nnn hersell.
which she came by the germ for her story, trying to Eﬂm_-.n“._mﬂ_.ﬁ shock
Despite her editor’s support, Larsen never recovered 2
of the charge.* She disappeared from the literary mﬂnﬂwmwﬂ&
to nursing at Bethel Hospital in Brooklyn where she . ks
her retirement. She died in Brooklyn in _ﬂ.mh..ﬁqmn_n_nw y

Why a career with such auspicious beginnings f i
picious ending has continued to m.m_.ﬁ_mu mE&ﬁﬂE«“H& fragments .
aissance. Many search for answers In mrm sca 3.t
Larsen’s biography, which reveal a delicate m:r.nin e
Though there is precious little information 8% Born in Chic?
pieces of her life's puzzle are Fairly widely known:

ned until
curity-

|. W. E. B. DuBois, Voices of a Black Nation: ?__._nﬁ:%ﬂ il
ed. Theodore G. {_.:nn:m_” reviews of Home to H =
i m_,mﬁ_..___n:.___ 1973), p. 359. Qul 1929): 234 editor - 1od, 865
. “The Browsing Reader,” The Crisis 36 (July : : her .M
3. For the full u_..._m usation and the explanations that Larsen i «Nella LarsLed
Rostrum,” in The Forum 83 (1930): 41. le rep®
4. For additional biographical information, see Mary He ber 1980, PE rn-.._lih
tery Woman of the Harlem Renaissance,” :____m..._umnnnﬂm:n.as to by
this edition, p. 350]; Adelaide Cromwell Hill's inf of Nella _.h_..__nm.r-h_nnu __._m%
Collier-Macmillan, 1971); and the definitive biograP o oy, ther %u%.a_%
m_m._...".:__.“n__i..._..ﬂ from LSU Press [published H.m,_mh_. _l..”_ﬂn oJlowed ME "
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he was the daughter of a Danish mother and a black West
(ndian father who died when Larsen was a young girl. Larsen’s
e . is ti hite man who treated hi
mother remarried, this time to a white o trea is step-
daughter with some disfavor. Never feeling connected to this newly
fioured family, Larsen searched vainly for the sense of belonging
conhgu
+ could not provide. Fickle and unsettled, Larsen roamed from place
o place, searching for some undefined and undefinable “something.”
She studied science for a year at Fisk University in Tennessee, dur-
ing her rocky marriage to physicist Elmer S. Imes, a professor there.
She left Fisk to travel to Denmark where she audited classes at the
University of Copenhagen. Returning to the states, she studied nurs-
ing at Lincoln Hospital Training School for Nurses in New York,
graduating in 1915.

For a brief time after her nurse’s training, she was superintendent
of nurses at Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. Unable to tolerate its sti-
fling atmosphere, she left after only a year and returned to New York.
There she worked as a nurse, between 1916 and 1918 at the hospi-
_.,m_ Ermqm she was trained; and, between 1918 and 1921, for New
._“_Mq_ﬂ City mrﬂmﬁmnﬁm:n of Health. Dissatisfied with this career, she
_.H__U_,”_w%:,.__ﬁw :H:_._ Mm._“ ,mﬂ_” Mrm.n_.:_n_hmu_m n_miqu_ of H_Wﬂ Zniﬂﬁr Public

g 1ts training program. During her employment as
E #%M“m.ﬁ m_m“M _m_.nwm__: to .._ﬁ.m#m,m m” " : Rt
2 “sifted Ew:m_.m._,.::_:m of r_m..mm: s career, critics have praised her as
notably Enammm?n_a:”:m:n_n.m _.__m:. skill at ¢.ﬁ craft of fiction—most
:as@.ﬁr i C E.mnﬁﬂwm:n?. _.E_.E_“Em unity, and economy,
Quicksgpg :wmmﬁm consistently criticized the endings of her novels
With roy g &_.ﬁﬂ_”?_..m:m_ P " (1929), which reveal her difficulty
g m.._n_.m :E..mm.ﬁn:_._s_ﬁ_:m_w. Larsen shared this problem of
S et and Zorq anm_mn .ﬁn er black mm__u..m_m nunﬂmﬂﬁa__mlnu. Jessie

" &ample, ends wi urston. Fauset’s There Is Confusion (1924),
98¢ careqr ¢ $ with the heroine's renunciation of her successful
bang “Was the Mﬁwm._.w_ accepting “as a matter of course” that her hus-
“_m_;m eXample . _.“.:E” of her own and her child’s destiny.” Or there
_H_H__n_.& Six m:.m:.nuﬁ : Wunmuw May in Zora Neale Hurston's story, “The
.__..u.“,:.__ Ny 33), who proudly boasts to her husband, “if you

ak from be ont get a thing but wife ashes.” At the story’s end,
P the aring her hushand a “lil boy chile,” she crawls to pick
_”_._m:.ﬁmm Hraim:mnrun:mwnwmn_ﬂﬂﬁﬂﬁhmutf

in Hmﬂ—* §

Unconyine;
_...u.:_n

fliver dollars

m.m_mn*.

Nelly | ““Mple, Hirot - o
Dogg _ﬂ:..s_: in wﬁﬂ Sato, “Under the Harlem Shadows: A Study of Jessie Fauset and
6, ity p “ad, 1973 mn:rﬂ_ Renaissance Remembered, ed. Ama Bontemps (New York:
> Yeuie g "k ang [, B 8% and Amritjit Singh, The Novels of the Harlem Renaissance {Uni-
" The G 5et, Thepy 100 Pennsylvania State University Press, 1976).
ey, .:_z_n_ d Siy Bogan; C2*fusion (1924; rpt. New York: AMS Press, 1974), p. 292.
. .?.__m:_n_ _n___.z..“um.maﬂl_r...}qfn Selected Short Stories of Zora Neale Hurstom (Berke-

.
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there is the case of Arvay Henson
M..”.”_ .mhd_ﬂ__“ﬂ.a _mwhmr who retreats from the
ol H_WM:E.. and returns to her .ﬁ_.rn::r el ___ngn__rﬁ_
igeiy at “he was her man and her care” ly Bbusive
8- What more could any woman w - 80 “[hjer o,
wn:ﬁ:m and meant to serve, She :..mmnmz_“ s "
EHHH_..“M mzz._mnumm down again beside rh_, h
.. nearned and unsettling endi Eru:m.:.
_,_“m independent female identitjes to the
erary and social history, But these Sk
when compared to those of @:HWMHWH@Q P,
. : E-ﬂﬂ-

sacrifice these heroi i
eroines to the » In th

most conventi € end, ¢

ional fate :

- ge and death, respecti .
and ..mmzmm Helga Crane marri nﬂn ively. In Quicksand, the or
lows him to his b a rural southern flired
end of the " mﬁ#ﬁia church to “uplift” his iy cher and fo
from havi novel, she is in a state of emotional m:_wmnwr i
falls to her nm,. : o Houts all the social rules of the bla Hﬁrwam E_.._s:.

e r ath under melodramatic and ambigy ck bourgeoisie,
contr %m ; _..E.mm.: have been rightly ﬁnﬂ—mﬂn% Tﬂ:ﬁﬂnﬁ:ﬁﬂmuﬁnr
f _m ictory endings. But if examined through ¥ these abrupt and

emale sexuality, not only do they meke m gh the prism of black
nate the peculiar pressures on Larsen ore sense, they also illumi-
male-dominated Harlem Renaissance w_.m_..m Eﬂ:._n: sl m:._._ ng the
the conflicting demands of her En__m_‘ _M e E__m. o G pig oL

- e an L, ®
””_..,H:.mn_.mm_a:m of a black and feminine um“wﬁmn _m_m_ﬂ_ﬁaﬁﬂnmu w:ﬂhﬁ

se endings appear to be concessions to the dominant ideo
romance—marria d e dominant ideology of
BB ge and motherhood—viewed from a femi .
pective, they b m a feminist per
acknowled mw ecome much more radical and original efforts to
- ge a female sexual experience, most often repressed in

ot ____m.-ﬂq .m—.__nm mﬂ_ﬁmmn -..ﬂ.m_._:.—ﬂ. ¥ _u.

I

Si .

E..”Hm w_ﬂ. oy beginning of their history running over roughly 130

uhe =nn.=nmn women novelists have treated sexuality with caution and

myths . a pattern clearly linked to the network of social and litefd

:n:___:n_“-h.ﬂ““:mnnm throughout history about black women's Jibidi

constructed s well known that during slavery the white slave maste!
ed an image of black female sexuality which shifted respo™

sibi
lity for his own sexual passions onto his female slaves. They, 7

8. Zorw Neale H
pp- 310, 31, urston, Seraph on the Suwanes (1948; rpt. New York: AMS Press, 1974)

30/

g it. white
: o addressNE _,E the era, @ letter Jacks, a

f urgent
e . : er, made them a matter 0
uri newspap hine S. Pierre Ruf-

pusne> f Aiss0
gor of @ r™w ded to Josep
_  FOTHA J d black women's

| the letter attacke
it According to

___._...___...___...nﬂ._. (o . i ) ma
of The Woman= " - black women.

g, editor OF 17 nce” from other .
grue, SUPPYI"E G woman was asked to identify a newcomer
hen a certain negro . Bihe 10
Jacks: ¥ : ded, “the negroes will have nothing
the community, she responded, t Loachand i i
H_E_..,.r dat nigger,’ she won't let any man, except her il gt
ith her, and we don't 'sociate with her.”? Mrs. Ruffin circu mmﬁ w ¢
eiter widely to prominent black women and to heads o other
+omen's clubs around the country, calling for a conference to discuss
his and other social concerns of black women.

Given this context, it is not surprising that a pattern of _.mmmnznn
1s by black women in the

sbout black female sexuality dominated nove
They responded to the

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

myth of the black woman's sexual licentiousness by insisting fiercely
on her chastity. Fighting to overcome their heritage of rape and con-
cubinage, and following the movement by black club women of the
era, they imitated the “purity,” the sexual morality of the Victorian
bourgeoisie. In such works as Emma Dunham Kelley’s Megda

mmm_ ), Frances E. W. Harper's Iola Leroy (1892), and Pauline Hop-
nss Contending Forces (1900),* black heroines struggle to defend

._Em preserve the priceless gem of virginity.
ven in Larsen’s day, the Freudian 1920s, the Jazz Age of sexual

Hﬁuﬂ_ﬂ M:m “free love"—when female sexuality, in general, was
ikt edged m.zn_ commercialized in the advertising, beauty, and
N industries—black women’s novels preserve their reticence

9. Duri
ng the nineteenth century, black women formed a network of elubs throughout the

HE—H—J.._ —-.u .-f_rr r.-

Negro | b politically minded black women were committed to racial uplift (or
mprovement). The clubs were largely unaffiliated until they convened in Boston in
-}-nn_np_n_..amﬂu_uﬁm

1895
_________5.3“.”_”_ n..”_n__.r__m._:_ national conference and became the Nation
wis the firy } In 1896, Predating both the NAACP and the Urban League, the NACW
detalled de X ,__._,,__.,._n:-,. black organization with a commitment to racial struggles. For a
unt .__‘_.__.:..;Ju ion of the activities of the organkzation see “Black Feminism versus Peas-
_ ______:.._.._:. mu.ur” _.w_q-.mﬂ “_—.aﬂ_uﬂ-. The Golden Age of Black Nationalism {Hamden, Conn.:
" n.- L L (] ¥
E_””.__n_____._ .ﬂﬂ@mﬁ_:a Mrs. Ruffin, a social activist, The Woman's Era was the first mag-
, ¥omen, nited Stutes to be owned, published, and manuged exclusively by Eh.m_.
: _:“.E ﬁ______:“-!, ..ﬂ.ntl-}n_-. p. 118,
i nrriet Wilson's recently discovered i N b
”_ﬂ__...,:.__._:n!_ by the efforts of the club iiﬁnr,ﬂu ﬂaarwﬁ.mwh." iﬁ.ﬁnﬁﬂ-ﬂzzm
¥ In still strong. See the Vintage editon of the novel edited and with an Introduc-

-_..._-._. f.'.w_ He Eq Ep- wlan, Hq._' MNew r.- 1983,
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group of black intellectuals and artists, |

vital, and necessarily propagandistic role ﬂ.___ that Struggle
ﬂ:mn_m reviewed Claude McKay's H © play. " e,

Quicksand together for the Crisis, ﬁ..im”“:ﬁ_” I anq

thoughtful and courageous piece of En_,rm RS nove) _..#_ﬂ._

as s0 "nauseating

ual promiscuity” that it made him
In this context, Larsen was inde

Erm:mrﬁmﬁ_mnm.ﬂnﬂrmcsn mE Proverty
excoriated along with his “followers” w.w .__MHM_‘FH. Vechte

[l =- E
.:.:.”E_m-n_mmm intelligentsia, was her friend. _._En_._.&nai?rﬂ
__..Em..n_:nm:w Quicksand to Knopf, and perhaps La
gratitude by dedicating Passing to him and his wif H%n showeq
On the other side, Larsen was a member of th € Fania Maripg

: e :
whose mz__mz..._mm about art Van Vechten had n”_mm_ﬂm_...“_:ﬁ___ﬁ
Heaven, using Russett Durwood as mouthpiece, Dy n zﬁa

Byron Kasson, the would-be black writer .
and formulas and write about what he ?MHWMMM” MN”.___“_H_”_“..._E
W_E._m:._ is “overrun with fresh, unused material,” he tells w.h
Nobody has yet written a good gambling story; nobody has touched
the outskirts of cabaret life: nobody has gone into the curious subject
of :.m diverse tribes of the region.” He concludes with the prediction
that ...H. _&m ‘young Negro intellectuals don’t get busy, a new cropof
Nordics is going to spring up...and ... exploit this material befort
the Negro gets around to it.”* Van Vechten was one such Nordic.
In her criticism of such black bourgeois intellectuals as Rober
Anderson and James Vayle in Quicksand, Larsen would seem to share
some of Van Vechten's opinions of that class. But as much as she
mc:_m poke fun at their devotion to “racial uplift,” she _H_E%.n__
m_ni and breath, to that class, and must have found it extremelydiF
cult to cut her ties with it.

To be writing about black female sexuality within this E__E,”,.E_

nnzﬂauzzm her might well be formulated: How to write about

mﬂ—.ﬂ r

d to the stereotype of the primitive exotic? How to give 8 blac

L. lng stiteman) "
o _-__..-ﬁw

H._:_u ".3 Randa ..:Hz own to students of The Harlem Renaissance, HEE__ » mﬁ

nW E, ever must be, despite the woiling of the purdsts.”

cxt, 1973105 D#Bois: The Cris Writhags, ed, Danie] Wolden [Greenwich
eesting implicq et intd n this edition, p. 312]). In » section of thit €U7L
"0 Playy ).._.ﬂ s for Larsen's treatment of black female soxuality, PV

Es
e

g

In ', White Cargo”™ ynd “¢: ; : -
the fullen o, *"d "Congo.” In the first, “there is a fallen WomA - gum
ﬂ___“__“ n_nu__..__:raq i n..._._..m.,.-z s white, In ‘White Cargo' the black woman EUo . ihe oo

w.. iy “..._5 _i.ra. __ruﬂ...ﬁuh..nm.q. MH__“,. ....:EE.E_:.EE .tn_.!_-:n:
Vechine E.vrr_ti and b s ks . Dk Matiol, P 159,
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_ LA 5
| expression and pleasure

oht to healthy sexua

ale character _wnmqhﬂ.ﬁim.mmm established by :..m mﬁurn-__.”_.uuﬁ_ of
iﬁ?.z_ H,?,:ﬁ__:w, lass? The answers to these questions mﬁm rsen lay
e plack middle ¢ F_n_. these two virtually contradictory impulses in
the ting to ho rsen wanted to tell the story of

o attemPUeE oy ight say that La .
in nove __ﬁ“#__.__..___.:—.« ﬂ_.uw_ﬂ._..—#— desires, but was ﬁ_ﬂﬂuﬂﬂﬁw_..mam —-v__ acom
k wom :

table in black
. <oblish black women as respec :
desire EEM_;W_,_“. latter desire committed her ...n.ﬁﬁ._nq:.._m
_&&_ﬁ.e?mm __,ﬁ”_.ns_wﬁ obliquely and, inevitably, to .ﬂ__..—...u::un it only
black female S€X lage, despite the strangling effects of that

rr

1o 1he context of ma ey

”______._._:“..M_E.r on her characters and on her narratives
oic

a L] o

Il

Clare’s face as she
~was trying to understand the look on .
__....MM Mw__m nﬂ“ﬂfﬂ. Partly mocking, it had seemed, and partly =._._n._.._A___.___..-._“
acing. And something else for which she could find no ,

|[Emphasis added|] —Passing

f ‘passing,’
She wished to find out about this hazardous business o
this breaking away from all that was familiar and friendly to take

one's a chance in another environment. 1 »

Larsen reopens the question of female sexuality in Passing with such
bolder su mﬂﬂnm:n:m ﬂﬂnrn: in Quicksand]. 5@_.“. in nw»ma__ﬁ.:m “.”
explores these questions within the “safe” and “legitimate mq_u:.ﬁm:n_
of marriage, in Passing, she takes many more risks. Althoug u“mn ”
Irene—the novel’s dual protagonists—are married, theirs E.ﬂ -
marriages. In Clare's case, the frequent travels of her m_.._n_”n _n_,_ _.“”n=n.m
and her fear of producing a dark child, explain this situation. -,__g= S
case, the narrative strongly indicates, her own sexual repress il
tault, 1t is significant that Irene and her husband sleep in Hﬂnﬂn_. e
rooms (he considers sex a joke) and that she (ries 19 13_,“%, bsence
from sc hoolyard discussions about sex. Having establishe En:n if only
of sex from the marriages of these two women, win ﬂ._“.____au.“ them

by suggestion, with the idea of a lesbian relationship be :

into account the
It is no accident that critics have ?H_,”_ Enﬂu-_”:__.__.”unnﬂ_nr Quicksand,

E_a_.i::;:,__.___,r:_mnnmn_.ﬂ_-nw
by the n_,ﬁﬁwﬂﬂ. Focusing E,.. racial identity or raclal ambiguity an

merioan Floton (New York: Russell and
“ 5 Virkoes in A " Fowe) Hill: University of
:_”..M_.M___u,.._. .i.._"E * —m...:—.. mp__na.-ﬂit: _?._ﬂi T Marke a ?I-_.hh.ﬁ_-_ﬂ._r__...“m..u_..__.. ows .« « .1 and Robert

Nuorth a“EﬂﬁL , ww____.. .."_.c.-...u_.__” Hiroko Hato, "Under the Harlem

Bone, Negro Nuvel.
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There were the Pl e 1
_ tle (i
wgidnst Fradl cups, the soft _._._:_.___.__.__:___. sotinds of ofh

; ns
tulk, punctusted now and then E:ﬂ sounds of INConsg .ﬁ___r_.___

groups, disintegrating, coalescing, :_w.___”._ﬂﬂ.ﬂ__.rﬁ_,.,_,___.EE__
the pi

dishurmony, disord
er In the big roo
m, f____.zn_.- Iy
ene hg

with a sparingness th

: at was almost ¢ firnj

with that slight fumiliarity that Enrwuﬁ._.:ﬁ” moved ¢ -
y

Although Trene Is clearly delu
alty, her class, and her ﬂ_?.w__ﬁn_:hﬁ&_.““__ﬁ_m"“éa motives, her rac
‘__,__: her most glaring delusion n::.....E.:EN_ 51 e
lhough, superficially, Irene's is an =nn=__“_a_ ..:m w.mn:zm__,_ for Clae,
white and related Issues of racial identity and _a Clare's passing for
::m.__r;._w_ of that surface is the yan #w_.ﬁ__—.w__.::&ﬂw:ﬂﬂ__,_._ the
. the more dangerous
named nx_u__ﬂ:_u_llﬂm Irene’ nE_.u.En_.r.._Emr nol
narrative traces th ene’s awakening sexual desire for Clare, The
on the roof am._nrw WHM_HH _cﬂ_.ﬁn—m—c”ﬁ?ﬂ, i il _.._ru____.
00! o on hotel (with all the s
vally illicit), intensifies at Clare's tea Mjuisicon et int s
“ S arty, and,
close to home,” explodes in Irene's :..w: rﬂmﬁa:ﬂmﬂ%ﬂ““%nw”_&m_ﬁ___ﬂ
wﬁﬁnmﬂwznmm. social respectability, and safety, however _qm_.._“ tries to
ﬁﬂqnm these emerging feelings underground, The :m:nﬂ_mﬁ dramatizes
o
i Lr, 4 el’s cﬂw:im image is an envelope (a metaphoric
gina) which Irene hesitates to open, fearing its “contenis would
q__m..__,,mm“ an “attitude toward danger.” Irene’s fears are well founded,
given the sexual overtones of Clare's letter:

Ial loy.
MEREss

:_..n.J_ am lonely, so lonely . . . cannot help longing to be with you
again, as | have never longed for anything before; and 1 have
wanted many things in my life. . . . It's like an ache, a pain that
never ceases. . . . and it's your fault, 'Rene dear. At least partly
For | wouldn't now, perhaps, have this terrible, this wild desire
if I hadn't seen you that time in Chicago.”

Irene tries to preserve “a hardness from feeling’ about the
though “brilliant red patches flamed” in her cheeks. Unable 1
explain her feelings for Clare, “for which she could find no namér,
Irene dismisses them as “Just somebody walking over [her] m_.nhﬂn
The narrative suggests pointedly that Clare is the body walking

the grave of Irene's buried sexual feelings.

: e
.r_.hu._, the reader miss this eroticism, Larsen employs mﬂ-nm_u””__mm_wﬂ_
e conventional Hﬁ_.nmn:__.m:a: of mmu:w_ desire- introee =, s hef

m_..-.u.z:h-_.m—._.m_ this ima ' g Irene m.:..-
gery in the novel’s opening pages: that
qﬂﬂaa_uanmtm account of her reunion HM__._.. Clare, _.nina.."“...ﬂw.__mm&ﬁ__
ok A.n._._ b hot,” the sun “brutal” and “staring, " its F8YS ,
rain.” Significantly, Irene, feeling “sticky and soiled from e
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v gncapes 10 the roof of the Drayton Hotel
Clare, after o lapse of many yeors. (frene

s to avold.)
. " " 0 the very (hing she wan
_...__EE‘:_:_ i’ g of their reencounter, lrene is drawn o

(Suggestively, Clare 18 frequently
nmaxru_._ for her # fascination,

" Because so many eritics have missed the
[ the erotie attraction between irene and Clare,

(Fhraek

detall. ited, Irene first otices Clare's “tempting

. the two are red
e ..E.__EE_ a brilliant mn.ﬁi::—..qnm__ were sweet and

mouth’; her liph lare's “arresting eyes” “there

. et obstinate.” Into C a
sensitive and a irile :.-ﬂ_ﬂ.ﬁ m-_n;_n_m E-_K— 1 .

came a smile and over [rene the sense 0
At the end of this chance encounter, wstanding there _...ﬂn_&.gnmﬂu
appeal, the caress, of |Clare's| eyes, lrene had the desire, the :

that this parting wouldn't be the last.” .F«
When Irene has tea at Clare’s house, she notices that ;ﬁ e
“wrned on . . . her seductive caressing smile.” Afterwards, a “slight
shiver {runs| over (Irene)” when she remembers wrw mysterious look
on Clare'’s “incredibly beautiful face.” “She couldn’t, however, come
to any conclusion about its meaning. » -+ - 1t was unfathomable,

utterly beyond any experience of comprehension of hers.”

The awakening of Irene’s erotic feelings for Clare coincides with

Irene’s imagination of an affair between Clare and Brian. Given her
tendency to project her disowned traits, motives, and Hmmﬂ_.mu onto
others, it is reasonable to argue that Irene is projecting her own
developing passion for Clare onto Brian, although in “all their mar-
ried life she had had no slightest cause to suspect (him] of any infi-
delity, of any serious flirtation even.” The more the feelings develop,
the more she fights them, for they threaten the placid surface of her
middle-class existence as a doctor's wife. «Safety and security,” Irene’s
watchwords, crop up repeatedly in the novel, after Clare arrives, and

explain Irene’s struggle to avoid her. :
Clare visits Irenes house unannounced,

coming first to the bedroom where she “drop(s] a kiss on [Irene’s]
dark curls,” arousing in Irene “a sudden inexplicable onru sh of affec-
tionate feeling. Reaching out, she grasped Clare's two hands in her
own and eried with something like awe in her voice: ‘Dear God! But
aren't you lovely, Clare! " Their conversation in this scene has a sex-
ual double edge, rmﬁrﬁnnm by Irene’s habitual gesture of lighting

cigarettes.
Clare scolds Irene for not Hm_.um:,..&:m to her letter, describing her
repeated trips to the post office. “I'm sure they were all beginning to

think that 1'd been nw-ﬂ__mﬁﬂ on an illicit g-mﬂmmn and that the man
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had thrown me over.” Irene assures Clare that she is conc

ply about the dangers of Clare’s passing for white iy H.F.._M_E.:_M__ P
"M, the rigk

she runs of being discovered by “knowing Negroes.” Clarer. -
ate response is “You mean you don’t want me, .wn”_,q..__muﬂ “_m_:w ~ Mmmed.
“It’s terribly foolish, and not just the right thing” I¢'s :.n_m rene :.._w.:mu,
continues, “to run such silly risks.” “It’s not safe. Not mmﬁﬂm_.::m., she
“as if in contrition for that flashing thought,” “Irene iy M at all.” By
arm caressingly.” S
—H=m.m protestations m_sz race are noticeably extreme and dgis.
proportionate to the situation, especially since she passes occasi
ally herself. Further, they function in the same way :EMH a:mw_uu.m-
response to Axel Olsen functions [in Quicksand): as a mask _.am.m_ﬂ”
deeper, more unsettling issues of sexuality. Irene tries to defuse the
feelings by absorbing herself in the ritual of empty tea parties, but “It
was as if in a house long dim, a match had been struck, showing
ghastly shapes where had been only blurred shadows.”
. At one such party, near the narrative’s end, Clare is, in typical fash-
lon, an intruding presence, both at the party and in Irene’s thoughts.
Irene couldn’t remember ever having seen [Clare] look better”
Watching “the fire roar” in the room, Irene thinks of Clare's “beauti-
ful and caressing” face.

In the final section of the novel, Clare comes to Irene’s house
before they go to the fateful Christmas party. Coming again int0
Irene’s room, “Clare kisse[s] her bare shoulder, seeming not to notic¢
a slight shrinking.” As they walk to the party, Clare at Brian’s ‘_mam..
Irene describes a “live thing pressing against her.” That “live E.:M
represented clearly as full-blown sexual desire, must be contd!® :
and it takes Clare’s death to contain it. Significantly, 10 _E_,m.n
description of the death, all of the erotic images used to d¢
Clare throughout the novel converge.

: I
the ﬁ:m_”:_.r_:m mE__.Hm

Gone! The soft white face, the bright hair, e. the whole tor

mouth, the dreaming eyes, the caressing smil ty that
tured loveliness that had been Clare Kendry. That _w_wﬂ_:.m. the
had torn at Irene’s placid life. Gone! The mocking

gallantry of her pose, the ringing bells of her laughter:

I Although the ending is ambiguous and the evidenc€ ©"
agree with Cheryl Wall that, “Larsen strongly implie> ‘a P>
ﬂ:mrﬂm Clare through the window,” and, in eftect, wnnan..mm_.. '
mcm_nmq_ suicide, if not a murderer.”® To suggest the Eﬁ.ﬁ_._m :
Clare’s death represents the death of Irene’s sexual mmm_Emm:mrm% “
E::mﬂm ﬁnﬂm_.ainnnﬁmﬁaﬁm_m:{m”_Hnmqm ﬁmﬁﬂ.ﬁ u

:
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:E:m them out. Minutes _ummcwn Clare falls from the win-
th, “Irene finished her cigarette and threw it .Em. watch-
" he tiny spark drop slowly down to the Er:m mnazum_ra_.wﬁ O?m._._w
HWHEHPW a symbolic parallel, Clare is described as “a vital glowing
ting, like a flame of red and gold” who falls from (or is thrown out of)
the window as well. Because Clare is a reminder of that repressed and

gisowned part of Irene’s self, Clare must be banished, for, more unac-
ceptable than the feelings themselves is the fact that they find an object
o expression in Clare. In other words, Clare is both the embodiment

and the object of the sexual feelings that Irene banishes.

Larsen’s becomes, in effect, a banishing act as well. Or put
another way, the idea of bringing a sexual attraction between two
women to full narrative expression is, likewise, too dangerous a
move, which helps to explain why critics have missed this aspect of
the novel. Larsen’s clever narrative strategies almost conceal it. In
Pusing she uses a technique found commonly in narratives by Afro-
msamnmz and women novelists with a “dangerous” story to tell:
HH,. themes, plots, and conventions are used as the protective
envel anzm“wzmmn_._ which lie more dangerous subplots. Larsen
?E.H%M e mz_.u_:ﬁ of Irene’s developing if unnamed and unac-
Ris qmmn_ desire for Clare in the safe and familiar plot of Eﬁmm_
E..?.“m.“rﬁ:n another way, the novel’s clever strategy derives from its
act it “.._ ¢me and central metaphor—passing. It takes the form of the
title fy escribes. Implying false, forged, and mistaken identities, n_._n
and »ah.__._nha:m on multiple levels: thematically, in terms of the racial

The Plots; and strategically, in terms of the narrative’s disguise.
Ruige MHE.,.,EH of the novel complements and reinforces nrﬁ. dis-
With _mc_..mﬂ and symmetrical, Passing is composed of three sections,
:#-:E._. chapters each. The order and control which that tight orga-
the :a.._.mw”m_..ﬂwmmw”._m m_um a clever cover for the unconventional subplot in

g places.
_uB..H”“:H._- ovel performs a double burial: the erotic mﬂ@lﬂ.n is _Mﬂ_ﬂnﬂ
Plot Its safe and orderly cover and the radical implications of't H
o1 Put away by the disposal of Clare, Although she is the nove

an ﬂ. .
EMW Vitality and passion, that vitality and _uﬁﬂﬂ_“.: ﬂrmﬂq n?” H_..E__.u-
See g

ms to affirm, are significantly contained r.._..u_..._uuﬂ arra u__,_.n

Hnnm.m_?&mﬂ_mﬂ rnnﬂ.:nmurm:nammuﬁlmnmn_?ﬂ

an EE convention.

f_..m_mun suffers the fate that many a female character has Hmﬂ.ﬁh
N she has what Rachel Blau DuPlessis terms, ani approp

gettesand N
-_rﬁ;m_.-w_. dea

u.. ?Eﬂnﬁu
10 het novel Plum Bun, published the same year as Passing, Jessie TE Lo of the

mﬂzi_un : ale nt
novelist of the od, used m-.m...___. tale conwe o OITHETE
"Omance and the rule e underlying ideolo e ﬁ%mﬂw?ﬁ: (Landon:

Mrmne o Jiar.  was e wnal wurith ar IFAE
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:___:_::,____: I, ?:.:.E
Tk g

_._p,._z_..::_i_h_: to the ‘social sepin »
._...,._:.: “energies of selthog _E__.._:. |
expended outside the _.....H:____,...,.. S
r...,:..:h.ma.x:m: romance,"s ..,Hﬂm““_}_

”..Hmnﬁ..”_wxﬂ.ﬂ“—m”ﬂ:n _.__ﬂm. .u..___:_....mm_ aﬂq:.___‘“_.u..:..: .“.._.__..:.,r.__,..__. __ﬁ_ _“._:.“..___._q__q ._H_r__
| In ending the =q“.ﬁ”.cﬂ_“_.m_h__c Wbleling. o
tive choice which Quicksand mg

v

Both Quicksand and Passing are poised between the tensions and

conflicts that are Western culture’s stock ambivalences about femak

sexuality: lady Jezebel or virgin/whore. Larsen sees and indicts the
sources of this ambivalence: the network of social institutions—edv- *

nt—allinter-
gle and control the sexual expression
Larsen could “neither co- l

cation, marriage, and religion, among the most promine
acting with each other to stran
of women. But, like her heroine Helga,
form nor be happy in her nonconformity.”
Considering the focus of both her novels on blac &

ity, one naturally wonders if Nella Larsen ...,__u;_,n_ _HH i
risks had her short, but accomplished, rqw_,ma_. H_ o Fblac
However oblique and ambivalent Larsen's tred

uality, because she gave :
mr,m..wﬂ to _uw _.mmE.mwm as mnEnHE_..m+am a ﬁEMM__H:m.
American female literary ¢radition. To :
with the idea of female sexual pas

resent the desire, the expe ovels are attemP i hoc?

ns n AnD

contemporary black wori In such novels 857 4 £
—._ﬁmm,—n__-ﬂh ns : ‘._ﬁ___u._ e P

Tm:,rn_. M__E W_Wﬂwﬁmﬁ un_:mm_m ﬁ%@ﬁﬁ lker’s The Q.ﬂ. )
M.HN_M ,_:Mﬂi Morrison’s Sula (1976)
76), : d

2). Ntozake Shange* place |

Hmnuuq ﬂ_ww.._ or's The Women of muwﬂﬁﬁ._nﬁﬁﬁunn sired |
G hat at b_,t\

n are u.-m-u.-._mﬂm o

black wome Tt

k female sewsd*

: i “m.
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found a “nameless,” “shameful
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Nella Larsen’s Harlem AestheticT

» Nella Larsen wrote to Henry Allen Moe
heim Foundation. She was in Spain for the completion
he foundation’s first black woman to receive a fellow-
ting: “The work goes fairly well. But I like it. Of
wasse, that means nothing because 1 really can't tell if it's good or
o But the way | hope and pray that it is [is] like a physical pain. I
b...want to be famous.” The statement in context is innocent
eough, but it is an indication of the attitudes and values Larsen held
throughout the 1920s and early 1930s when she was writing fiction.
At thirty-seven, Larsen had published her first novel, Quicksand,
% h.mﬂmxwmcﬂw n_“_._._m. which _._mrm _mmnznnummmn_.mm submitting to
thousand dollars . . . E._n_* ”__....Mm .m m.._mm,_n." . iJ:E be nice to get a
facled her mﬂﬂﬂ?mﬂﬂ:ﬁa _Hﬁw. v cssme’s Teception in 1928
bk that o . a famous novelist. She promptly
she “was asking for the Harmon A »
: on Award,” because as she

] do so want L0 be famous,

o the Guggen

of her year as (e 1¢
__&Enﬂumﬁ wrl

Larsey _E_e“__x "ominated for the Harmo n””&mﬁ she discovered
M with g, o - 20 shaved two o n Award.

*he had of that she * e
. E*E:Eua:&nannr_ﬁ angaﬂgﬁ_ﬂn*
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