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			Introduction

			Got on the train

			Didn’t have no fare,

			But I rode some,

			I rode some.

			—­Zora Neale Hurston,

			“Mule Bone”

			Passing is a work of fiction, but it is a true story about the world in which its author, Nella Larsen, lived. To describe it simply as a novel about a black woman passing for white would be to ignore the multiple layers of its concerns. Passing is about the monumental cultural transformations that took place in American society after World War I. It is about changing definitions of concepts like race and gender, and the inextricable relationship between whiteness and blackness. It is a meditation on the uneasy dynamic between social obligation and personal freedom. It dramatizes the impossibility of ­self-­invention in a society in which nuance and ambiguity are considered fatal threats to the social order. The novel is an indictment of consumer culture and the dangers it poses to personal integrity. It reveals the power of desire to transform and unhinge us, and the lengths to which we will go to get what we want. Passing is about hypocrisy and fear, secrecy and betrayal. It is a universal story of the messiness of being human as it is portrayed in the particularly explosive relationship between two black women, Clare Kendry and Irene Redfield.

			Irene and Clare have not seen each other in twelve years when they reunite by chance on the roof of the Drayton Hotel in Chicago, where both women are enjoying a respite from a blazing hot August day. The Drayton is an exclusive hotel, and not one in which African Americans, or Negroes, to use the parlance of the day, would be welcome. In fact, on the fateful day of their reunion, both women are passing for white.

			In Passing, race is revealed to be, in part, a function of performance (the novel is structured in three ­sections—­Encounter, Re-Encounter, ­Finale—­much like acts in a theatrical piece), and blackness a matter of perception. Of the two women, it is Clare who appears to be so convincingly white that not only does Irene fail to identify Clare as a Negro, she doesn’t recognize her childhood friend at all. Even after Clare introduces herself to Irene, Irene still doesn’t recognize her or her blackness. When Clare uses her nickname, Irene searches her memory: “What white girls had she known well enough to have been familiarly addressed as ’Rene by them?” By contrast, Clare identifies Irene immediately. Irene squirms under Clare’s unflinching stare, ­terrified of being seen for who she is, and also afraid of the ­embarrassment that would result from being ejected from the hotel. But even as she squirms, Irene cannot help but be aware of the exquisite beauty of the woman with the potent gaze.

			It is only when Clare emits her distinctive laugh, which is “like the ringing of a delicate bell,” that Irene finally recognizes her old friend. As the women talk, Clare appears more and more black to Irene. “Ah! Surely! They were Negro eyes! mysterious and concealing,” she thinks as she feasts her own eyes upon Clare’s stunning features. “There was about them something exotic,” she thinks. As she is observing Clare, Irene is simultaneously making her up, inventing ­her—­and inventing race, too. Clare isn’t any more of a Negro after she reveals herself to Irene than she was before. As Irene confesses to another character later in the novel, no one can tell just by looking.

			•   •   •

			No one could tell by looking that Homer Plessy was black, either, when he stepped on a railroad car in New Orleans in 1892 in order to stage a legal challenge to the “separate but equal” doctrine. Not only did Plessy look white, he was white by any logical measure, claiming, as he did, only ­one-­eighth black ancestry. He bought a first class ticket and boarded a “whites only” car unmolested; it was only because authorities had been alerted to his racial lineage that he was removed from the car. The argument made by Plessy’s lawyers was that the overwhelming amount of white blood in his veins should make it possible for him to enjoy all the rights and entitlements of a white man. The overarching ambition of the argument, of course, was not to ensure the privileges of Homer Plessy as an individual, but to reveal the fallacious nature of racial categories in general. If he was ­seven-­eighths white, what was it, exactly, that made him black?

			The United States Supreme Court upheld the Louisiana ­Separate Car Act by an eight-to-one vote. Only one judge saw Plessy’s point and was vocal about the absurdity of its ­implications. That dissenting voice belonged to Justice John ­Marshall Harlan, who wrote in his minority opinion of Plessy v. Ferguson:

			The destinies of the two races, in this country, are indissolubly linked together, and the interests of both require that the common government of all shall not permit the seeds of race hate to be planted under the sanction of law. What can more certainly arouse race hate, what more certainly create and perpetuate a feeling of distrust between these races than state enactments, which, in fact, proceed on the ground that colored citizens are so inferior and degraded that they cannot be allowed to sit in public coaches occupied by white citizens?

			“Separate but equal” would be the principle that structured race relations in American society until Brown v. Board of Education in 1954.

			Chicago, like New York in which the majority of the action in Passing is set, adopted laws prohibiting racial discrimination in public facilities in the late 1880s and early 1890s. But while African Americans may not have encountered de jure segregation in these cities, de facto segregation thrived, and the unwritten code of Jim Crow impacted the social fabric just as insidiously and profoundly as it did in the South, which explains Irene’s anxiety about whether or not her blackness was showing as she sat on the roof of the Drayton.

			According to the guidelines of genealogy, Clare’s claims to blackness are nearly as tenuous as Homer Plessy’s. Her grandfather was white. Her father was the product of her grandfather’s dishonorable relationship with a black woman. Somewhere along the way, there had been money, but her grandfather squandered it. There is no mention in the novel of Clare’s mother.

			Once her father died, his pious aunts took Clare in, not as an expression of filial love but rather a sterile sense of Christian duty. They treated her like a servant, and forbade her from revealing the truth about her racial identity. Their bigotry was frank. “For all their Bibles and praying and ranting about honesty, they didn’t want anyone to know that their darling brother had ­seduced—­ruined, they called ­it—­a Negro girl. They could excuse the ruin, but they couldn’t forgive the ­tar-­brush,” Clare tells Irene. Clare was forbidden even to mention Negroes to the neighbors, much less discuss the South Side, where Irene and her friends lived in Chicago. It was easy for Clare to dispose of such an unhappy past, which was bankrupt of love as well as money.

			As opposed to Homer Plessy, Clare Kendry has not used her fair skin to make a political statement; she has not been passing in order to undermine and subvert the system of white supremacy. There has been no greater good. Instead she has been passing purely for personal gain. Although she grew up in the same racial world as Irene, her social circumstances were radically different. Among their cohort of ­middle-­class girls, “Clare had never been exactly one of the group.” Her father had gone to college with some of the other girls’ fathers, but he had somehow wound up a janitor, and “a very inefficient one at that.” He was also a violent alcoholic who would ultimately die in a bar fight. Among Irene’s earliest memories of Clare are images of “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.” The stubborn little girl boldly stitching together the bright cloth in defiance of her father’s rage would grow into a young woman who defied fate, custom, and white supremacy by crossing the color line. But it wasn’t racial ­self-­hatred that catapulted Clare into whiteness; it was the shabby room. Clare passed for white because she hated being poor, not being black.

			All passing narratives are about class as much as they are about race. One never passes down the social ladder; black characters become, or pose as, white in order to improve their material circumstances, or gain access in general to opportunities for personal, social, and professional advancement. The choice of individual comfort over the advancement of the race as a whole is always rendered as wrong; in most passing ­stories, material ambition and moral ruin are directly correlated. The anonymous narrator of The Autobiography of an Ex-­Colored Man by James Weldon Johnson realizes that he has sold his birthright “for a mess of pottage” at the end of the novel in a moment of private revelation. By the time some passing subjects recognize the truly degraded implications of their decisions to engage in racial masquerade, it is too late. In the film Imitation of Life, the main character comes to her senses only after she finds out that her choice to pass has literally killed her mother. The denial of the black mother is often the surest sign of the low character of those who choose to pass. The narrator in the short story “Passing” by Langston Hughes gets a better job as a white man but his financial success requires him to ignore his own mother as they pass each other on the street. “That’s the kind of thing that makes passing hard,” the narrator sums up in a letter to his mother, “having to deny your own family when you see them.”

			If filial denial is required to secure the whiteness of the black character that would pass, often it is a longing for family that calls the passing subject home and back to blackness. In Plum Bun by Jessie Redmon Fauset, the main character Angela ­Murray, who passes for white, finally realizes that she can no longer tolerate the fact that passing for white has alienated her from her ­brown-­skinned sister. When she comes out as black, the positive effect of her disclosure extends beyond her ­personal life. Unlike Angela, Clare has no family to miss, no black mother to deny, which makes it relatively easy for her, both practically and emotionally, to distance herself from her black past.

			Clare Kendry is markedly different from other passing subjects in American literature. For one, she is not concerned with the moral implications of passing for white. Unlike other black characters whose passing enables them to marry white people, Clare does not pass for love. Even though she views passing through the lens of rank materialism, ultimately she sees passing as play. Clare Kendry is not an incarnation of the “tragic mulatto” figure, inherently alienated and adrift, whose mixed blood dooms her to racial purgatory. She is not wandering in the interstices of black and white. Instead, Clare is a hunter, stalking the margins of racial identity, hungry for forbidden experience, “stepping always on the edge of danger.” She is a gambler, playing the high stakes game of racial roulette. For her, passing is a sport, and she is unrivaled in her technique.

			Marrying a white person is an imperative in the literature of passing. If marrying white is not the endgame in and of itself, then the acquisition of white husbands and wives reveals the success of black characters in the general project of passing for white. There are white spouses who discover or are informed of the true racial identity of their passing romantic partners and love them anyway. The narrator of The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man confides his true racial heritage to the woman who will become his wife and waits anxiously for her verdict. She finally declares her love and then conveniently dies, taking his secret with her to the grave. Gertrude Martin in Passing, another childhood friend of Clare’s, has a white husband who is apparently unbothered both by the fact that his wife is black and the possibility that their children may have brown skin. For a husband, however, Clare Kendry chooses not a sympathetic white man but an ­out-­and-­out racist.

			“I don’t dislike them, I hate them,” says Clare’s husband, Jack Bellew, in response to Irene’s request that he clarify his true feelings about Negroes, or as Bellew refers to them, “black scrimy devils.” He has no idea, while he delivers his racist diatribe, Irene reflects, that he is “sitting here surrounded by three black devils, drinking tea.”

			The devils in question are his wife Clare, Irene, and Gertrude Martin. Gertrude and Irene are understandably perturbed to find themselves in the precarious position of being in close proximity to such a man. Clare, however, enjoys the danger; Irene detects a “queer gleam” in her eye as she introduces her husband to her old friends. When she’s had her fun, she calms his rage, wielding her irresistible charm like a tranquilizer gun, her smile softening and mellowing him “as the rays of the sun does a fruit.”

			Jack is wealthy and won Clare’s hand with “untold gold” he acquired somehow in South America. Because her aunts demanded secrecy, he was not made aware of her racial background. He did, however, learn of the severity of her aunts and was presumably thrilled to make off with both the gold and the “blonde beauty out of the ­fairy-­tale,” as another white male character describes her. He was seduced by Clare’s ­self-­presentation as a damsel in distress, the same story that will similarly ensnare Irene, her husband Brian, and virtually everyone else with whom Clare comes in contact in Passing.

			Clare is an ­artist—­perhaps a con artist, but an artist all the same. We are introduced to her as a writer of passionate ­letters. “. . . For I am lonely, so ­lonely . . . cannot help longing to be with you again, as I have never longed for anything before.” Her writing tools, purple ink and Italian paper, mark her as “mysterious” and “flaunting.” She is obviously a consummate actor, having successfully passed for white for twelve years. Her most impressive instrument is her body, which she uses as a canvas. Passing, like Larsen’s first novel Quicksand, is a sensual novel, and Clare is a sensory experience. In the opening scenes, she is a “sweetly scented woman in a fluttering dress of green chiffon whose mingled pattern of narcissuses, jonquils, and hyacinths was a reminder of pleasantly chill spring days.” She is refreshment from the heat that Irene has just escaped. To see Clare is to experience her. Her gaze makes Irene blush; her smile is like a caress. Being in Clare’s presence makes Irene shiver. If Irene is initially unsettled by Clare’s gaze, it is not long before it is Irene who can’t keep her eyes off Clare.

			Even when she begins to resent her presence, Irene is confounded and disarmed by the other woman’s beauty, her “tempting mouth,” “arresting eyes,” and the luster of her skin. “Clare, exquisite, golden, fragrant, flaunting”—­one nearly runs out of adjectives to describe her appeal. Viewed through Irene’s eyes, Clare is the personification of desire itself. Even at the height of her annoyance with Clare, Irene finds herself seized by emotions she cannot control and grasps Clare’s hands, blurting, “Dear God! But aren’t you lovely, Clare!” All the scenes between the two women vibrate with a sexual tension so thick that Deborah McDowell and other critics have characterized Passing as a novel that is as much about the sexual longing between the two women as it is a story about race. Ann duCille suggests that readers imagine Clare as Irene’s “alter libido, the buried, ­long-­denied sexual self.” Irene’s need to repress her desire for Clare is so extreme that when she begins to entertain suspicions that Clare and her husband Brian are having an affair, it is possible to read her fears as a ruse she concocts in order to protect herself from her homosexual desires. Clare desires many things, among them to be among Negroes again. But ultimately, the true nature of her driving need is as opaque as the “ivory mask” she wears. What is transparent is Irene’s fascination with Clare.

			Clare is the most appealing character in the novel. There are other beautiful characters. Felise Freeland, a friend of Irene’s and a woman with brown skin, is blessed with both “looks and brains,” according to Irene. Certainly, Irene’s appearance is pleasing to herself at least, if we are to judge by the amount of time she gazes at her reflection in the mirror. There are many cues in the novel to lead a reader to conclude that the entire social world that Brian and Irene inhabit is populated by pretty people. But Clare’s beauty is of a different order. She is fundamentally dishonest, inarguably manipulative, yet she enchants every character, both minor and major, from the servants and children in the Redfield household to the glamorous Hugh Wentworth, who compares Clare to a “blonde beauty out of the ­fairy-­tale.” By association, Clare makes otherwise ignoble characteristics seem very attractive. She is not straightforward like Gertrude Martin, who claims she would have never married her husband without first revealing the truth about her racial identity. Gertrude may be honorable but she is not aspirational. Clare is rich; her husband is an international banking agent. Gertrude, whose husband is a butcher, looks “as if her husband might be a butcher,” muses Irene. She is bland and broad; her hair has lost its curl. As opposed to Clare, who, when we first encounter her, is as vital as a garden, Gertrude stuffs her “stout legs” into “sleazy stockings of a vivid ­rose-­beige shade.” She has a bad manicure. “And she wasn’t smoking.”

			Clare may not be aspirational as a woman who passes for white, but she represents the ambitions inherent in the ideal of the New Woman, a concept that emerged in the late nineteenth century and took hold of the American imagination in the wake of the industrial boom occasioned by World War I. The New Woman was the embodiment of ­first-­wave feminist ideals. Also known as a flapper, she had a distinctive style that was a rejection of Victorian modes of dress and behavior. She bobbed her hair, drank cocktails, raised her hemlines, and danced in speakeasies. She thumbed her nose at gender conventions by questioning traditional marriage, sometimes wearing men’s clothes, and smoking. She behaved as if she was the author of her own destiny. She spoke her mind, but she was largely composed by advertisers in the era of mass production.

			“I’ve a good imagination,” Clare says in response to Irene’s curiosity about what she would have done if questioned about her ancestry during her life in the white world. She would have made something up, she insists, invented herself. But Clare is ultimately an invention of forces outside of her control. As a consummate New Woman, Clare Kendry is an emblem of the pleasures and dangers of material culture, in which even identities are disposable.

			The New Woman had a sibling: the New Negro. They were born at the same time and thrived as a result of the same historical shifts. Both are commonly considered under the cultural umbrella of the Jazz Age. The New Negro movement is often taken to be synonymous with the Harlem Renaissance, which would not have existed had it not been for the two million African Americans fleeing Southern poverty and racial violence between ­1910–­30. (Historian Daniel Sharfstein likens passing to racial migration.) But if the Harlem Renaissance is most often associated with art and performance, celebration and entertainment, the New Negro movement was a broader enterprise that encompassed these elements, but was even more importantly the name of the project of racial revision.

			The New Negro movement was hardly new when it began. Since the inception of African presence in the United States, black people have been engaged in a drama of “re-presentation,” an ongoing, endless struggle to redefine the image of the black in the white mind. During the Harlem Renaissance, the battle against stereotypes was most passionately fought on the landscape of New Negro literature. For African Americans, the written word has always provided both script and setting for racial redefinition and representation. In “The Dilemma of the Negro Author,” James Weldon Johnson wrote: “The final measure of the greatness of all peoples is the amount and standard of the literature and art they have ­produced . . . And nothing will do more to change [the national mental ­attitude toward the Negro] and raise his status than a demonstration of intellectual parity by the Negro through the production of literature and art.”

			Within the ranks of New Negro writers, intellectuals, and artists, there was dissent. “We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual ­dark-­skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it doesn’t matter,” wrote Langston Hughes in his 1926 essay “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain.” “If colored people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn’t matter either.” Art required authenticity, and authenticity was incompatible with convention. “An artist must be free to choose what he does, certainly,” Hughes wrote, “but he must also never be afraid to do what he must choose.”

			Like other younger Negro artists, Langston Hughes asserted his freedom through bold representations of sexuality, a sore spot for those bent on correcting stereotypes of black people as hypersexual. W. E. B. Du Bois, whom Hughes perhaps had in mind when he voiced disagreement with older Negro artists, summed up the root of the anxiety: “We are ashamed of sex and we lower our eyes when people talk of it. . . . Our worst side has been so shamelessly emphasized that we are denying we have or ever had a worst side. In all sorts of ways we are hemmed in and our new young artists have got to fight their way to freedom.”

			The value of freedom is something on which both generations of black artists could agree. Although he gave Passing a good review in The Crisis, Du Bois, who was editor of the magazine, did not note something obvious about the book, which is that Clare is, if nothing else, emblematic of the sex of which black people had been conditioned to feel ashamed. As a black woman who appears to be white, she is already sexualized; her body is evidence of sexual taboo. But Clare is also sexy. Her erotic arsenal includes a husky voice, a mouth like a “scarlet flower against the ivory of her skin,” and a “trick of sliding down ivory lids over astonishing black eyes and then lifting them suddenly and turning on a caressing smile.” Irene becomes flustered when the topic of sex comes up in her home (Junior has “picked up some queer ideas about ­things—­some ­things—­from the older boys,” she tells her husband). Irene is a young woman in the novel, but she represents the older guard and its attitudes toward racial propriety, at least when it comes to Clare. Relative to her childhood friend, Irene is a conservative who is threatened by Clare because she represents a challenge to the sense of order and linear progress endemic to the “lifting as we climb” motto of the black bourgeoisie. “Her race! Race! The thing that bound and suffocated her.” Irene wrings her hands as she contemplates betraying Clare by revealing her racial background to Jack in a desperate attempt to get rid of her.

			The arguments espoused by race leaders Johnson and Du Bois about the duties of black artists were reasonable and historically grounded. What Langston Hughes and Nella Larsen championed was emotion over reason, heart over head, pleasure instead of obligation. Irene is tied to race out of duty; Clare’s relationship to blackness is affective. “You don’t know, you can’t realize how I want to see Negroes, to be with them again, to talk with them, to hear them laugh,” Clare confesses to Irene. As a woman motivated by passion and excited to cross lines of propriety, Clare has a lot in common with the writer who dreamed her up: Nella Larsen.

			•   •   •

			Nella Larsen was born Nellie Walker in 1891 in Chicago. Her mother was a Danish immigrant and her father an immigrant from the Danish West Indies. Nella’s father disappeared from her life when she was young. Her mother married a fellow Danish immigrant, Peter Larsen, with whom she had another child.

			Like many fiction writers, Larsen incorporated elements
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