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F. r e w o r  

Nella Larsen s heroines are emotional nomads, women whose intel­
ligence and genius for rebellion make them ill suited for the pro­
scribed existence ordained by whites for blacks in 1920s and '30s 
segregated America. No tragic mulattoes here. These prim, proper 
colored ladies bristle with discontent and yearning. But, most im­
portant, they are driven by the impulse to shape their lives rather 
than suffer them, even when their grasp is unsure and they are ca­
reening full tilt towards disaster. 

In Helga Crane and Clare Kendry, Nella Larsen has created two 

PalZkunT T"*' C°mpleX' 3nd contradictory' Oakland and 
Ksstng launch each woman on a quest for self that predicts the themes 
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Until a decade ago, the erroneous "facts" concerning the life an 
career of Nella Larsen were nothing less than legion. Her brief lite; 
ary career was said to have come to an abrupt halt because of tl 
charges of plagiarism concerning her only published short stor 
After that awkward incident in 1930, she was said to have ceased h« 
creative efforts and disappeared not only from the Harlem artist 
scene but also from the consciousness of her many friends as wel 
ome of Larsen s readers speculated that she passed for white—in tl 

manner of the heroine ofher 1929 novel, At the time of h, 
death, there were no published obituaries. Her childhood h, 
Parentage, and the date ofher birth were incorrectly recorded 



Introduction 

Note: 

This is the only complete edition of Nella Larsen's fiction, 
including her three published stories and the correct end­
ing for Passing. Deborah E. McDowell argues erroneously 
for omitting the final paragraph of Passing because the 
second printing of the 1929 Knopf edition inadvertently 
omitted it. McDowell argues that Larsen was a perfec­
tionist and decided to change the ending of her novel. 
Perfectionist she may have been, but there is no evidence 
for this conjecture. Rather, the missing final paragraph of 
the second printing would appear to be the result of a 
dropped printer's plate. 
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A Note on the Texts 

To make these texts from the 1920s more accessible 
to the contemporary reader, minor changes have 
been made with spelling, punctuation, capitaliza­
tion, and spacing. British spellings ("colour" instead 
of "color") have been altered throughout. Obvious 
typographical errors in the original texts have been 
corrected. 
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One three centuries removed 
From the scenes his fathers loved, 
Spicy grove, cinnamon tree, 
What is Africa to me? 

—  C O U N T E E  C U L L E N  
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Irene, whose head had gone up with a quick little jerk, now said 
in a voice of whose even tones she was proud: "One of my boys is 
dark." 

Gertrude jumped as if she had been shot at. Her eyes goggled, 
Her mouth flew open. She tried to speak but could not immediately 
get the words out. Finally she managed to stammer: "Oh! And your 
husband, is he—is he—er—dark too?" 

Irene, who was struggling with a flood of feelings, resentment, 
anger, and contempt, was, however, still able to answer as coolly as 
if she had not that sense of not belonging to and of despising the 
company in which she found herself drinking iced tea from tall amber 
glasses on that hot August afternoon. Her husband, she informed 
them quietly, couldn't exactly "pass." 

At that reply Clare turned on Irene her seductive caressing smile 
and remarked a little scoffingly: "I do think that colored people-
we—are too silly about some things. After all, the thing s not im­
portant to Irene or hundreds of others. Not awfully, even to you, 
Gertrude. It's only deserters like me who have to be afraid of fre^s_ 
of nature. As my inestimable dad used to say, Everything must e 
paid for.' Mow, please, one of you tell me what ever happened to 
Claude Jones. You know, the tall, lanky specimen who used to wear 
that comical little mustache that the girls used to laug at so. 

thin streak of soot. The mustache, I mean." 
At that Gertrude shrieked with laughter-"ClaudeChristian 

launched into the story of how he was no longer a Negro or a 

but had become a Jew. 
"A Jew!" Clare exclaimed. .Umand 
"Yes, a Jew, A black Jew. he calls himself. He won « ^ ^ 

goes to the synagogue on Saturday. He s got a ear ^ ̂ nn, 
a mustache. You'd die laughing i you saw lm. j,e'sascre™ 
for words. Fred says he's crazy and I guess he s Oh, 
all right, a regular scream!" And she shrreW^ A 

Clare's laugh tinkled out. "I. certandy sounds hrnny 
it's his own business. If he gets along bette y dony.«rt 

A, that. Irene, who was still huggtng her unhappy 
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feeling of Tightness, broke in, saying bitingly: "It evidently doesn't 
occur to either you or Gertrude that he might possibly be sincere 
in changing his religion. Surely everyone doesn't do everything for 
gain." 

Clare Kendry had no need to search for the full meaning of that 
utterance. She reddened slightly and retorted seriously: "Yes, I admit 
that might be possible—his being sincere, I mean. It just didn't 
happen to occur to me, that's all. I'm surprised," and the seriousness 
changed to mockery, "that you should have expected it to. .Or did 
you really?" 

"You don't, I'm sure, imagine that that is a question that I can 
answer," Irene told her. "Not here and now." 

Gertrude s face expressed complete bewilderment. However, 
seeing that little smiles had come out on the faces of the two other 
women and not recognizing them for the smiles of mutual reservations 
which they were, she smiled too. 

Clare began to talk, steering carefully away from anything that 
raig t lead towards race or other thorny subjects. It was the most 

nt exhibition of conversational weight lifting that Irene had 
ever seen. Her words swept over them in charming well-modulated 
learns. Her laughs tinkled and pealed. Her little stories sparkled 

bene contributed a bare "Yes" or "No" here and there. Gertrude 
a You don't say!" less frequently. 

For a while the illusion of general conversation was nearly perfect, 
ene elt her resentment changing gradually to a silent, somewhat 

grudging admiration. 

waniir talkrd °0' hef V°ice' her 8estures, coloring all she said of 
ment nce'rof after-the-wartime in Germany, of the excite-

°Penines general Str0ce in En8land. of dressmakers' 
B 8 Pans> of fhe new gaiety of Budapest. 

^dfell'm0^01 '3St' th'S verbal feat- Gertrude shifted in her seat 

repetition of tf&38&*' W' b°red at last a11 this 

papers m thlngs that she had read a11 too often in 
hag and ha^VT^001"' ^ ̂  gksS a"d C°Uected her 

kerchief. She was smoothing out the tan fingers of her 
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genial tea party, all smiles and jokes and hilarious laughter. She said 
humorously: "So you dislike Negroes, Mr. Bellew?" But her amuse­
ment was at her thought, rather than her words. 

John Bellew gave a short denying laugh. "You got me wrong there, 
Mrs. Redfield. Nothing like that at all. I don't dislike them, I hate 
them. And so does Nig, for all she's trying to turn into one. She 
wouldn't have a nigger maid around her for love nor money. Not 

' that I'd want her to. They give me the creeps. The black scrimy 
devils." 

This wasn't funny. Had Bellew, Irene inquired, ever known any 
Negroes? The defensive tone of her voice brought another start from 
the uncomfortable Gertrude, and, for all her appearance of serenity, 
a quick apprehensive look from Clare. 

Bellew answered: "Thank the Lord, no! And never expect to! But 
I know people who've known them, better than they know their black 
selves. And I read in the papers about them. Always rofahing-and 
killing people. And," he added darkly, "worse." 

From Gertrude's direction came a queer little suppressed sound, 
a snort or a giggle. Irene couldn't tell which. There was a brief silence, 
during which she feared that her self-control was about to prove too 
frail a bridge to support her mounting anger and indignation. She 
had a leaping desire to shout at the man beside her: And you re 
sitting here surrounded by three black devils, drinking tea. 

The impulse passed, obliterated by her consciousness of the danger 
in which such rashness would involve Clare, who remarked with a 
gentle reprovingness: "Jack dear, I'm sure 'Rene doesn t care to ear 
all about your pet aversions. Nor Gertrude either. Maybe they rea 
the papers too, you know." She smiled on him, and her smile seeme 
to transform him, to soften and mellow him, as the rays o t e su 

^"All right, Nig, old girl. I'm sorry," he apoiogi.ed. Reaching over. 
he playfully touched his wife's pale hands, then turned ac 
"Didn't mean to bore you, Mrs. Redfield Hope you excu ^ 
he said sheepishly. "Clare tells me you're living in New 
city, New York. The city of the future." 
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In Irene, rage had not retreated but was held by some dam of 
caution and allegiance to Clare. So, in the best casual voice she could 
muster, she agreed with Bellew. Though, she reminded him, it was 
exactly what Chicagoans were apt to say of their city. And all the 
while she was speaking, she was thinking how amazing it was that 
her voice did not tremble, that outwardly she was calm. Only her 
hands shook slightly. She drew them inward from their rest in her 
lap and pressed the tips of her fingers together to still them. 

"Husband's a doctor, I understand. Manhattan, or one of the other 
boroughs?" 

Manhattan, Irene informed him, and explained the need for Brian 
to be within easy reach of certain hospitals and clinics. 

"Interesting life, a doctor's." 
Ye-es. Hard, though. And, in a way, monotonous. Nerve-rackine 

too." s 

"Hard on the wife's nerves at least, eh? So many lady patients." 
He laughed, enjoying, with a boyish heartiness, the hoary joke. 

Irene managed a momentary smile, but her voice was sober as she 
' , "a" doesn'1 care for ^dies, especially sick ones. I sometimes 

wish he did. It's South America that attracts him." 
Coming place, South America, if they ever get the niggers out of 

't- It s run over—" 

Really, Jack!" Clare's voice was on the edge of temper 
Honestly, Nig, I forgot." To the others he said: "You see how 

frie^ds^fn/35 uT ̂  beSt '° be agreeable to these old 

she might ha^ nT! !° toncede that under other conditions 
dispo^fon e A 1 T A ^ R°°d"Iooking man of amiable 

nonsense about h"m ^ CirCUmstances" Plaln a"d with no 

newrhfUde tHat Chlcago was 8°°d enough for her She'd 
,nd didn'' ̂ she« 

course, of course. Can't jump up and leave a business." 



258 The Complete Fiction ofNella Larsen 

believe that there was nothing but generous friendship between those 
two, she was very tired of Clare Kendry. She wanted to be free of 
her, and of her furtive comings and goings. If something would only 
happen, something that would make John Bellew decide on an earlier 
departure, or that would remove Clare. Anything. She didn't care 
what. Not even if it were that Clare's Margery were ill, or dying. Not 
even if Bellew should discover— 

i She drew a quick, sharp breath. And for a long time sat staring 
down at the hands in her lap. Strange, she had not before realized 
how easily she could put Clare out of her life! She had only to tell 
John Bellew that his wife— No. Not that! But if he should somehow 
learn of these Harlem visits— Why should she hesitate? Why spare 
Clare? 

But she shrank away from the idea of telling that man, Clare 
Kendry's white husband, anything that would lead him to suspect 
that his wife was a Negro. Nor could she write it, or telephone it, or 
tell it to someone else who would tell him. 

She was caught between two allegiances, different, yet the same. 
Herself. Her race. Race! The thing that bound and suffocated her 
Whatever steps she took, or if she took none at all, something wou 
be crushed. A person or the race. Clare, herself, or the race. Or it 
might be, all three. Nothing, she imagined, was ever more complete y 

S"strg alone in the quiet living toon, in the pleasant Sretght. I™ 
Redfield wished, for the first time in her life tharshef.adnottsee 
born a Negro. For the first time she suffered and rebelled ^ 
she was unable to disregard the burden of race^ 1 , 

vUtlen.lv, enough to suffer as a woman, an J 
T account, withou. having to suffer for .he race as wel II. t«* 
t and undeserved. Surely no other people so cursed as Han, 

^Nevertheless, her weakness, her shrinking, her 
compass the thing, did not prevent her from wish g 
Home way with which she had no "f^Xe dA't 
discover, not that his wife had a tone o k was oat 
wan, ,hat-but that she was spending all .he «* 
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of the city in black Harlem. Only that. It would be enough to rid 
her forever of Clare Kendry. 

re e 

As if in answer to her wish, the very next day Irene came face to face 
with Bellew. 

She had gone downtown with Felise Freeland to shop. The day 
was an exceptionally cold one, with a strong wind that had whipped 
a dusky red into Felise s smooth golden cheeks and driven moisture 
into Irene's soft brown eyes. 

Clinging to each other, with heads bent against the wind, they 
turned out of the Avenue into Fifty-seventh Street. A sudden bluster 
lung them around the corner with unexpected quickness and they 

collided with a man. 

Pardon," Irene begged laughingly, and looked up into the face 
of Clare Kendry's husband. 

"Mrs. Redfield!" 

His hat came off. He held out his hand, smiling genially, 
ut the smile faded at once. Surprise, incredulity, and—was it 

understanding? passed over his features. 

curly6 black JST ^ C°nSd°US °f Felise' 8olden> with 

was sure 8rf° calr' WhoSe arm was StiU linked in her own. She 
again andT' I ^ Understandin8 in his face, as he looked at her 
again and then back at Felise. And displeasure. 

But w'dlrrr^^ ̂  °UtStretched hand' Not at — 
nition, her face had h 6 tm"1Vely' ln the first glance of recog-
uncomprehendine lodTT N°W she turned on him a totally 
^th hand outstretched'sh ^ that he Sti11 stood 

she reserved for masher 6 TJ C°01 appraisin8 stare which Fel!Se °n" 

that." ' Been passing> Have you? Well, I've queered 

Yes, I'm afraid you have." 
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They glared at each other. 
"I tell you, Irene, they've got to know these things, and it might 

as well be now as later." 

A'They do not!" she insisted, forcing back the tears of anger that 
ere threatening to fall. 
Brian growled: "I can't understand how anybody as intelligent as 

you like to think you are can show evidences of such stupidity." He 
looked at her in a puzzled harassed way. 

"Stupid!" she cried. "Is it stupid to want my children to be happy?" 
Her lips were quivering. 

"At the expense of proper preparation for life and their future 
happiness, yes. And I'd feel I hadn't done my duty by them if I didn't 
give them some inkling of what's before them. It's the least I can do. 
I wanted to get them out of this hellish place years ago. You wouldn't 
let me. I gave up the idea, because you objected. Don't expect me 
to give up everything." 

Under the lash of his words she was silent. Before any answer came 
to her, he had turned and gone from the room. 

Sitting there alone in the forsaken dining room, unconsciously 
pressing the hands lying in her lap tightly together, she was seized 
by a convulsion of shivering. For, to her, there had been something 
ominous in the scene that she had just had with her husband. Over 
and over in her mind his last words: "Don't expect me to give up 
everything," repeated themselves. What had they meant? What could 
they mean? Clare Kendry? 

Surely she was going mad with fear and suspicion, e must n 
work herself up. She must not! Where were .11 the ™ 
common sense, that she was so proud of? Now, if ever, was 

2 '"cure would soon be there. She must hurry or she would be he 
SO mln and those two would watt for her downturns together, as W 

•J S done so often stnce that firs, rime 
^ ago. Had it been really only last October? Why, she y 

T months, older. . • c fn set about 
Drearily she rose from her chair and went upstairs 
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Her quaking knees gave way under her. She moaned and sank 
down, moaned again. Through the great heaviness that submerged 
and drowned her she was dimly conscious of strong arms lifting her 
up. Then everything was dark. 

Centuries after, she heard the strange man saying: "Death by mis­
adventure, I'm inclined to believe. Let's go up and have another look 
at that window." 



Nel/a Larsen—A Chronology 

April 13, 1891 Born 

1898 First trip to Denmark 

1908-1909 Second trip to Denmark 

1912-1915 Nursing Degree, Lincoln Hospital and 
Home 

1915-1917 Works as a nurse at Tuskegee Normal and 
Industrial Institute, Tuskegee Alabama 

1 ^1 ® New York City Department of Health 

May 3, 1919 Marries Elmer S. Imes 

Three Scandinavian Games," "The Brownies' 
Book (June); Danish Fun," The Brownies' 
Book (July) Both published under the 
name Nella Larsen Imes 
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1921-1926 

1926 

1928 

1929 

1930 

1930-1931 

1932 

August 30, 1933 

September 11, 1941 

February 14, 1944 

September 1954 

1962 

September 12, 1963 

March 30, 1964 

Librarian, New York City Public Library 
(Harlem Branch) 

"The Wrong Man," Young's Magazine (Janu­
ary); "Freedom," Youngs Magazine (April) 
Published under pseudonym, Allen Semi 

Quicksand 
Awarded Bronze Award for Literature 
(Harmon Foundation) 

Passing 

"Sanctuary," Forum (January) 
Accused of plagiarism 

Guggenheim Fellowship in Europe 
Working on Mirage 

Nashville, with Elmer 

Divorces Elmer Imes 

Elmer Imes dies 

Appointed Chief Nurse at Gouverneur 
Hospital, New York City 

Night Supervisor at Gouverneur Hospital 

Supervisor of Nurses, Metropolitan 
Hospital, New York City 

Retires from nursing 

Discovered dead in her apartment 
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