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Author Nella Larsen and photographer James VanDerZee are two of the most canonical 

figures of Harlem Renaissance studies, whose respective novels and portraits have been explored 

extensively, if separately, by scholars. Both Larsen’s 1929 novel Passing and VanDerZee’s 

studio portraiture of the 1920s and 1930s have been read in terms of black middle class values 

and the visuality of race, and Passing in particular has spurred illuminating discussions on the 

intersections between race, visuality and sexuality embedded in its narrative. Yet these modes of 

reading, however attentive to detail, tend to translate close readings into major critical 

conversations of race, gender, sexuality and class.  

This project offers an alternative methodology that foregrounds the surprising formalistic 

textures in Larsen’s and VanDerZee’s works. These inconsistencies are integral to the texts and 

the histories they reference, but are at risk of being smoothed over by both uplift values that mine 

a static notion of the past to project a single vision of the future, as well as critical readings that 

try to uncover “meaning” rather than attune to the dynamism of the text’s composition.  

Through an unlikely pairing of bourgeois narratives with a queer theoretical genealogy, I 

trace what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick calls “middle ranges of agency”—moving moments rather 

than momentous movements—to recognize the ways that these texts are both products of the 



 

	

Harlem Renaissance and invested in more personal relationships that might exist alongside and 

in collision with well-intended but singular notions of progress and prosperity. Specifically, I 

close read traces of Larsen’s and VanDerZee’s craft—including but not limited to physical 

correspondence, corporeal language and photo processing manipulations—to illuminate how 

touch operates through different forms to rearrange normative notions of progress, and how 

contact manifests physically, emotionally and temporally to produce moments where curiosity, 

uncertainty or imagination interrupt naturalized ideologies that shape collective histories.  
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Introduction 
 
 
To touch is always already to reach out, to fondle, to heft, to tap, or to enfold, and always also to 
understand other people or natural forces as having effectually done so before oneself, if only in 
the making of the textured object. 

Eve Sedgwick, Touching/Feeling (14) 
 

 
 

This project began as an opportunity for more time; I wanted more time to spend with 

two texts that evaded me. Grasping was my initial approach to Nella Larsen’s second novel 

Passing: note the patterns in protagonist Irene Redfield’s words, actions, and thoughts and say 

something definitive. Clarify, unravel, reveal. But whenever I thought I had found a way to 

explain Irene’s motivations, the reasons for her behavior, the intentions guiding her gaze, she 

changed her tone, shifted to a new emotional tenor, disrupted my reading. Even in a close 

reading of a short exchange, I could only reach what felt like an anticlimactic conclusion: 

ambivalence. One term into graduate school, I could not feel the weight of my own contributions 

in a term like ambivalence; what was I saying if I could only point out what Larsen had already 

written into the page?  

Shaping this project are theories that handle textual objects with care. Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick offers a mode of reading that accounts for textual incongruities, and their implications. 

“Reparative reading,” she contends, is an alternative to what she calls “paranoid” critical 

readings that importantly, but predictably, expose the ideological structures that preclude the 

sovereignty of individual subjects and the texts they produce. Instead, a reparative reading 

alternates between anticipation and more creative approaches that attend to details within the text 

to actively consider how subjects can survive, persist, and even experience pleasure within 
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repressive circumstances.1 Though my direct references to Sedgwick are few, her methodology 

informs my project through the work of queer theory.  

One key work, which Sedgwick also cites, is Renu Bora’s essay “Outing Texture.”  Bora 

helps me to study a work of literature as I might a fabric comprised of threads that can cross, 

chafe, layer, loosen and even break. Extending the significance of texture beyond what might be 

seen or touched to highlight the ways in which texture “suggest[s] perception, creation and 

responsive processes,” he suggests that texture is formed by intimate, transformative interactions 

between materials and individuals (99). Expanding the familiar tactile connotation of texture by 

adding an extra “x,” he argues that “texxture” exceeds the surface/depth binary, and is closer in 

meaning to composition: characterized by but not reducible to the individual materials that make 

it up.  

Irene’s ambivalence in Passing forms an inconsistent text whose often inconspicuous 

contours demand that we consider both the social fabric of racial uplift and the threads of its 

weave: how these threads interact and how their interactions produce a text that is malleable and 

responsive. The plot of Passing is inseparable from Irene’s tenuous relationship with her 

childhood friend, Clare Kendry. Clare recognizes Irene when they are both passing for white on 

the roof of a hotel in Chicago, and over the course of the two years that follow this initial 

encounter, Clare contacts Irene again and again, insisting on rekindling a friendship despite (or 

because of) the different courses their lives have taken. Irene disapproves of Clare’s 

transgressions, her disloyalty to the race and disregard for Irene’s discomfort, and vows 

repeatedly to forget Clare altogether. Yet again and again, she succumbs Clare’s insistences to 
																																																								
1 Sedgwick draws on Melanie Klein’s “positions”—which allow for “flexible to-and-fro movement”—in her 
elaborations of a paranoid and reparative reading (Sedgwick 128). Sedgwick illuminates the potential for subjects in 
what Klein calls the “depressive” position—the pessimistic position from which “it is possible to use one’s own 
resources to assemble or “repair” the murderous part-objects into something like a whole”—to thrive in spite of 
hegemonic limitations (Sedgwick 128). 



3 

	
	

meet in Harlem. The resulting narrative is one that folds back on itself, one wrinkled and worn 

by moments of converging bodies, ideologies and temporalities.   

To attend to the subtleties of Larsen’s rippling novel, I read moments not only against the 

grain, but alongside and sometimes across it with the help of Sara Ahmed’s “politics of 

disorientation.” In her conclusion to Queer Phenomenology, Ahmed maintains that experiencing 

disorientation, a bodily and psychological feeling of suspension from familiarity, can call 

attention to forces that compel that sense of familiarity. As a result, she argues, disorientation can 

“call [our] involvement in the world into crisis,” as well as help us to see that involvement from 

a new perspective (Queer Phenomenology 159). Potentially, disorientation can foster deviation 

from the paths we are used to.2 By borrowing Ahmed’s notion of orientation—alignment, 

misalignment, intersection—I bring Bora’s textures into contact with Elizabeth Freeman’s 

practice of erotohistoriography, which constructs queer histories through touch. Freeman’s 

methodology begins with the problem of straight timelines, and how those timelines synchronize 

certain bodies around productivity and reproduction (Time Binds 4). Arguing that touch and the 

pleasures experienced through touch can interrupt this dominant organization of time, she 

illustrates how physical contact across time, space and medium can historicize queer subjects.  

This queer genealogy certainly does not follow the grain of the seemingly conservative 

substance of the texts and images that I examine in this study. In both of her novels Quicksand 

and Passing, Larsen depicts light-skinned, middle class African American female protagonists 

who grapple with the fluid terms of their racial and sexual identities in markedly reticent 

narratives set in the mid-1920s. Her characters are members of social clubs and debate “the 

problem of race.” A member of the black intelligentsia herself, Larsen garnered the praise of 

																																																								
2 Experiencing disorientation, Ahmed argues, “can impact the orientation of bodies and spaces, which is after all 
about how the things are ‘directed’ and how they are shaped by the lines they follow” (Queer Phenomenology 158). 
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W.E.B. Du Bois, who wrote that her novels are “fine, thoughtful and courageous” (qtd. in 

McDowell xv). Harlem photographer James VanDerZee produced images of the respectability 

Du Bois applauds in Larsen’s work. Outside of his studio, VanDerZee photographed his subjects 

in the very spaces and occasions that Larsen’s prose occupies: handsome townhomes of Striver’s 

Row (Figure 2), social clubs, dinner parties. Inside his studio, he constructed spaces of affluence 

and fantasy that celebrities and middle-class couples, wedding parties and families inhabited for 

their portraits.  

I was initially interested in the rich visual tableaux that Larsen paints in both of her 

narratives, and first encountered VanDerZee’s photography in my search for visual Harlem 

Renaissance art to read alongside Larsen’s work. As I spent more time with the texts, my focus 

shifted from intersections of visuality and race to the responsiveness of temporalities to touch. 

That is, how touch—traceable through the distinct forms of literature and photography—

rearranges normative notions of progress, and operates physically, emotionally and temporally to 

produce moments where ideology disrupts itself. Both Passing and VanDerZee’s studio portraits 

appear to affirm black bourgeois-centered uplift values and approaches to representation, but 

their surprising and challenging formalistic qualities often undermine the conservative subject 

matter that has so securely fastened Larsen and VanDerZee to the Harlem Renaissance. By 

attending to these crafted inconsistencies that are so integral to their compositions, I offer an 

alternative way of reading two of the most studied texts of the Harlem Renaissance canon.3 

																																																								
3 Both Passing and VanDerZee’s oeuvre have been read in terms of black middle class values and the visuality of 
race, and Passing in particular has spurred illuminating discussions on the intersections between race, visuality and 
sexuality embedded in its narrative. Yet even the extremely thorough close readings by Deborah McDowell and 
Judith Butler translate details into major critical conversations of race, gender and sexuality. Reading Passing with 
an eye for its texxture allows me to negotiate McDowell’s and Butler’s influential but methodologically distinct 
readings of the novel. Both critics imply multiple threads of influence acting on Irene: to argue that Larsen conceals 
Irene and Clare’s lesbian relationship under the blanket topic of race, McDowell separates race from sexuality, while 
Butler calls for a more intersectional approach, in which these influences are interwoven.3 Intersectional thought 
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The Harlem Renaissance, also known as the New Negro Movement, encompasses a wide 

variety of artistic, political and social developments from the 1910s through the 1930s. Though 

scholarship has traditionally positioned Harlem at the center of the movement, it should be noted 

that more recent scholarly discussions of black diaspora and transnationalism are stretching the 

reaches of this movement and pushing the uses of the term.4  

The textual cornerstones of this project did emerge from the four by four mile locus of 

Harlem, and host both of the “two Harlem Renaissances” described by Shane Vogel in The Scene 

of Harlem Cabaret:  

the historical Harlem Renaissance, the creative, political, cultural production and mode of 
feeling that took Harlem as its symbolic if not literal home, and the “Harlem 
Renaissance,” the literary institution, ideological signifier, and technology of 
normalization that, as a self-conscious project of racial publicity, sought to counter the 
overwhelming saturation of stereotypical images of African Americans in popular 
consciousness with positive and “proper” representations in art and literature. (Vogel 25)   
 

Critics agree that this latter effort to counteract racist stereotypes in the United States led to a 

different, yet equally stringent policing of boundaries within the black community.5 “Positive” 

and “proper” representations of African Americans upheld the socially respectable institution of 

marriage and reinforced restrictive gender roles, attempting to disprove images of “uneducated 

masses” and sexual promiscuity. By emphasizing patriarchal authority, chastity, social purity and 

“colorism” as explicit and implicit organizing principles, proponents of social uplift such as 

W.E.B. Du Bois sought to homogenize representations of the race (4). As Kevin Gaines points 

out, uplift operated on contradictions and prejudices that mirrored those of the racism it sought to 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
foregrounds compositionality that is varied and varying, which is particularly important to this project. By 
continuing to read with intersectionality in mind and returning to the metaphor of covering we can think about how 
this specificity works within a larger social fabric, in this case, the more generalizing narrative of racial uplift. 
4 See Davarian L. Baldwin’s and Minkah Makalini’s collection Escape from New York, and “Introduction: In 
Conversation: The Harlem Renaissance and the New Modernist Studies.” 
5 Kevin Gaines’ book Uplifting the Race, for instance, has been a foundational source on the impetuses, comprising 
beliefs and effects of racial uplift.  
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reverse, but did not acknowledge these tensions. That is, in effort to solder a movement of 

solidarity and representation, the movement smoothed over “inconsistencies,” narratives that 

veered from the forward by backward orientation of the movement (Gaines 4). 

Historical consciousness was a unifying factor, as many Harlem Renaissance leaders 

explicitly addressed the stakes of a black-authored history. Arthur A. Schomburg writes of 

history as a present effort to produce a past in his essay “The Negro Digs Up His Past,” 

published in The New Negro: “The Negro must remake his past in order to make his future,” he 

begins, citing “a definite desire and determination to have a history, well-documented, at least in 

race circles, and administered as a stimulating and inspiring tradition for the coming generations” 

(Schomburg 231). This single history, Schomburg posits, is strengthened not only by consensus, 

but also by its potential to travel through time—to thread through “race circles” of the present 

and descend through future generations of black Americans, and to mend—to “repair” the 

“social damage of slavery” (231). Famously determined in his efforts to leverage the collective 

traumatic past of Africans, Du Bois advocated for a top-down system of cultural education by 

which black intellectuals—“the Talented Tenth”—would “raise” the “masses of the Negro 

people” (qtd. in Kirschke 6).6  

Though they intended to reverse the gross misrepresentations of African Americans, the 

broad-minded efforts of the black intelligentsia often marginalized subjects whose socio-

economic status, education level or sexuality, for instance, did not fit the terms of respectability. 

Written frequently in terms of the “Negro Man,” essays by Du Bois, Locke and Schomburg only 

																																																								
6 “The collective traumatic past of African Americans could serve to unify the race,” Amy Helene Kirschke explains 
in her study of Du Bois’ strategic use of visual art within The Crisis magazine. Her summary of Du Bois’ efforts to 
create “a renewed sense of community” (Kirschke 6) echoes Schomburg’s report of a collective retrospection: 
“Among the rising democratic millions we find the Negro thinking more collectively, more retrospectively than the 
rest, and apt out of the very pressure of the present to become the most enthusiastic antiquarian of them all” 
(Schomburg 231).  
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intermittently recognized the specific challenges that gender, sexuality and class posed. Even in 

her essay “The Task of Negro Womanhood,” in which she claims to “grasp the fact that [the 

problems of Negro women] cannot be thought of in mass,” Elise Johnson McDougald calls for 

self-sacrifice in the service of racial uplift:  

We find the Negro woman, figuratively struck in the face daily by contempt from the 
world around her. Within her soul, she knows little of peace and happiness. But through it 
all, she is standing erect, developing within herself the moral strength to rise above and 
conquer false attitudes. She is maintaining her natural beauty and charm and improving 
her mind and opportunity. She is measuring up to the needs of her family, community 
and race, and radiating a hope throughout the land. (McDougald 369, 382) 

 
McDougald uses a powerful, physical metaphor to describe black women as under assault from 

both whites and black men. Yet her parting words are sure and strident, urging every black 

woman to combat these injustices with “moral strength.” In attaching this work to her worth as a 

mother, a wife, a figurehead of the black community and race, McDougald neglects subject 

positions farther from the reaches of moral strength. As with the other examples, contention—

conflict, contradiction, difficulty—are smoothed, overridden by a desire for consensus on an 

African American history and a future for “the race.”  

Vogel navigates striations between Harlem’s conservative daytime and Harlem’s queer 

nightlife—the heterogeneous (but not necessarily heterosexual) figures and practices pushed to 

the periphery by these self-conscious and normalizing efforts to build a Harlem Renaissance of 

respectability. His argument that “the historical cabaret was a form and content that—in ways 

not always predictable; often in spite of itself—brought bodies, sounds, and histories together in 

ways that disorganized and reorganized desires, selves, time, and space” is important to 

understanding how marginalized subjects can resist systematic practices designed to exclude 

them, and even more vitally, how critics can navigate the rich gaps between subversion and 

hegemony, agency and passivity (Vogel 18).  
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Both Vogel and I trace what Sedgwick calls “middle ranges of agency,” moving moments 

rather than momentous movements (Sedgwick 13). While Vogel illuminates how queer subjects 

might have generated their pasts within contexts designated as aberrant, I follow instances of 

Sedgwick’s nuanced notion of agency in much different spaces: texts firmly situated within 

racial uplift. Yet as scholarship on Larsen and on VanDerZee have deftly demonstrated, the 

politics of respectability comprises but one portion of the dense compositions of their work. My 

project explores how both Larsen and VanDerZee invest in the construction of a collective 

history and the meandering personal historiographies of their subjects. The narrative of uplift 

does not allow for the grit of grappling with personal histories. In its sweeping impulses, this 

collective history does not account for discrete, shifting moments of uncertainty, of doubt, of 

conflicting allegiances, of curiosity.  

Tracing these moments of alignment, misalignment and disorientation is particularly 

important to considering new ways of writing about modernist texts. Though the free and 

indirect narration in Passing lends itself to that famously modernist focus on interiority, for 

instance, it also diffuses any intentionality driving Irene’s or Clare’s interactions. Likewise, 

VanDerZee’s experiments with formalism are not avant-garde but démodé: constructing 20th 

century spaces from 19th century traditions, he frames subjects within imagined antebellum pasts 

that evoke different emotional registers than the highly abstracted visual arts traditionally 

associated with modernism.  

To attend to these associations and divergences, I bring myself into close contact with the 

texts. To be in such close contact to the texts helps me to recognize their compositions: how 

different threads of thought, belief, action are intersecting and interacting, dynamic 

inconsistencies that might be passed over in more distanced readings. Close reading, Freeman 
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writes, is “the decision to unfold, slowly, a small number of imaginative texts rather than amass a 

weighty archive of or around texts, and to treat these texts and their formal work as theories of 

their own, interventions upon both critical theory and historiography” (Time Binds xvii). Close 

reading for middle ranges of agency enriches the substance of terms like “subversive,” turns 

“transformative” from a static label into a fluid gradient, and stretches modes of reading so that 

we can attune to dynamic relationships between characters, ideals and materials. I expand the 

ranges that Sedgwick proposes by tracing different textures and accounting for varying registers 

of resistance that are not always traceable to the individual or their individual actions.  

Relationships, for instance, risk being overlooked as interventions. Incomplete, 

developing and ongoing, dynamics that tie subjects—two black women in Passing; husbands and 

wives, children and parents, and the deceased in VanDerZee’s collection—to one another are not 

easy to interpret and define as interventions to hegemonic histories or dominant ideologies. 

There are key strands of queer criticism, however, that are particularly invested in such intimate 

and indeterminate spaces, and the practices that comprise them. Vogel, Freeman, and José 

Esteban Muñoz, for instance, call our attention to varying forms of contact that draw dissonant, 

distanced, or otherwise unexpected subjects, objects, and experiences into meaningful 

encounters, rather than meaning.   

In the chapters that follow, I unfold one novel and a handful of photographs to explore 

the intersections between individuals and collective narratives that shape these texts in surprising 

ways. By way of texture and touch, I trace the ongoing relationships between history and its 

bodies, the physicality of history, touch as history and history as touching. In my first chapter, 

“Keeping in Touch” I explore how Larsen’s novel folds and unfolds through the relationship 

between the two protagonists, Irene Redfield and Clare Kendry. Irene and Clare differ 
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ideologically; while Irene prefers the stasis of her “smooth” routine as a “race woman”—a 

Harlem socialite of comfortable means, Clare indulges in “danger,” passing for white as the wife 

of a racist businessman. What might be a cautionary tale about racial, sexual and class 

transgressions is complicated by moments of ambivalence, which are not neutralized by equal, 

counteracting influences. By tracing forms of contact in the language and very structure of the 

narrative, I illuminate the small ways by which Clare’s presence moves Irene into spaces of 

uncertainty that push her to consider her own, individual subject position in relation to the values 

of uplift she ascribes to.  

Similar in tone and subject matter to Passing, VanDerZee’s wedding portraits remediate 

the 19th century European portraiture tradition, with backdrops, props and figure positions. These 

seemingly idealized portraits of marriage also visualize relationships and expectations in ways 

that complicate how we associate them with uplift and the politics of respectability. In my 

second chapter, “Out of Touch,” I attend to VanDerZee’s imaginative visual style by focusing 

more closely on his handiwork; my intervention is to highlight his interventions, his physical 

manipulations of the images to create final products beyond what the camera could capture.  

By considering VanDerZee’s touch ups as well as his more overt work with combination 

printing, I trace how his authorial touch shapes and complicates uplift narratives of marriage, 

family and death, and how these complications touch viewers, thereby disorienting linear notions 

of time. Intertwined with my close readings are Roland Barthes’ reflections in Camera Lucida. 

Grappling with what he calls “the punctum,” or the “wound” of a photograph—the way that a 

detail can disrupt an otherwise seamless communication of meaning between the photographer 

and the viewer, Barthes eventually associates the photograph’s impression on the viewer with 

photography’s unique ability to index multiple temporalities. In other words, every photograph 
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contains the trace of a moment prior to the moment in which it is viewed. I suggest that 

VanDerZee’s deliberate and perceptible manipulations create photographs that multiply these 

traces, and in doing so, historicize their subjects through form.  

These are texts that have held my attention for the better part of two years. In turn, I hold 

their tensions, rather than grasp them. Grasping is knowing and manipulating, a gesture of 

mastery that risks compressing or stretching the texts so central to my studies into established 

spaces of scholarship. As a white critic, I am acutely aware of the historical precedent and 

implications of relationships that, in assuming intimacy with minoritarian aesthetic objects, can 

neglect to respect the texts as agential, and capable of evasion and resistance to critical eyes. In 

the chapters that follow, I trace formalistic intricacies by way of touch. By immersing myself in 

the density of Passing and VanDerZee’s portraiture, I practice a mode of criticism that is at once 

intimately attentive to the texts and respectful of the volition that fills their fibers; I feel for 

details while respecting my role as a reader rather than an interpreter.  
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Keeping in Touch:  
Tense Relations in Nella Larsen’s Passing 

 
 
Touch and physical pressure transform the materials one would like to know, assess, love. 

Renu Bora, “Outing Texture” (99) 
 

She wished to find out about this hazardous business of “passing,” this breaking away from all 
that was familiar and friendly to take one’s chances in another environment, not entirely strange, 
perhaps, but certainly not entirely friendly. What, for example, one did about background, how 
one accounted for oneself. And how one felt when one came into contact with other Negroes.  

Nella Larsen, Passing (157) 
 
 

Irene Redfield wishes to ask these questions, but doesn’t. In fact, “she couldn’t. She was 

unable to think of a single question that in its context or its phrasing was not too frankly curious, 

if not actually impertinent” (157). But before her good manners silence them, these questions 

about the experience of passing are provocative, disorderly. Her curiosity finds its way into the 

crevices between familiar and strange, history inherited and history lived, black and white. Irene 

wishes to understand a perspective that feels foreign to her. She thinks about passing as both an 

emotional and physical act, and about how background, one’s history, is imagined, constructed 

and felt, specifically when “one [comes] into contact with other Negroes.” 

Contact is rich in connotation, particularly in a novel in which there are very few 

moments where skin touches skin. In the aforementioned instance, Irene uses the term “contact” 

to describe proximity: Clare’s spatial relationship to other black people when she is passing for 

white, the “condition of association,” as Judith Butler writes in “Passing, Queering,” that makes 

“her color become legible” (Butler 269).7 While cultural fascination with passing has been driven 

by the external—legibility and the faultiness of legibility—in this instance Irene shifts the focus 
																																																								
7 For Butler, proximity highlights the permeability of racial boundaries: when Clare is around her husband, she 
becomes white, and when “she associates with blacks, she becomes black, where the sign of blackness is contracted, 
as it were, through proximity” (269). More than undermining the visual definitions of race, Butler’s analogy of race 
as “a contagion transmissible through proximity” begins to focus on how begins to bring the subject closer to Irene’s 
final question of how Clare feels. 
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to how the passing individual might respond emotionally to being in touch with a community 

with which one has broken ties. That is, by wondering how Clare feels when she encounters 

“other” black people, Irene validates Clare’s lived past as African American while raising 

another question: how does it feel, this exchange between that past and this present in which 

personal histories collide with collective histories from which they diverged?  

As a kind of dynamic middle ground, “coming into contact” locates two other common 

uses of the term, as a verb: to contact, meaning to physically touch or to feel, and to contact, 

meaning to communicate or to express feeling, usually across physical or temporal distances. 

Both instances involve distinct kinds of shared space that invite physical and emotional 

exchanges at the intersections. But to intersect in these ways, two things cannot be parallel or 

flush; they converge because they are misaligned, angled at odds, out of sync. Thus contact, an 

act of coming together, also calls our attention to the existence of different directions of 

movement, and to the dominant direction that defines the difference.  

In this chapter, I attend to moments of contact between Irene and her childhood friend, 

Clare Kendry, who is passing for white, and examine how these instances complicate uplift 

ideology in Passing. Irene and Clare encounter each other first in Chicago and then again in 

Harlem, where Irene has settled with her family and Clare visits from time to time. Clare insists 

on keeping in touch with Irene, and though Irene expresses anxiety, irritation, disdain, and even 

desire over Clare’s ease at traversing racial, sexual and class boundaries, Irene surrenders to 

Clare’s gestures against her own intentions.  

  I explore how each of the novel’s protagonists are “oriented” towards a politics of 

respectability, and contend that their complex relationship is shaped by personal histories and 
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subject positions that cannot be woven into the dominant narrative.8 I use the term “dominant” as 

a relative term when referring to the concerted efforts of racial uplift. Uplift was itself an 

intervention in the white-authored history of misrepresentation, hurt and exclusion of African 

Americans; pushing against this dominant narrative, proponents of uplift sought to historicize 

“the” black experience in America.9 The collective history propelling racial uplift is a prime 

example of what Sara Ahmed describes as the potential for willful intentions to compel 

willingness, for a divergent narrative to feel like the dominant directive.10 In other words, 

collective protest, disobedience and transgression risk policing belonging—often in terms of 

allegiance and morality—in ways that parallel the prevailing belief systems they aim to disrupt.  

This paradox emerged as black intelligentsia promoted middle-class ideals of morality, 

patriarchal authority and self-improvement to advance the status of African Americans as 

dignified, enfranchised citizens. As Kevin Gaines explains at length, this goal was not the 

issue—uplift tried to offer viability, self-affirmation and security to a population of people that 

vicious and systematic racism worked to dehumanize. However, the rhetoric of self-help 

obscured the uneven ways by which uplift operated. Gaines writes that “although uplift ideology 

was by no means incompatible with social protest against racism, its orientation toward self-help 

implicitly faulted African Americans for their lowly status, echoing judgmental dominant 

characterizations of ‘the Negro problem’” (Gaines 4). That is, uplift burdened African Americans 

																																																								
8 In both Queer Phenomenology and Willful Subjects, Ahmed studies how individuals that deviate can help us to 
understand how the dominant narrative operates. 
9 Famously outing the unasked question, “How does it feel to be a problem?” in The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois 
identifies himself as a willful subject, as someone that Ahmed might say “gets in the way” of the common goal 
(“Introduction” 2). This project examines what happens when a willful method such as Du Bois’ politics of 
respectability becomes a willful dogma.  
10 Ahmed concludes her book Willful Subjects with a warning: “When willfulness becomes a ground, translating a 
wrong into a right or even into righteousness,” she writes, “then arms can become rods, coming up only to straighten 
things out” (Ahmed 204). 
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with the responsibility of their current positions, and the responsibility of progressing, rather than 

the targeting the limitations to their prosperity.  

Uplift efforts, race pride and respectability are essential to Passing. Narrated in free 

indirect discourse via Irene, the novel unfolds through the increasingly fraught perspective of a 

light-skinned, middle class, married “race woman” living in Harlem. Throughout the narrative, 

Clare enters Irene’s spaces, often uninvited. Her persistent presence frequently redirects 

conversations, reschedules plans, and rearranges the way Irene recounts the history of their 

relationship. Rather than reinforcing a linear timeline that measures progress—of an individual 

or an entire race—from past to present, Clare recognizes the past as unfinished and pressing. By 

insisting on rekindling an all but forgotten friendship, she illustrates how contact can twist and 

knot linear temporalities in small but significant ways. We might easily skim over these tangles 

in the timeline. But if we do, we will miss moments of resistance to both uplift ideology and 

transgressive alternatives, as well as rejection of these resistances, negotiations between a 

standardized race pride and lives that come into contact with the collective without becoming a 

part of the narrative—lives that, in a commitment to remaining “livable,” remain apart.11  

Encouraged by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s attentive practice of reparative reading, I 

maintain that these entanglements of past and present are transformations small in scale but 

rippling in scope; not only are they important to how Larsen’s narrative folds and unfolds, they 

are essential to recognizing agency as relative and ranging in scale. Clare’s transgressions do not 

wholly transform Larsen’s text into something revolutionary, just as Irene’s conservative voice 

does not condemn the novel as conformist. Larsen instead imagines a relationship between a 

wayward subject and the dominant narrative that has closed up around her retracted allegiance, 

																																																								
11 Here I apply Butler’s term “livable life,” which Ahmed equates to understanding “queer as a commitment to an 
opening up of what counts as a life worth living” (qtd. in Queer Phenomenology 178).  
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smoothed over the inconsistencies of her passing identity; she writes the ways in which such a 

subject cuts across the vertically-oriented social and political goals of uplift, rubbing against the 

smooth grain of propriety. This is to say: the interplay between Clare and Irene alters the 

characteristics of the narrative fabric, and in doing so illustrates how individual efforts to relate 

to collective pasts and collective futures often result in moments of contact between misaligned 

values, actions, feelings and contribute to the texture of that fabric.  

Throughout the novel, Clare contacts Irene again and again. By phone, by letter and by 

surprise visit, her insistence at getting in touch with Irene results in a series of encounters 

between the two women.12 Although Clare is passing for white, and although the history of her 

relationship with Irene is marked by threadbare years and missing decades, it is Clare’s renewed 

presence in Irene’s life that steers Irene to sites of difficulty, that bring her to dwell—if only 

momentarily—in confusion, prompting her to consider her own relationship to “her race.” 

These aesthetic rough spots contribute to the narrative’s affective composition, or texture. 

Texture, by popular connation, can be understood through both sight and physical contact. 

Although physical materials—notably fabrics—that are understood through these two senses 

occupy significant portions of Larsen’s narratives, it is worth expanding the scope of contact to 

include touching moments, in which Clare’s words or expressions impact Irene, to recognize 

how these emotional gestures pull at Irene’s immediate, often moralizing judgments, and loosen 

her resistance to alternative modes of belonging.  

Renu Bora’s essay “Outing Texture” helps us to consider how moments without physical 

touch can still be touching and elucidate the emotional tangles and tentative curiosities 

																																																								
12 In Willful Subjects, Sara Ahmed writes, “Persistence is protest,” reinforcing the idea that agency is recognizable 
in many forms (203). In this instance, the small gestures Clare makes over a period of time amount to a persistence, 
her refusal to accept Irene’s rejections as a kind of resilience to normative codes.  
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associated with touch. Touch can construct alternative histories, according to Elizabeth 

Freeman’s reparative theory of erotohistoriography, which imagines physical, pleasurable ways 

in which marginalized individuals can “[feel] historical” within normative notions of progress 

(“Time Binds” 59). Reading Passing through Bora’s expansive interpretation of contact, and 

Freeman’s porous and rumpled understanding of history, I argue that Larsen imagines personal 

histories that would otherwise get smoothed over by normative notions of progress or uplift, and 

a collective, streamlined version of history.13 Specifically, wrinkles and strains within Passing 

evidence dynamic tensions between Clare’s and Irene’s individual experiences, and bourgeois 

ideals. These tensions bunch up to create moments of excess—wrinkles—or counter uplift ideals 

and thereby wear away at cordial smoothness to create doubt and delay—strains—in Irene’s 

automatically dismissive responses.  

Clare is a character who, in passing, lives in relation to multiple temporalities. As the 

wife of a racist businessman and mother of a bi-racial daughter who lives abroad, Clare’s 

particular circumstances are not addressed by the movements to create a collective history for 

African Americans, the social work that Irene commits herself to.14 Rather than access that 

collective history publically, as race pride, Clare describes the deeply personal feeling of 

belonging to multiple, misaligned narratives. In the letter whose arrival opens the novel, Clare 

confides: “You can’t know how in this pale life of mine I am all the time seeing the bright 

																																																								
13 Much like the interruptions from other times that Freeman describes in Time Binds, the disturbances in Passing 
act on a “vision of time as seamless, unified and forward-moving” (xxii). While uplift aimed to rewrite the 
prevailing version of history that degraded, dehumanized, and excluded black Americans, these efforts advocated for 
heternormative notions of progress, including intense interest in genealogy and eugenics, marriage and family, each 
of which, Freeman argues, are driven by and work to secure a one-track, “chrononormative,” future-oriented sense 
of time (xxii). Textual elements such as belatedness, flashback and surprise, however, work to undo the 
seamlessness of chronopolitical time, and in doing so can “propose other possibilities for living in relation to 
indeterminately past, present, and future others: that is, of living historically” (xxii).  
14 I suggest that Clare occupies the “depressive position,” originally Melanie Klein’s term on which Sedgwick 
builds her reparative methodology. The depressive position is “the position from which it is possible…to use one’s 
own resources to assemble or “repair” the murderous part-objects into something like a whole” (Sedgwick 128).  
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pictures of that other that I once thought I was glad to be free of…It’s like an ache, a pain that 

never ceases…” (P, 145). Complicating a response to a lost—erased, re-written—past, that 

persistent ache Clare describes is also a feeling of continual contact with “that other” she has 

sought to re-write, a desire to keep in touch with a life she has strayed from. Throughout the 

novel, Clare acts on this desire by reaching out to Irene. 

A Smooth Routine 

Irene embodies the normative notions upheld by racial uplift. As the wife of a doctor and 

mother of two, Irene belongs to the elite tier of Harlem women that Elise Johnson McDougald 

describes as “affected by the problems of every wife and mother, but touched only faintly by 

their race’s hardships” (McDougald 370). Irene’s life is “crowded” and her days are “busy” (P, 

154).15 Overscheduled with luncheons and dances dedicated to the advancement of the black 

community, Irene occupies a position of relative privilege within Harlem’s black middle class 

that she is equally motivated to maintain (P, 154).  

Part of maintaining this financial and social stability is adhering to “an official timeline,” 

what Freeman also refers to as a mindset that “[shapes] the contours of a meaningful life by 

registering some events like births, marriages, and deaths, and refusing to record others like 

initiations, friendships, and contact with the dead” (“Time Binds” 54, 58). Upon reconnecting on 

the roof of the Drayton Hotel, Clare asks Irene about past conversations she has had about Clare 

with their mutual friends. What Irene says she remembers is telling: “‘You can’t,’ she evaded, 

‘expect me to remember trifles like that over twelve years of marriages, births, deaths and the 

war’” (P, 154). These landmarks she enumerates echo, nearly word-for-word, the markers of a 

																																																								
15 The term “crowded” not only recalls Freeman’s definition of “chrononormativity”—“the use of time to organize 
individual human bodies toward maximum productivity”—but also suggests that her life is filled with encounters 
whose significances equate to brief, depthless exchanges between strangers, as opposed to the temporally 
indeterminate process of friendship (Time Binds 3).  
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meaningful life according to a chronological sequence so official that every event is validated by 

public record. 16 What is important to recognize about Irene’s excuse is not that she invests in 

these landmarks, but that she claims to value them instead of—rather than in addition to—more 

personal, spontaneous exchanges of a friendship. 

 This friendship that Clare so persistently tries to restore not only presents an alternative 

measure of meaning; it actively changes the texture of Irene’s secure lifestyle. The statement, 

“Irene didn’t like changes that affected her smooth routine of her household,” epitomizes this 

tension between Irene’s established schedule and Clare’s potential to change it, to agitate her 

seamless, ordered life (P, 188). The risk Clare poses to Irene, who is secure within Harlem’s 

social circles, is one of disorientation, a “bodily feeling,” Ahmed writes, that “can shatter one’s 

sense of confidence in the ground or one’s belief that the ground on which we reside can support 

the actions that make a life livable” (Queer Phenomenology 157). The ground from which Clare 

dislodges Irene is one of carefully maintained abstinence, monitored by a homogenizing moral 

code. Specifically “smooth,” Irene’s description of her lifestyle demonstrates Bora’s insistence 

that textures and texxtures slip easily into qualities of personal disposition, and these descriptors 

can also police their subjects, categorize and evaluate them according to what they are or are 

not.17 With this qualification in mind, we might say that how Irene perceives her own routine is 

the result of social standards that prefer smooth—uniform, ordered, respectable—to what smooth 

is not—uneven, rumpled, improper.  By consequence, Irene explains her resistance to Clare in 

terms of how Clare’s behavior goes against Irene’s values. Equating Clare’s desires, frequently 

																																																								
16 Irene’s investment in this kind of hegemonic archive should not be dismissed. Marriage, as Ann duCille reminds 
us, is a historically specific practice that must be considered in the context of “the real material conditions of most 
black Americans,” to account for its intersections with race and class (duCille 4, 8, her emphasis).  
17 Bora writes that “texture” is not a property “measured by an observer or instrument in an absolute scientific, 
philosophical sense, but as [a property] partially constructed by codes that [he] would call ideology” (Bora 101).  
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in the context of passing, with immorality, Irene complains that there is “nothing sacrificial in 

Clare Kendry’s idea of life, no allegiance beyond her own immediate desire” (P, 144). While 

allegiance would support the illusion of a frictionless, smooth fabric, desire is framed instantly 

an act of resistance—self-serving and detached—to the object and product of that allegiance: the 

prosperity, to borrow McDougald’s words, of “her family, community and race” (McDougald 

382).   

Irene holds Clare against a sacrificial code that is two-fold in its invocation: it 

standardizes behavior, and hints at the possibilities that standardization forecloses. In suggesting 

what Clare fails to be, Irene reveals her own struggles to satisfy her desires.18 Though these 

desires do not emerge explicitly within the narrative, Irene’s firm grasp on the present and its 

securities suggests that she is “guilty” of the same self-serving motivations she finds so 

despicable. For instance, even as her increasing neurosis splinters her trust for her husband, “still 

she intend[s] to hold fast to the outer shell of her marriage, to keep her life fixed, certain” (P, 

235). Still she intends to maintain an exterior that belies its contents for her own benefit, to pass 

as a secure married couple. By accusing Clare of inauthenticity, of passing (and of “[doing] 

everything,” for that matter) “out of gain,” 19 Irene smoothes over the ways that she has benefited 

from her social status and light skin (P, 182).20  

																																																								
18 Cherene Sherrard-Johnson has also notes this paradox in Irene’s sense of sacrifice. She describes Clare as a 
reflection of what Irene wants but will not allow herself to pursue, noting that “the choices Irene makes are often in 
conflict with her desires” (Sherrard-Johnson 852). 
19 From the “deified position” she adopts instead, Irene demonstrates the tendency to adjudicate passing according 
to moral responsibility, the larger cultural tendency that Pamela Caughie addresses in her effort to loosen the taught 
demarcations between different types of passing (Sherrard-Johnson 852; Caughie 404). 
20 The ways that other scholars have described Clare’s flagrant transgressions—her “forays across the color line,” as 
Sherrard-Johnson notes—align with Irene’s accusations; both suggest an ease, a sortie across allegiances so 
effortless that Clare’s main motivator is pleasure and advancement. This effortlessness is, in its own way, a kind of 
smoothness, a slippage allowed only by the absence of friction, as though passing is not only selfish, but an easy 
escape from the pressures that Irene feels. In fact, Clare first appears to Irene as nothing but scent and chiffon, the 
absence of a body that might betray her “other” self. Before Irene recognizes her old friend, she describes her initial 
encounter with Clare at the Drayton Hotel: “A waiter passed her, followed by a sweetly scented woman in a 
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Touching Words 

Clare’s act of passing both catalyzes Irene’s moralizing counterarguments and disrupts 

the ideology behind them. Clare’s words—both written and spoken—also touch Irene in ways 

that, though not permanently transformative, stir her firm beliefs and open spaces for uncertainty, 

curiosity and even pleasure in a largely assured worldview. Stuck in her routine, Irene vows to 

keep her distance from Clare; she is so “confident in her own good judgment and tact that she 

couldn’t bear to have anyone question [her decisions]” and “certainly not Clare Kendry” (P, 

191). Though Irene’s consciousness dictates the narrative, Larsen offers readers brief glimpses 

—both heard and read—into Clare’s feelings before they pass through Irene’s critical filters. The 

dialogue throughout the novel gives Clare a voice, and Clare’s words are often narrated by Irene 

in terms of physical acts.  

These descriptions suggest how Clare pulls Irene closer, unsticking her from her own 

good judgment. Though Clare’s body quickly becomes the focus of Irene’s fixations, from her 

“wide mouth” to her “ivory skin,” to her “strange languorous eyes,” her physicality exceeds the 

limits of Irene’s visual assessments and manifests itself in corporeal language, language that has 

energy, weight, the potential to sway and push and tear (P, 148, 150). When Irene tries to 

“convince Clare Kendry of the folly of Harlem for her,” telling her that to be around other black 

people is “terribly foolish…just not the right thing” and “not safe at all,” Clare responds, “Safe!” 

(P, 194-195). While this little word is Clare’s, it is instantly described for readers from Irene’s 

perspective: “It seemed to Irene that Clare had snapped her teeth down on the word and then 

flung it from her” (195). The visceral force of this image is echoed throughout the novel; as she 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
fluttering dress of green chiffon whose mingled pattern of narcissus, jonquils and hyacinths was a reminder of 
pleasantly chill spring days” (P, 148). Though little more than a sensed presence, Clare instantly reminds Irene of a 
spring day; she prompts her to remember in the present moment.  
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laughs uncontrollably at Bellew’s racist joke, a look on Clare’s face “[strikes]” Irene into silence 

(171).  

The language of Irene’s perceptions in Passing binds characters to one another, fostering 

palpable tension, collision and caress in ways that embodied movements in the novel rarely do. 

In the aforementioned example, both flinging and striking are movements of division, of distance 

and difference that nevertheless fit snugly with Sara Jackson’s tally of “pushing, pulling, 

smacking, [and] kicking” in Helene Cixous’ work (Jackson 411).21 Similarly, Irene frequently 

dramatizes her spoken conversations with Clare as sparring matches. But equally prevalent is 

language of prolonged, intimate contact. As Clare pleads with Irene to let her attend a Negro 

Welfare League dance, she adds, “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” (200). In expressing this desire to 

be in contact with black people, to socialize, Clare also insists that Irene, who is already in a 

position to benefit socially from the kinship of a collective history, cannot understand the feeling 

of that absence. Through Irene’s perspective, Clare’s words take on a compelling physicality: “In 

the look she gave Irene, there was something groping, and hopeless, and yet so absolutely 

determined that it was like an image of her futile searching and the firm resolution in Irene’s own 

soul, and increased the feeling of doubt and compunction that had been growing within her about 

Clare Kendry” (200). A much more forceful touch whose connotation implies an unwanted, even 

invasive attempt at contact, at connection, Clare’s groping words draw Irene closer to her. Just 

when Irene wants to dismiss Clare as superficial, she feels the grip of guilt and uncertainty that 

causes her to pause. And in this pause, Irene’s firm resolution to reject Clare Kendry, to ignore 

																																																								
21 According to Jackson, action words can fill the space between surfaces so that “language”—rather than fingers, 
feet or lips—“leaves its impression on the narrator’s body” (411). When applied to Passing, this observation of the 
physicality of language warrants more examination through Frantz Fanon’s theory of the black body as object.   
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her correspondence and dismiss her words, loosens; her certainty of Clare’s superficiality frays 

as Clare’s groping gaze pulls Irene into the very spaces of consideration she tries to resist.  

Equally persuasive but more reciprocal is Clare’s “caressing smile.” In the first instance 

that Irene describes Clare’s smile in these terms, she begins by affirming Clare’s black heritage: 

“Yes, Clare Kendry’s loveliness was absolute, beyond challenge, thanks to those eyes which her 

grandmother and later her mother and father had given her. Into those eyes came a smile and 

over Irene the sense of being petted and caressed. She smiled back” (161). Knowing that Clare’s 

grandfather was white, Irene initially emphasizes the qualities that Clare has inherited from her 

black family members; Clare’s beauty is beyond the reach of criticism because of her genealogy. 

Yet a more sensual influence takes hold of Irene’s appraisal, so that Irene no longer sees Clare as 

a visual object in this instance, but feels touched—figuratively and physically—by her friend. 

Caress, as Jean-Paul Sartre emphasizes, exceeds touch, though: “The caress does not want simple 

contact; it seems that man alone can reduce the caress to a contact, and then he loses its unique 

meaning. This is because the caress is not a simple stroking: it is a shaping” (qtd. in Bora 100). 

We might even say that the force of shaping is akin to moving, to moving a subject to act. 

Indeed, under Clare’s caress, Irene returns the smile she had so deliberately refused. In this 

reciprocal response, Irene shares with Clare the pleasure of an intersection, a reactivated 

relationship. This minute and fleeting gesture—a mouth moved to smile by another smile—

evidences their relationship as responsive, illuminating how Irene reacts with physical and 

emotional recognition, despite her investment in a predictable, positivist narrative of race pride. 

Neither transformative nor static, this moment recalibrates our attention to small shifts in Irene’s 

physical and emotional responses to Clare.  

A Wrinkled Timeline 
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Moments of reciprocity are easily overshadowed by Irene’s explicit refusals of Clare’s 

advances. Throughout the novel, Clare writes Irene three letters, but Irene never responds in 

writing. In fact, in an effort to evade the emotional impact of Clare’s letters, to prevent herself 

from “[assisting] Clare to realize her foolish desire to return for a moment to that life which long 

ago, and of her own choice, she had left behind her,” Irene vows: “The whole thing would be 

very easy. The basket for all the letters, silence for their answers” (P, 145, 192).  Her aversion to 

the letters themselves is also an aversion to contact with Clare. Exemplary of Ahmed’s notion of 

the “queer object,” Clare’s letters “support proximity between those who are supposed to live on 

parallel lines, as points that should not meet” (Queer Phenomenology 169). For Ahmed, to be in 

proximity is to be supported in deviance, to be in contact with another who has veered from a 

single direction of living. As personal, material communication that is both touched and 

touching, Clare’s letters bring the two women together; though she does not write back, Irene 

reads each of these letters, and must grasp the values of uplift even more firmly because in 

response to them, she gravitates towards ambivalent feelings about her own responsibilities 

toward her race.  

Before I elaborate on how Irene is moved by this contact, it is worth noting the extent to 

which Clare’s letters structure the novel. Though fundamental to the novel’s narrative, the 

temporal structure of Passing has received little attention from critics. McDowell even reads the 

organization of Passing as “neat and symmetrical,” a set of three sections that “suggests a clever 

cover for the unconventional subplot in the novel’s hiding places” (xxx). Although these sections 

appear to serve as consistent containers for Irene’s encounters with Clare, it is the novel’s very 

organization—by encounters narrated out of chronological order—that disrupts the narrative’s 

neat, modest surface and reveals Clare’s significant influence on Irene.  
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Although Passing is not an epistolary novel, Clare’s letters—material forms of contact—

lead Irene’s free and indirect narration backwards and forwards in time so that Passing 

fundamentally counters a linear narrative that would order the past as past, as distinguishable 

from the present. In her discussion of the intertextuality of Cixous’ So Close, Jackson focuses on 

a letter that, though absent within So Close, possesses a presence that “[turns] the text back on 

itself, creating a texture of wrinkles and folds” (Jackson 415). Just as the absent letter “crumples” 

Cixous’ text, Clare’s letters not only interrupt the flow of chronological time, they redirect this 

flow (415). That is, although Irene’s psyche filters the narrative, it is Clare’s correspondence that 

guides the course of the story.  

The story begins with the “last letter” in Irene’s pile of mail, and this last letter stands 

out: “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” (P, 143). Irene’s description of the letter is both physical 

and felt; the paper’s weight and the script’s impression within it are out of the ordinary, not flush 

with the others but apart from. That Irene distinguishes between this letter and the “clearly 

directed” letters she has already flipped through suggests that the last is a wanderer, that it has 

resisted the clarity, the demarcations, the origin and direction of the others, and is already out of 

sync with the “ordinary,” the normal.22  

As it happens, the oddness of this letter is familiar to Irene, who recalls receiving a letter 

“very like it in outward appearance”—“furtive, yet in some peculiar, determined way a little 

flaunting[,] purple ink[,] foreign paper of extraordinary size”—two years earlier (P, 143). This 

																																																								
22 The letter’s physical peculiarity quickly translates into mysteriousness and furtiveness—more active and agential 
characteristics that suggest stubborn refusal to make their motives transparent, complicating her feelings towards 
this letter as they attract her attention. 
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connection is made through the distinctive, extravagant material of the letter, and further yet, it is 

through this material that Irene is able to identify the letter’s author; although the envelope “bore 

no return address to betray the sender,” Irene claims to know who sent the letter: ““Not that she 

hadn’t immediately known who the sender was” (P, 143).23 The letter—the envelope, the paper, 

the script—not only carries communication between Clare and Irene; the material is that 

connection—it is through the physical traits, the look and feel of the letter that Irene is able to 

identify Clare.  

Recognition is not the only outcome; the texture of the letter opens for Irene a space for 

reflection and complication, shaping qualities characteristic of what Bora terms texxture. With 

the letter still between her fingertips, Irene visualizes a scene of Clare as a child, a scene “seen” 

in response to Clare’s letters: 

For a swift moment, Irene Redfield seemed to see a pale small girl sitting on a ragged 
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. (P, 143)  
 

What Irene “seemed to see” is important to recognizing how Clare has a hand in the novel’s 

exposition of her past. Although Irene insists that she has forgotten the details of their shared 

adolescence, the arrival of the letter creates a space for contact between two points in time, 

disrupting a linear sequence, and even more significantly, compressing the measured distance of 

Irene’s intentionally smooth sense of progression into a dynamic interplay between past and 

present.  The peculiar letter does not transport her back to her girlhood. Rather, it projects for 

present-day Irene an image that she views much like a film. This particular fusion of 
																																																								
23 The swiftness with which Irene identifies Clare as the sender contrasts with her delay in identifying Clare in 
person on the rooftop of the Drayton hotel. 	
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temporalities highlights how Clare’s letters rearrange a narrative likely to have been linear into a 

simultaneous experience of past and present.  

The musing line “sometimes he did manage to reach her” suggests that Irene is 

constructing this scene, compiling it from a series of moments in what David Eng and David 

Kazanjian might describe as a “moment of production,” a “creative” way of bringing “the 

past…to bear witness to the present” (Eng and Kazanjian 5). Reading loss not through what is 

now absent, but through what remains, Eng and Kazanjian offer a way of reading Irene’s sudden 

vision of the past as productive. Coupled with Ahmed’s suggestion that queer objects possess the 

power to make “what is in the background, what is behind us, more available as ‘things’ to ‘do’ 

things with,” this vision of a “behind” moment inspired by Clare’s letter destabilizes Irene’s 

determination to dismiss Clare (Queer Phenomenology 168). Because her place in this scene is 

not made clear (was she present when Clare’s father “[raged] threateningly up and down the 

shabby room…making spasmodic lunges at her”?), the “sometimes” suggests that this scene is a 

site for possibility, for a past unfinalized by their present differences, for a present open to 

revision and diversion from a singularly forward-looking orientation. 

Furthermore, these differences materialize in the letter’s substantive qualities. It is 

somewhat surprising that the “purple ink” and the “foreign paper of extraordinary size,” should 

bring to mind this dismal scene; the “shabby” room with its “ragged couch” seem far from the 

expensive paper in Irene’s hand. Yet the audacity of color links the letter with Clare’s bright red 

fabric so that the extravagant textures connect the two and help to crumple the structure of the 

novel.  
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Wear and Tear 
 

A few encounters with Clare intensify friction between the values Irene tries to uphold, 

and her emotional reactions to being disoriented, dislodged from the security of her social status. 

Though brief, it is in these moments of disorientation that Irene most directly addresses her 

feelings towards Clare and her own “allegiance” to her race. If the letters from Clare not only 

communicate Clare’s sentiments, but also elucidate her particular situation, perhaps it is not 

surprising that each letter “[stirs]” a “violence of feelings” in Irene (P, 181); each letter’s arrival 

pulls taught the strings Irene would like to be free of, the details she would rather forget. In 

addition to “amusement,” “anger,” “fear,” and “panic,” Irene’s feelings include self-

consciousness for the persistence of these feelings: “That even at this remote date the memory of 

[Bellew’s] words and manner had the power to set her hand to trembling and send the blood 

pounding against her temples did not seem to her extraordinary. But that she should retain that 

dim sense of fear, of panic, was surprising, silly” (181). Irene expresses discomfort not for her 

physical reaction so much as for the duration of her emotions, emotions that indicate far more 

uncertainty than the “great measure of anger” that sets her body in motion (181). While she can 

direct anger at Bellew for his vicious racism, and at Clare for inviting Irene to meet Bellew in the 

first place, fear and panic are more diffused. Fear and panic might be felt at the intersection of 

multiple potentials: the potential for Bellew to discover Clare’s secret, the potential for Clare to 

visit Irene again, the potential for Irene’s firm beliefs to loosen and unravel. But Irene does not 

allow her beliefs to unravel; she struggles throughout the novel to maintain a firm grasp of her 

secure ground. Instead, friction between emotions that never materialize as action creates holes 

of doubt and uncertainty that the ideals of uplift cannot adequately patch up.  

Irene’s crisscrossing emotions expand her feelings of doubt and curiosity:  
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Mingled with her disbelief and resentment was another feeling, a question. Why hadn’t 
she spoken that day? Why, in the face of Bellew’s ignorant hate and aversion, had she 
concealed her own origin? Why had she allowed him to make his assertions and express 
his misconceptions undisputed? Why, simply because of Clare Kendry, who had exposed 
her to such torment, had she failed to take up the defense of the race to which she 
belonged? Irene asked these questions, felt them. (182) 
 

Notably, Irene equates these particular questions to feelings, compatible but not condensable to 

“disbelief” and “resentment.” While the latter feelings point to Clare as their source, the 

“question” that Irene identifies frays into multiple questions, questions that she asks of—and 

feels towards—herself. Irene focuses on her own part in the encounter with Bellew, interrogating 

the disjuncture between what she should have done—“[taken] up the defense of the race to 

which she belonged”—and her inability to speak out, to dispute Bellew’s gross misperceptions. 

This failure to act in the “right” way,24 how racialized subjects are expected to act against 

injustices, positions Irene in a sort of limbo, between empowering ideals and a powerlessness to 

enact them. Perhaps this unstable area between what should have happened and what did happen 

brings Irene close to empathizing with Clare, or at least of feeling caught within the complexity 

of her decision to pass for white.  

Of course, Irene finds in her last question a single answer to these provocative reflections. 

Clare Kendry is, in once sense, the easier, safer answer to these questions. It is for Clare that 

Irene sacrifices her dignity, race pride and history. When measured against these powerful 

summons, Irene fails to conquer the nearly literal blows she (and her race) takes from Bellew. 

And it is this unaccountable difference between what she ought to have done and what she 

actually did (or didn’t do) that causes Irene to seek control of these destabilizing, felt questions. 

Irene assures herself: “These were, however, merely rhetorical, as she herself was well aware. 

She knew their answers, every one, and it was the same for them all…She couldn’t betray Clare” 
																																																								
24 Ahmed uses the term “the good will” to describe “a will that speaks the language of ‘ought to,’ or ‘should,’ or 
even…the language of ‘must’” (Ahmed 57).  
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(P, 182). Knowledge, awareness and answers swiftly counteract her sense of disorientation at 

this failure to align with uplift ideals. Yet Clare is her stabilizer, suggesting that she failed to 

follow an assumed allegiance to the collective in order to extend a personal, pained allegiance to 

an individual, whose specific situation necessitated this kind of unexpected response.  

Irene struggles between the blanket social fabric of race—the idea that race connects 

them within a social community, in which loyalty is a value—and her own relationship with 

Clare. Perhaps her conclusion, that “she had to Clare Kendry a duty. She was bound to her by 

those very ties of race, which, for all her repudiation of them, Clare had been unable to sever” is 

equally about “those very ties of race” as it is about their shared history, a personal friendship 

that both entangles and unravels a collective history to its individual threads (182). Although 

Irene insists that “since childhood their lives had never really touched,” that “actually, they were 

strangers,” she simultaneously implies that Clare has made an impression, that their past lives 

have indeed touched (192). Complete alignment with uplift would require that Irene deny their 

relationship, which, though certainly fraught with tensions, also continues despite Irene’s verbal 

objections, suggesting that in addition to irritation and discomfort, Irene also derives some sense 

of pleasure from Clare’s renewed presence in her life.  

Stitching Up, or, Alterations and Reparations  

These destabilizing moments call for Irene to mend them, and though swift to repair the 

wrinkles and wear that her relationship with Clare causes, the very act of mending creates seams 

in a fabric conceived as seamless, as the act of reading reparatively draws attention to more 

inconspicuous disruptions—including but not limited to uncertainty, curiosity, reconsideration, 

and, possibly, transformation.  
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To attend to moments of touch is to read closely, to be in such close proximity to 

language that we can, as Jackson writes, “take an alternative approach—one in which we can 

only ever feel our way forward” (Jackson 415). That is, to recognize how texts are textured is an 

intimate act that also helps us to recognize how texts themselves exercise agency in the act of 

mussing up, of disheveling, of entangling content within form. To feel our way forward is also to 

feel our way around—backwards, forwards and sideways—to be in touch with discreet 

inconsistencies that are not necessarily flaws of character or of authorship, but of active, creative 

tensions within the content, moments of misalignment that counter what we expect from 

characters, that distract us from the familiar paths our methodologies of choice might direct us 

down as we attempt to know, assess and, perhaps, love the text in our hands.   
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Out of Touch:  
James VanDerZee’s Studio Portraits of the 1920s and 1930s 

 
 
Of the countless movements of switching, inserting, pressing, and the like, the “snapping” of the 
photographer has had the greatest consequences. A touch of the finger now sufficed to fix an 
event for an unlimited period of time. 

Walter Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”  
 

Uplift, as African Americans of all social positions have known it, marks the point where history 
falls silent and memory takes over. Collective memory recognizes the service of countless 
parents, teachers, ministers, musicians, and librarians as community builders. 

Kevin Gaines, Uplifting the Race, 2 
 
 
 Racial uplift consciously operated across an expanse of time. If we consider the 

temporality and directionality of uplift, we find ourselves moving along a timeline. In one sense, 

uplift extends its resources backwards to pull “the race” as a whole forwards. For W.E.B. Du 

Bois, the shared history of oppression was a source for resistance and revolution against white 

supremacy.25 Kevin Gaines qualifies this progressive history as related but distinguishable from 

a more intimate, if still collective, memory of the specific individuals whose efforts furthered a 

sense of social advancement.  

 Individual and collective memory might be understood to converge in another way that 

that uplift advanced: through bodies, shaping the future of “the race” biologically.  Advocating 

marriage and the “romance of the patriarchal family,” as Gaines notes, uplift invested in 

generational ascent: a strong sense of lineage to re-write slavery’s violent severing of familial 

ties and lift up “the race” (Gaines 5). Values of matrimony, procreation and even eugenics give 

this movement substance; a past traceable and malleable through lineage could propel the race 

forward.  

																																																								
25 As Amy Helene Kirschke writes, “Du Bois could accept nothing less than an honest appraisal of both past and 
present. African Americans had to define both an individual and collective memory that took into account their 
rights as American citizens and their unique experience as a race of people who shared a history of oppression” (20).  
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 Investment in family is immediately evident in photographer James VanDerZee’s studio 

portraits. As “the pre-eminent studio photographer of African American life in the years between 

the two World Wars” and the “photographer of choice for Harlem’s most distinguished 

residents,” VanDerZee built a kind of community through his portraiture (Willis-Braithwaite 8). 

Beginning in his Guarantee Photo Studio on 135th St. in Harlem in 1917 and continuing steadily 

through the 1940s, he photographed celebrated figures of the Harlem Renaissance—from blues 

singer Mamie Smith to poet Countee Cullen to boxer Joe Louis—as well as “African Americans 

of comfortable means”—newly wedded couples, long-wedded couples, children and multi-

generational families (Mercer 3) (Willis-Braithwaite 8). His photographs “show an overt 

celebration of middle-class life, and particularly family life,” as Willis-Braithwaite writes (10). 

Family as a site of both personal and public significance is complemented by what we know of 

the historical uses of VanDerZee’s photographs. In his critically significant retrospective of 

VanDerZee’s work, Kobena Mercer notes that VanDerZee’s clients often sent photographs to 

family members in other parts of the country, so they became a form of communication and time 

tracking within the black diaspora (Mercer 3). As mediums of contact, that is, these photographs 

brought geographically disparate people, pasts and presents into proximity.  

Photography, as Kevin Gaines notes in his detailed study of racial uplift, was a 

particularly influential for both sides of the racial divide in the post-Reconstruction era. While 

the medium’s reproducibility propagated racist stereotypes throughout national print media, that 

same reproducibility and dissemination could also counter racialized images of African 

Americans. Reappropriating the technology that leant minstrelsy “social veracity,” black 

photographers worked to “infuse the black image with dignity, to embody the ‘representative’ 

Negro by which the race might more accurately be judged” (Gaines 69). With stakes so 
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significant—“proving” the humanity of an entire race and nourishing the self-worth of individual 

sitters—it is not surprising that, as Gaines writes, “in most portraits, whether of individuals, of 

wedding portraits, or of groups, one sees an intense concern with projecting a serious, dignified 

image” (69). Photographs in particular offer documentation and projection—the opportunity for 

self-determination, innovation and performances of selves, values and desires.  

We cannot, and should not, deny that VanDerZee offered his sitters the means by which 

to stage and transfix these performances; but if we stop here, we will stop short of considering 

how his photographs entangle visual projections with emotional force. In his famous essay 

compilation Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes observes through a white supremacist lens this 

sense of pride that emanates from VanDerZee’s photograph, Family portrait (Figure 1). Though 

problematic, his errors in reflection join his insights about the photograph’s affective allure to 

forge a helpful frame for considering the intersections of racial uplift, affect and time within 

VanDerZee’s studio portraits. Captivated not by the scene but by a detail, Barthes writes: 

Here is a family of American blacks, photographed in 1926 by James VanDerZee. The 
studium is clear: I am sympathetically interested, as a docile cultural subject, in what the 
photograph has to say, for it speaks (it is a “good” photograph). It utters respectability, 
family life, conformism, Sunday best, an effort of social advancement in order to assume 
the White man’s attributes (an effort touching by reason of its naïveté). The spectacle 
interests but does not prick me. What does, strange to say, is the belt worn low by the 
sister (or daughter)—the “solacing Mammy”—whose arms are crossed behind her back 
like a schoolgirl, and above all her strapped pumps (Mary Janes—why does this dated 
fashion touch me? I mean: to what date does it refer me?). (Barthes 43, his emphasis) 
 

By enumerating the themes presented within the photograph, Barthes describes what he calls the 

“studium,” evidence of the photographer’s aims: “to recognize the studium is inevitably to 

encounter the photographer’s intentions, to enter into harmony with them, to approve or 

disapprove of them, but always to understand them, to argue them within myself, for culture 

(from which the studium derives) is arrived at between creators and consumers” (28, his 



35 

	
	

emphasis). In his terms, the photograph “speaks;” it says something about itself. Barthes is 

interested, but not fascinated by what the photograph says to the viewer.  

He is fascinated instead by what the photograph prompts him, a very specific viewer, to 

imagine. He identifies the young woman’s shoes as this point of departure, the photograph’s 

punctum—the “disturbance” or “wound,” the “detail” that “ever interrupts” his reading (41). 

Setting Barthes’ terms in relationship to one another, Shawn Michelle Smith observes that “the 

unpredictable wound of the punctum disrupts the scripted meaning of the studium” (Smith 34). 

This specific detail pushes him from a state of recognition and mastery, in which he evaluates 

both VanDerZee’s success and the naïveté of the sitters, to a series of questions that stretch his 

attention from the footwear in the photograph to other points in time. Compared to the “average 

affect, almost from a certain training” elicited by the studium, his reaction to the shoes is one of 

surprise, a mingling of association and disorientation (Barthes 26). That is, he feels the touch of 

this photograph because the shoes are both familiar and passé, recognizable but dislodged from a 

point in the past that he can identify. For Barthes, whose meditations on photography in Camera 

Lucida are highly subjective “inquiri[es] into [his] attachment to certain photographs,” the 

punctum that is the pair of shoes ties VanDerZee’s portrait to some unspecified and otherwise 

unrelated point of reference (96). This pair of shoes in this particular photograph is but one 

example of the ways in which VanDerZee’s portraits exceed their frames, inviting viewers to 

imagine other temporal moments and feel the presence or loss or mutability of the past.  

 VanDerZee’s studio photographs are sentimental.26 But his formal innovations also 

disrupt the script of Barthes’ studium and the solicitation of emotion essential to sentimentality, 

																																																								
26 In “Photographies of Mourning” in Disidentifications. Muñoz describes VanDerZee as a “cultural worker” who 
“revel[s] in the most gilded and delicious hypersentimentality” (66). Muñoz ‘s phrasing holds both the touching 
aesthetic and the touch that creates it. Exemplifying what Adela Pinch calls a “confrontation between the personal 
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particularly in the ways that they create space for alternative readings, for movement between 

fixed light forms. His physical interventions complicate the photograph-to-viewer exchange that 

Barthes describes: by layering multiple negatives within the same print, VanDerZee compresses 

straight timelines so that the time that Benjamin describes at the beginning of this chapter as 

“unlimited” actually bends, overlaps and circulates. Time is mediated but not bounded by the 

images he compiles, so that in the act of combining distinct moments within the same frame, he 

creates multiple dimensions, and it is the temporal reverberations between these dimensions that 

touch the viewer. 

Many scholars have noted the imaginative qualities of his work. I elaborate on the 

implications of his innovations by focusing on how temporality works within his frames. While 

critical race and queer scholarship have elaborated on ways to historicize the histories of 

minoritarian subjects, Elizabeth Freeman’s theory of “erotohistoriography” is especially salient 

for this discussion of how VanDerZee’s studio photographs historicize their African American 

subjects through touch—in both the physical and affective senses of the term. This pairing of 

theory and text is not without its friction; Freeman’s work situates queer bodies within histories 

that have elided them. She explores texts that “elaborate [on] ways of living aslant to dominant 

forms of object-choice, coupledom, family, marriage, sociability, and self-presentation and thus 

out of synch with state-sponsored narratives of belonging and becoming” (xv). At first glance, 

VanDerZee’s studio portraits would seem to negate Freeman’s interests from every angle: brides, 

grooms, wedding parties, children, families that extend through generations perform for the 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
and the conventional,” and recalling the contractual nature of the studium, VanDerZee’s eclectic aesthetic caters to a 
collective set of values and solicits feelings from their subjects and viewers accordingly (Pinch 8). Touch-ups show 
sitters at their “best,” a quality defined and measured by white standards of beauty; also during the development 
process, etchings in the glass plate embellish scenes with symbols that endorse marriage and emphasize love.  
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camera, centered and straight-backed in what appeared to Barthes at least as overwhelmingly 

straight scenes, successful in their studium of familial prosperity and uplift values. 

Within these notably heteronormative contexts, I locate sites of contact between disparate 

moments with the help of Freeman’s erotohistoriographic approach. As her term suggests, 

erotohistoriography historicizes by way of physical contact; it “uses the body as a tool to effect, 

figure or perform [the] encounter” between the present and the past already present in the present 

(Time Binds 95).27 Supporting the tactile aspect of the haptic, Freeman continues a lineage of 

thought on the haptic nature of photography that dates back to Walter Benjamin, who wrote in 

Theses on the Philosophy of History that the pressing of a button, like the striking of a match 

“one abrupt movement of the hand triggers a process of many steps” (qtd. in Time Binds 124).  

VanDerZee’s formalistic interventions, carried out by different dimensions of touch, 

thereby compel us to dwell in details that are easily overlooked in readings that focus on 

representation alone or as a given of his work. As VanDerZee’s photographs visualize the 

performance of portraiture and respectability, they also invite viewers to immerse themselves in 

entanglements of intentionality and appropriation, self-presentation and collective representation, 

expectation and surprise. I establish these binaries here show how VanDerZee’s photography 

twists two traditionally distinct aesthetic tones: the respectability of his subject matter and a 

touching aesthetic mediated by VanDerZee’s own touch, a “queer theory of photography” that 

Smith explains as one in which “feeling opens the index onto other worlds, collapses disparate 

times and conjoins the material and the spiritual” (Smith 31).  

Following this haptic approach, I consider the contributions of an individual 

photographer alongside the ideological landscape of his era. It is difficult to avoid discussions of 

																																																								
27 Rather pulling an intact past into the present, Freeman’s theory urges us to recognize the present as a “hybrid,” its 
composition already saturated with opportunities to “feel historical” (“Time Binds,” 59). 
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intentionality when the texts in question are studio photographs; VanDerZee’s commercial 

success depended on his ability to facilitate performances behind and before the camera. Indeed, 

by hand-painting various backdrops, arranging furniture and props, and even providing garments 

for his clientele if they preferred his to their own, VanDerZee constructed stages on which his 

clientele could inhabit grand interiors, construct their own images. 28 For these reasons alone, his 

portraiture exemplifies both sides of what José Muñoz describes as the “two-sided performance” 

of photography, “one having to do with the photographer who manipulates technology, models, 

props, and backgrounds behind the camera, and the other with the model who performs ‘self’ 

especially and uniquely for the camera” (Muñoz 65).   

VanDerZee describes a personal attachment to his work that both intensifies the extent of 

his performance, and suggests that his intentions do not equate to the collective advancement of 

uplift: “Sometimes they [the photographs] seemed to be more valuable to me than they did to the 

people I was photographing because I put my heart and soul into them” (qtd. in Willis-

Braithwaite 13). VanDerZee describes his commitment to his craft with an idiom that is 

hyperbolic and bodily; the value of these photographs is deeply personal and his authorship is, 

significantly, physical. VanDerZee achieves the signature aesthetic of his studio portraits by 

engaging touch through form. Blurring the line between physical and mechanical processes, he 

brings fiction and reality, public and private, collective and individual, past and prospective into 

contact. This contact produces textured portraits that incorporate the ideals of uplift but are not 

																																																								
28	The individual elements of these compositions were not dissimilar from the interiors of prosperous home on 
Striver’s Row, a neighborhood of 19th century architectural acclaim, and home to upwardly mobile “strivers” of the 
Harlem Renaissance (Willis-Braithwaite 115). Society Ladies, a portrait commissioned by Mrs. Edith Milburn, 
offers a view into one of these homes (Figure 2). Polished woodwork and several large, ornate vases surround four 
women, who sit, legs crossed, fingers either clasped or touching their pearl necklaces. While the two on the right 
gaze into a distant left corner, their faces in three-quarter view of (portraits), the woman at the center smiles directly 
at the camera. The fourth woman rests her hand on an empty Edwardian chair, back high and bared in the absence of 
a sitter, which becomes a fifth subject, a testament perhaps to his use of props as status symbols.  
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reducible to conduits of uplift. Rather, VanDerZee’s own performance explicitly reaches out to 

viewers. His touch-ups in the printing process add a layer of sentimentality as they complicate 

the temporality of the photographs themselves, so that, as the products of touch, these 

photographs are touching in both expected and surprising ways. Though this essay touches on 

VanDerZee’s signature techniques, the discussion is less about his intentions than about what his 

interventions do: how might they touch viewers?  

Contexts in Contact: Mise-en-Scene Collages  
 

While VanDerZee’s studio portraits help subjects perform race pride, they historicize 

their contemporary subjects within fragments of previous aesthetic traditions, visually 

demonstrating Freeman’s paraphrase of Sedgwick’s reparative criticism in the context of 

recognizing queerness, that “we gather and combine eclectically, dragging a bunch of cultural 

debris around with us and stacking it in idiosyncratic piles ‘not necessarily like the preexisting 

whole’” (qtd. in Time Binds xiii).29 VanDerZee hand-painted this cultural debris in the then-

passé styles of Romanticism and trompe-l’oeil: backdrops of his own making and from stock 

orders dissolve his studio into wooded interiors and snowy forests. Edwardian era furniture seats 

his sitters. Even his full-figure framing of the subjects, which contrasted with the glamorous 

headshot portraiture emerging with Hollywood’s stars, suggests that something more than being 

“in vogue” motivated VanDerZee’s aesthetic.30 These elements of the mise-en-scene—elements 

literally “put in the scene,” such as setting, props, the figure positions, lighting and costumes—

enmesh distinct artistic tropes to demonstrate one way that, as Freeman writes, “nonsequential 

																																																								
29 Muñoz calls this process of partially attaching to objects, moments, traditions not coded for minoritarian subjects 
as “disidentification”, the whole they create the “wholeness effect,” suggesting that wholeness is heterogeneous and 
felt from the assembly of partial connections (Muñoz 60).  
30 In The Big Sea, Langston Hughes famously writes of the Harlem Renaissance as a “the period when the Negro 
was in vogue” (Hughes 228).  
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forms of time…can fold subjects into structures of belonging and duration that may be invisible 

to the historicist eye” (Time Binds xi). By bringing various European traditions not coded for his 

use into contact with one another, VanDerZee pieces together a space that enacts this folding, the 

“nonsequential” historicization that Freeman describes.31  

Touching Up: Smoothing and Scratching Surfaces  
  

Before I elaborate on VanDerZee’s more disruptive processing practices, it is important 

to recognize how the smoothing impulses and heteronormative values of uplift emerge within his 

work. VanDerZee is known to have altered his negatives. As Birt notes in his biographical essay 

on VanDerZee, “the negative and print were treated with an equally imaginative manipulation” 

as the physical staging (Birt 46). VanDerZee anticipated the ways he would transform the images 

in the processing phase. In an interview with Camille Billops, printed alongside his funerary 

portraits in The Harlem Book of the Dead, VanDerZee explains: “I liked working with a big 

portrait camera so I could make changes” (qtd. in Willis-Braithwaite 13).32 The aesthetic changes 

the bigger camera enabled him to make were both overt and subtle, and in the same interview, he 

details what he tended to touch up:  

I could always see beauty where it didn’t exist. And I figured, as long as they had two 
eyes and a nose and a mouth, why I could improve them. On some of them, you’d cut 
down the mouth or sharpen up the nose…Where they had certain characteristic lines, 
why, I’d tone them down, soften them up so they wouldn’t be so conspicuous. If they had 
gaps in their front teeth, why I’d close them up a little bit. Some of them were cross-eyed, 
I’d straighten out the eyes. I always put people in a position that showed them to the most 
advantage. (VanDerZee, Dodson and Billops 43)  
 

																																																								
31 For Mercer, VanDerZee’s recognizable and imaginative space evidences VanDerZee’s “clear-sighted awareness 
of the emotional significance invested in photographs of documents of living memory”: “as the scenography wraps 
around the interior walls of the Guarantee Studio, VanDerZee’s subjects are themselves enveloped in a characteristic 
atmosphere conducive to the contemplative mood associated with looking at photographs from the family album” 
(Mercer 11). 
32 We might note that his decision to use a large format camera for portraits made it easier for the Met to enlarge his 
images and dull his aesthetic authority. 
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VanDerZee’s account supports not only his directorial role in the performance of portraiture, but 

the significant influence of white supremacy on beauty standards. He describes reducing 

characteristics that are phenotypically black and erasing evidence of lower socio-economic class, 

physically enacting the internalized racism inherent to uplift efforts.33  

That his photographs would seem to support the smoothing and homogenization that 

uplift efforts encouraged and depended on is also bound up in his profession as a commercial 

photographer, whose clients also participated in the performance of self. His clients’ reactions 

make it impossible to pinpoint VanDerZee’s goals as “uplifting the race;” intentionality is bound 

up in VanDerZee’s efforts to aestheticize his subjects according to beauty ideals circulated 

through popular images of the time, namely fashion, film and celebrity magazines (Birt 44). 

Even though VanDerZee’s 1920s portraits illustrate his “adoption of certain media-provoking 

images of male and female,” as Birt writes, these portraits simultaneously “demonstrate the 

willingness of Harlemites to assume such standardized poses” (44); they were commissioned, 

after all, and VanDerZee was accountable to delivering images that his sitters found desirable.  

Thus, VanDerZee’s act of touching up is entwined in his clients’ assessment of their 

performance before his camera. While some sitters recognized the differences between 

themselves and their photographed selves without noticing the specific alterations, others seemed 

to be under the impression that the very act of posing for a portrait would be a transformative 

experience. VanDerZee recounts, “Some of them who would have pictures made without 

retouching done on them would say later, ‘That man don’t know how to make pictures.’ And 

next time, they’d be back to me have me do them again” (VanDerZee, Owens and Billops 43). 

																																																								
33 As Gaines writes, “internal tensions of class, gender, sexuality and color seldom mentioned by privileged African 
Americans. When one acknowledged…the inconsistencies between black bourgeois ideals and conduct, claims of 
race solidarity could not withstand the devastating realities of segregation and poverty” (Gaines 8).  
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Though VanDerZee regularly intervened to make cosmetic “improvements,” these alterations 

are, unsurprisingly, difficult to discern. Whether he restored their health or elevated their socio-

economic status within the portraits is unknowable to most viewers; the traces of his revisions 

are in his own words and the reactions of his clients.  

While VanDerZee’s success in the 1920s and 30s speaks to the demand for his 

photographs, one particular memory directly ties VanDerZee’s portraiture to the significance of 

occasions like marriage. He recalls: “I remember the girl said she got married down at City Hall. 

She had come all the way up on the subway with her gown and train. She had sneakers on under 

her gown. It would have been kind of embarrassing to me to be on the train” (VanDerZee, 

Dodson and Billops 42). Veering from social decorum by riding the subway in formalwear, the 

couple prioritized VanDerZee’s studio in a way that suggests that posing for a wedding portrait 

was nearly as meaningful to their union as the sanction of the state, the official record that 

Freeman aligns with chrononormativity, “a technique by which institutional forces come to seem 

like somatic facts” (Time Binds 3). Among the state-certified “strategies for living” is marriage 

(4).  

Matrimony occupies a symbolic purpose even in photographs not produced for the 

purpose of commemorating newly wedded couples. In Portrait of a woman, for instance, 

VanDerZee etched a wedding ring onto the finger of his female subject (Figure 3). Just barely 

perceptible as one of VanDerZee’s processing interventions, the ring’s appearance raises 

questions about whether VanDerZee drew a ring in the absence of a real ring, or chose to draw 

more attention to a ring that was even less noticeable. Though I am unable to reach a conclusion, 

the deliberate act of scratching the glass plate speaks, in part, for itself. Not merely a part of her 

attire at the point of capture, the surface addition marks VanDerZee’s deliberate intervention in 
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the processing stage, suggesting that the woman’s marital status is integral to the portrait as a 

whole.34  

VanDerZee’s etchings were often more noticeable as they instructed viewer 

understanding of and feelings towards his photographic narratives. In Future Expectations, 

etched hearts pierced by an arrow explicitly elicit emotional alignment, and instruct viewers as to 

the emotional relationship between the subjects of the photograph (Figure 4). Miniscule within 

the frame but magnified by its cultural significance, these compositional additions—equally 

subtractions—invite viewers to engage in communal recognition of these symbols and their 

connotations. Even though their meaning is unstated, these details have been inserted so 

deliberately into the portrait that they alter the scene the print presents and call upon viewers to 

participate in this scene: addressed by the symbolic etching, the viewer responds with emotions 

that amplify the significance of the framed narrative.  

Touching Down: Combination Prints  

Future Expectations is exemplary of VanDerZee’s alterations, not only for the etchings 

that comment on the scene, but for his use of combination printing, a technique by which a bride 

and groom cohabitate the frame with a little girl photographed at a different time. Developed in 

the mid 19th century as a means to overcome “’gaps’ or ‘blind spots’” in the camera’s 

capabilities, combination printing was not VanDerZee’s innovation (Crawford 51). As the 

February 23, 1951 issue of La Lumiere reports, the practice appears to have been used initially to 

enhance landscape clouds that had been reduced to flat white in the single print. Indeed, a 1882 

treatise on combination printing explains the process of printing multiple images on the same 

sheet of paper as a way to achieve a perfect image, a method which   

																																																								
34 I would not have recognized this alteration had the caption in VanDerZee: Photographer not called my attention 
to it. The etching may be more recognizable in a physical print than the printed copy I looked at (134).  
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enables the photographer to represent objects in different planes in proper focus, to keep 
the true atmospheric and linear relation of varying distances, and by which a picture can 
be divided into separate portions for execution, the parts to be afterwards printed together 
on one paper, thus enabling the operator to devote all of his attention to a single figure or 
subgroup at a time, so that if any part be imperfect, from any cause, it can be substituted 
by another without the loss of the whole picture, as would be the case if taken at one 
operation. (“Combination Printing: The Art and Practice of Silver Printing”) 
 

The benefits of combination printing listed here are numerous, and described as being in the 

service of approaching a more accurate representation of sight; “proper,” “true” and the 

substituting of “imperfect” parts echo Ernest Lacan’s praise of this technique as empowering the 

photographer, “much like the painter, [to] match the sky with the view that he is representing” 

that “he will truly have to compose his sky” (qtd. in Crawford 53). We see here a blurring not 

only of renditions, but also of the line between painting and photography, of art and recording, of 

fiction and truth, past and present (and future).  

Combination printing, also known as photomontage, allowed VanDerZee to fuse artistic 

traditions of earlier and contemporaneous moments. Birt writes that the “iconographical 

elements” characteristic of his photographs “are drawn from late Victorian and Edwardian visual 

traditions…the way he put the component parts together is strikingly similar to avant-garde 

photomontage designs of the 1920s” (Birt 46). This contemporaneous formalistic technique 

allowed VanDerZee to construct a scene that overwhelmed its frames from fragments of past 

traditions otherwise unavailable to black artists and subjects.  

While VanDerZee deploys the technique to enhance his scene, he does not conceal his 

work under the guise of perfection. Rather, VanDerZee combines prints imaginatively whilst in 

conversation with the social expectations of his time. Printing the portrait of the girl atop the 

portrait of the couple and calling the single photograph Future Expectations, VanDerZee 

elaborates on marriage as a milestone, particularly for women. Combined with the etched hearts, 

the title and layered print magnify the portrait’s sentimentality to portray marriage as a knotted 
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“entanglement of the subjective and public” (Howard n.p.). A wedding portrait in many respects, 

the image captures a young bride and groom. Yet the presence of the little girl—who belongs to 

a different photograph, a different moment and presumably a different family—materializes the 

future imagined for this couple by a collective uplift effort; these two images visualize social 

values at the touch.  

It is arguably the bride’s appearance that communicates that this photograph is a wedding 

portrait: dressed in white lace and taffeta, she cradles her bouquet in much the same way as the 

little girl at her feet cradles her doll. The girl’s outfit, from her white dress to the white bow on 

her head, reflects the bride’s in a way that connects the two visually. Similarities in dress are not 

uncommon in VanDerZee’s portraits, but the significance of clothing in this photograph differs 

from visual similarities in VanDerZee’s other portraits because the girl posed in Future 

Expectations did not occupy the same physical space as the couple at the time VanDerZee 

photographed them.35 Rather, she belongs to a different photograph that VanDerZee layered on 

top of the wedding portrait. In the course of characterizing the punctum, Barthes associates it 

with the “power of expansion;” the wound of the punctum invites him to “add something to the 

photograph” (Barthes 45). In this photograph, it is explicitly VanDerZee’s touch that, in adding 

one photograph to another photograph, stretches the impression of the single print produced. The 

girl’s visualized presence expands the time frame within the frame: she is a materialized 

anticipation, not the physical product, of a marriage. Thus, this is not a portrait of a family at a 

																																																								
35 Reading VanDerZee’s studio portraits for the “forms of agency, individuality and transformation” his attention to 
fashion makes possible, Elizabeth Sheehan locates the “family ‘line of descent’” in Three Generations (Sheehan 
181, 188). By tracing the diagonal line from the matriarch at the center of the photograph to the young girl seated on 
the floor, Sheehan identifies the positions of these female subjects, as well the similarities in their clothing, as visual 
indications of the ability of the African American family to “reconstruct and maintain itself” through material 
connections. Reading the figure arrangement of Future Expectations in terms of Sheehan’s lineage lines, the girl 
maintains and extends this family’s place within the community. Louise Siddons also explores the doubling effects 
of Identical Twins in her article “African Past or American Present: The Visual Eloquence of James VanDerZee’s 
Identical Twins.” 
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point in time, but a composite of portraits of social values, as they evolve and flow between 

generations. By compressing time within the frame, VanDerZee entangles emotion and 

expectation, making visible the hopes, desires and social codes of the Harlem community.  

The layering of time offers yet more possibilities for reading this portrait. Concretized 

within the composite image, the two female subjects share a thread along which temporality 

shifts. Alternatively, the little girl might indicate the portrait’s present, and the bride the future. 

Cradling her doll—whose dress is also white—like the bride cradles her bouquet, the little girl 

faces her projected future in preparation for it, in expectation of it. Future Expectations is both 

evidence of a marriage and a portrait of two mothers and two daughters significantly and 

simultaneously shaped by inherited expectations and envisioned legacies.   

Through the combination print, VanDerZee explicitly orchestrates a “pregnant moment,” 

what James Heffernan describes as “the arrested point which most clearly implies what came 

before the moment and what is to follow it” (Heffernan 4). This moment that gestures towards 

both its past and future resonates with Barthes’ reflections on the medium’s (potential) emotional 

potency as it becomes increasingly entwined with time: how certain photographs catalyze a 

“vertigo of time defeated,” a sense of both futurity from within the frame—“this will be”—and 

passing—“this has been” (97, his emphasis).36 For Barthes, this vertigo—notably, an embodied 

disorientation—is felt by the viewer and sparked by a detail within the photograph; though his 

understanding evolves throughout Camera Lucida, the punctum is always discussed in relation to 

the viewer. While his photographs both capture and facilitate the act of mourning for viewers, his 

																																																								
36 Although Camera Lucida has launched numerous discussions of photography since its original publication in 
1979 and translation into English in 1981, Elspeth Brown, Thy Phu and the contributors to the collection Feeling 
Photography appear to be among the first scholars to root their discussions in the “’affective intentionality’ that, for 
Barthes, lies at the heart of photography” (1). Though I may not cite them specifically or extensively, I am indebted 
to the essays of Shawn Michelle Smith, Dana Seitler and Kimberly Juanita Brown who, within this volume, guided 
me through Barthes and offered a variety of perspectives on the haptic nature of photography. 
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manipulations complicate the two-way exchange between the photograph and subject that 

Barthes describes. When VanDerZee compiles negatives, he creates exchanges within his work, 

and the reverberations between temporal layers that touch the viewer. 

 These reverberations are most pronounced in the combination prints, because the layered 

prints immediately double the points in time made visible. At least a few funerary photographs 

from VanDerZee’s collection continue to multiply the transtemporal dialogues taking place. The 

1926 portrait The funeral of Blanche Powell, Abyssinian Baptist Church is one such example 

(Figure 5). The vaulted space of a packed church wraps around a casket surrounded by wreaths, 

and in the upper right corner floats the image of Blanche Powell, smiling and resting her parasol 

upon her shoulder. Taken by VanDerZee circa 1915, Powell’s portrait preceded her funeral by 

eleven years (Figure 6). VanDerZee’s characteristic use of combination printing within this 

mortuary portrait not only invites viewers to celebrate, remember and mourn alongside the 

funeral attendees, but constructs a sort of lifecycle in which VanDerZee plays an intimate and 

integral role.  

Printed within the same frame, these two VanDerZee portraits visualize Barthes’ 

observation of photography’s hybridization of past and present. Commenting on an André 

Kertész photograph in which soldiers rest in a field, Barthes writes: “What I see is not a memory, 

an imagination, a reconstitution…but reality in a past state: at once the past and the real. What 

the Photograph feeds my mind on (though my mind is never satiated by it), by a brief action 

whose shock cannot drift into reverie…is the simple mystery of concomitance” (Barthes 82). 

Concomitance in this instance privileges neither the past nor the “real,” or the present that the 

photograph crystallizes, and does not suggest a specific directionality from one state to the other. 

Rather, the two senses—of the “then” and of the “now”—exist simultaneously and in association 
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with one another. It is also important to note that although Barthes explains this phenomenon 

through sight and thought, the “shock” he describes might more accurately be described as a 

feeling, a persistent sense of disorientation that cannot be translated easily by either sight or 

thought.  

In one sense, the concomitance of past and present is less mysterious in VanDerZee’s 

photographs; by blending the earlier image of Powell into the vaulted space of the church, he 

surfaces the simultaneity that Barthes describes. While Barthes‘s account might lead us to 

attribute this intentional technique to the photograph’s studium, VanDerZee’s explicit tampering 

complicates this reading. By visualizing multiple points in the past within the same picture, 

VanDerZee also visualizes gaps in time and space. This picture is visually off-kilter, particularly 

when considered in the context of VanDerZee’s strikingly and consistently symmetrical framing. 

Ascended to the top right corner of the photograph, Powell’s white-clothed figure regards the 

viewer regarding the service. Because the composition destabilizes the viewer’s focus, we cannot 

meet her gaze and mourn her death at once; the composition associates the two but does not 

equate them. Our eyes must move around the scene in order to process the narrative of life and 

death.  

Yet processing this narrative is no gentle drift into reverie. The presence of Powell’s 

youthful portrait might call to mind the part that photographs often play in the funeral ceremony, 

exemplary of the “ritualized gestures and conventions” that make mourning “performative,” 

according to Muñoz: catalysts of memory and landmarks of a life, photographs in this context 

symbolize a past, the “this has been” (Muñoz 65). Seamlessly fused to VanDerZee’s scene, 

Powell’s ephemeral appearance does little to dilute the vitality of her image—she commands the 
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viewer’s eye contact, after all; the presence of this so-called specter sustains the possibility that 

her earlier portrait indexes her death in the same frame that her death mourns that pictured past.  

 These particular portraits are able to simultaneously confirm and confuse the 

directionality that Muñoz’s describes, that VanDerZee’s compositions of mourning “start from 

the ‘end.’” Even beyond engineering the combination print, VanDerZee plays an integral role in 

this magic trick. Because both images are his commissions, his handiwork historicizes both 

women’s lives and their deaths. The tension strung between the two images is one of duration. 

That is, by compressing her studio portrait with her funeral portrait, VanDerZee does more than 

imply the duration of his relationship with this girl, or, perhaps more precisely, with her 

negative. In order to make this photograph, he recovered, or “resurrected,” the negative from his 

archives, revitalizing Powell’s image in a new context. Thus, this photograph disturbs the viewer 

not for its phantasmatic illusion, but for how this photographer remained in touch with his 

subject over time. The act of combination printing historicizes VanDerZee’s relationship with his 

sitter, and in doing so visualizes the significance of his work to her memory and his import as a 

community builder.  

Staying in Touch: Picturing VanDerZee’s Legacy 

The intertextuality that VanDerZee creates within single photographs emerges across 

multiple photographs as his signature style of eclectism and contact. Through the use of 

constructed spaces and combination printing, VanDerZee imagines a temporal space from both 

the events he captures, and his own photographs. Daydreams, for instance, concludes a 1925 

series entitled Couple posed in front of various studio backdrops (Figure 7). As the title of the 

latter suggests, a couple’s relationship is represented through different poses and props; in front 

of an interior scene, they dance, in front of exterior backdrops, they embrace. Though clearly 
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posed, these are intimate images; neither the woman nor the man acknowledge the camera. 

Daydreams, however, emanates a different tone. Centered in the frame, the woman gazes 

directly at the camera. The flowers and branches at her lap and feet suggest death—with twisted 

stems and craggily leaves, they too record life and its passing. Significantly, they are visibly 

different from the full, voluptuous bouquets pictured in at least two of the other photographs in 

this series. That is, within this individual portrait the withered flowers symbolize death and 

funerary ritual, but they are also an extension and reminder of the props prominently featured in 

VanDerZee’s other works.  

This particular series, then, stages the passage of time not in the figures’ faces, but in 

their contexts. Entwining stasis and change within the frame, VanDerZee creates his own 

archive, his own historical narrative that fosters attention to both individual portraits and his 

oeuvre.  Put another way, his portraits stand alone as works of art, but are enhanced by the 

collection they are parts of, their power augmented by their relation to other VanDerZee works.37 

That VanDerZee’s collection explicitly extends a sense of belonging to its sitters through its own 

formalistic network is notable, particularly when we consider how black art (and VanDerZee’s 

work is no exception) has been curated—“discovered,” represented and historicized—by 

predominantly white institutions.  

 Despite his commercial success between the late 1910s and 1940s, VanDerZee was not 

“rediscovered” until 1969, when the Metropolitan Museum of Art presented fifty of his 

photographs in their infamous ‘Harlem on My Mind’ exhibition of around seven hundred images 

(Mercer 4, Olin 112). Although the Met’s treatment of the photographs in this exhibition has 

been critiqued as ethnographic, a “documentary stance when confronted with the ‘other’ within 

																																																								
37	Kobena	Mercer	writes	that	VanDerZee’s	photographs	were	“brought	together	for	the	first	time”	in	the	1969	
Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art	exhibit	“Harlem	on	My	Mind.”	
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its walls,” such a large-scale, high-profile presentation of his work revived VanDerZee’s career 

in the last decade of his life (Willis-Braithwaite 8).38 As Mercer writes, “VanDerZee gained a 

new lease of life,” which materialized through old habits in his late portraits of the 1970s and 

early 1980s (4).  

 VanDerZee’s career as a photographer was thus punctuated and recursive in its trajectory: 

the fate of his business followed the decline of the formal portraiture tradition in the 1950s, and it 

was not until the 1970s when he returned to his craft and familiar aesthetic. Seated in the familiar 

high-backed chair pulled from storage, against a trompe-l’oeil window reconstructed to recall 

VanDerZee’s signature portraiture aesthetic, black celebrities such as Muhammad Ali and Jean-

Michel Basquiat are the subjects of these late portraits (Figures 8, 9).39 Although the tighter 

framing of his subjects reflects VanDerZee’s eventual shift to more contemporary styles of 

portraiture, these portraits retain VanDerZee’s signature touch. Historicized within VanDerZee’s 

body of work, contemporary athletes, actors, and artists are brought into contact with others who 

have also sat within VanDerZee’s stage, men and women whose personas took shape through by 

VanDerZee’s click of a button, scratch of a glass plate, meticulous combination print 50 to 60 

years prior.  

 This temporal compression imagines a kind of “dolly zoom” or “Vertigo effect” in which 

figures converge as the distance between them increases. Enfolded within VanDerZee’s 

recreated but wholly recognizable space, sitters of the 1970s and 80s were in direct contact with 

sitters of the 1920s and 30s; they shared the same chair. However, this contact—felt physically 

and emotionally—also prompts viewers to imagine the distance measured by these sessions: the 

																																																								
38	See	also	Margaret	Olin	on	various	presentations	of	VanDerZee’s	work.			
39	Mercer	writes	in	his	plate	descriptions	that	the	chair	was	VanDerZee’s	original,	pulled	out	of	storage,	and	
the	backdrops	are	“faithful	reconstructions”	of	VanDerZee’s	hand-painted	scenes.		
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wingspan of VanDerZee’s career as a photographer and the collective history his oeuvre 

amasses. To this last point, in his brief return to commercial photography VanDerZee picked up 

where he left off, simultaneously indexing his earlier career, recontextualizing his signature 

style, and mediating personal and collective histories through portraiture.  
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Conclusion 
 

 As a historical moment, the Harlem Renaissance in large part crystallized around the 

intense and intentional attention to historical consciousness—that is, to leveraging the unique 

and collectively-felt past of black Americans as a means to advance the status of African 

Americans. I have read the works of Nella Larsen and James VanDerZee for how the issues of 

race are bound up in their stylistic textures. By way of contact, touch and temporalities within 

these texts, that is, pasts press into present moments in ways that disrupt the smooth narrative of 

racial uplift. 

In Passing, Clare initiates these disruptions, but her motives are unclear. She is able to 

disrupt Irene’s “fixed” lifestyle because Irene reacts to these disruptions in ways that even she, at 

times, finds surprising. In diffusing motives across the situations these two characters find 

themselves in, Larsen refuses clear attributions of intentionality. The best example of this 

ambiguity is the novel’s infamous finale, in which Clare falls out of an open casement window 

of a sixth-floor apartment. After her husband arrived at the party to discover that Clare had been 

passing for white, Irene reacts: 

She ran across the room, her terror tinged with ferocity, and laid a hand on Clare’s bare 
arm. One thought possessed her. She couldn’t have Clare Kendry cast aside by Bellew. 
She couldn’t have her free…What happened next, Irene Redfield never afterwards 
allowed herself to remember. Never clearly. (P, 239) 
 

Although Irene expresses a clear purpose—to contain Clare’s transgressions, to prevent further 

disregard for the boundaries of race and marriage—she approaches Clare with both terror for her 

safety and ferocity that threatens that safety. Culpability for Clare’s resulting death pivots on one 

of the only moments of touch in the novel: Irene’s hand on Clare’s bare arm, a gesture of both 

assurance and aggression.  
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Though Larsen refuses to attribute Clare’s death to any single person—Bellew, Irene or 

Clare herself—the memory of touch stays with Irene. Exhausted and alone in the apartment after 

the other party goers have descended to the street, Irene laments, “If only she could be as free of 

mental as she was of bodily vigour; could only put from her memory the vision of her hand on 

Clare’s arm!” (239). As a clear point of reference from the past, this instant of contact suspends 

the vital “what happened next”—the moment(s) between the touch and the fall that would 

facilitate certainty, guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. Rather than offer reader the satisfaction of 

an answer, the confirmation or denial that Irene delivered the fatal touch, Larsen suspends 

attribution and perpetuates that suspense for both Irene, who cannot forget the memory of that 

touch, and for readers, who continue to debate the ending.40  

Much like the space indexed but not restricted by the two different negatives in 

VanDerZee’s photograph The funeral of Blanche Powell, this crucial and opaque gap in time 

demands from readers a suspension of mastery, a vulnerability to the work and its secrets. As 

Doris Sommer writes in her introduction to Proceed with Caution, When Engaged by Minority 

Writing in the Americas, “In our enlightened traditions learning still assumes a substantive object 

or a self-authorizing method, not a vulnerable comportment” (Sommer 3). Addressing the critic’s 

impulse to discover, Sommer instead urges us to approach subjects of study with palms open: to 

engage with what is there already, what is happening on in print or on the print. My project is 

about materiality without referencing the physical materiality of the texts. But perhaps there is a 

kind of parallel between what it is like to hold a book, to hold a photograph (do we do such 

things anymore?) and relate to it physically; it is here because you are holding it, and you are 

																																																								
40	For	more	on	how	critics	have	“consistently	criticized	the	endings”	of	Larsen’s	two	novels,	see	McDowell,	
page	xi.	
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holding it—reading it—because it has held you—gripped you—with subtle and substantial 

sleights of hand. 
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Figure 2 
Society Ladies 

1927 
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Figure 3 

Portrait of a Woman 
1930 
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   Future Expectations 
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58 

	
	

Figure 5 
The Funeral 
of Blanche 

Powell 
1926 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 6 
Blanche Powell  

c. 1915 
(Toussaint Conservatory) 
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Figure 7 
Daydreams 

1925 
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             Muhammad Ali 

               1981 
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Figure 9 

Jean-Michel Basquiat 
1982 
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