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PASSING
Nella Larsen's 1929
novel, Passing,

remains one of the
most incisive and
psychologically

complex works of the
Harlem Renaissance.
The novella explores
the fraught concept of
racial identity through
the story of two light-
skinned Black women.

Irene  Redfield and
Clare Kendry,
childhood

acquaintances, reunite
by chance in Chicago
after years apart. Clare
has been "passing" as
white, having married
a wealthy, racist white
man named John
Bellew who is ignorant
of her true heritage.
Irene, meanwhile, lives
as a Black woman
within Harlem's elite
society, married to a
successful doctor,
Brian Redfield. The
novel's tension stems
from Clare's dangerous
re-entry into the Black
world and the
magnetic, often
jealous, attraction
between the two
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women. To
appreciate the
narrative's subtle
power, a close look at
the chapter-by-chapter
structure is essential.
This guide provides
comprehensive
Passing by Nella
Larsen chapter
summaries, breaking
down the key events,
themes, and symbols
of this masterful
novella.

PART ONE: THE
ENCOUNTER

fully

The first section of the
novel sets the stage for
the central conflict,
introducing the
characters and the
precarious social game
they play.

Part One,

Chapter
1: The
Letter
and the
Memory

The novel opens with
Irene Redfield reading
a letter from Clare
Kendry. The letter,
written on expensive,
scented stationery,
immediately unsettles
Irene. The letter's
physical

appearance—the
"sweet, stale scent"
and the "flamboyant"
handwriting—signals
Clare's enduring
theatricality and
disregard for
convention. Irene's
initial reaction is one of
annoyance and a
desire to avoid the
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past. This opening
paragraph establishes
the central tension of
Irene's life: a
preference for order,
security, and control,
which is precisely what
Clare threatens to
disrupt.

The narrative then
shifts into a flashback
triggered by the letter.
Two years earlier, Irene
was shopping in
Chicago on a hot,
humid day. Seeking
respite from the heat,
she entered the
rooftop restaurant of
the Drayton Hotel, a
place where Black
patrons were not
welcome. As she sips
iced tea, Irene notices
a woman at a nearby
table staring at her
intently. The woman is
elegant, "white as a
lily," with a "pale gold"
head. Irene feels a
wave of panic, fearing
she has been

recognized as Black
and will be exposed.
This moment of fear
underscores the
constant vigilance
required of a person
who is "passing," even
passively, in a
segregated space.

Part One,
Chapter
2: The
Rooftop
Revelatio
n

The tension on the
rooftop escalates when
the woman, who is
revealed to be Clare
Kendry, approaches
Irene. Clare's
recognition is not one
of suspicion but of



joyful familiarity. The
two women sit down to
talk. Clare's
appearance is
dramatically different
from the girl Irene
remembered. She is
now a stunning,
sophisticated, and
almost unnervingly
beautiful woman. Irene
is struck by Clare's
"ivory" skin and
"caressing" voice. Their
conversation is a
careful dance. Clare
explains that she
married John Bellew, a
wealthy white man
from Chicago, and that
he knows nothing of
her Black heritage. She
speaks of her life with
a chilling detachment,
likening it to being in a
"tomb." She reveals
the immense cost of
her choice: complete
isolation from her past
and a constant fear of
discovery. After their
meeting, a panicked

Irene rushes home,
eager to escape the
tension of the
encounter. The chapter
ends with Irene firmly
resolving to avoid
Clare, a resolution that
will, of course, be
undermined.

Part One,
Chapter
3: The
Tea Party
and the
Slur

Several days later,
Irene receives a
surprise visit from
Clare at her hotel.
Under pressure, Irene
invites Clare for tea.
The visit is awkward
and strained. Irene is

4 Passing By Nella Larsen Chapter

2026-07-06

Summaries



Passing By Nella Larsen Chapter
Summaries 5

coldly polite, trying to
maintain her distance.
Clare, in contrast, is
disarmingly warm and
persistent, expressing
a desperate loneliness
and a longing to
reconnect with her
heritage and her
people. The chapter's
most explosive
moment occurs when
John Bellew
unexpectedly arrives.
He is boorish,
overbearing, and
aggressively racist.
Seeing Irene, who he
assumes is white, he
jovially explains his
nickname for his wife:
“Nig." He jokes that he
calls her this because,
as he puts it, "she gets
darker and darker."
Clare and lIrene sit in
frozen silence, the
irony of the situation
hanging in the air like a
physical weight. Clare's
smile is described as "a
mask." lIrene, now

implicated in the lie,
feels a dizzying,
sickening fear. This
scene brutally exposes
the dehumanizing core
of Clare's life. The
chapter ends with
Irene's horrified
retreat, her earlier
resolution to avoid
Clare now seeming
naive.

PART TWO: RE-
ENCOUNTER IN
HARLEM

Part Two marks a shift
in location and power
dynamics, as Clare's
demands on Irene's life

become more
intrusive. These
Passing by Nella
Larsen chapter

summaries for Part
Two highlight Clare's
growing obsession and
Irene's mounting
resentment.



Part Two,
Chapt

the
risk of

navigating
immense
discovery. lIrene's
e band Brian, is
notably charmed by

1. TheCIare, which adds a
' new layer of tension to

Unwel

me Guest

The narrative jumps
forward by two years.
Irene is back in New
York, settled into her
comfortable Harlem
life. Without warning,
Clare arrives at her
door. She has tracked
Irene down and is now
a regular, uninvited
presence in the
Redfield home. Clare's
approach is relentless.
She inserts herself into
Irene's social circle,
charming everyone
with her beauty and
wit. She attends
parties, dances, and
teas, all the while

the story. lIrene
Gk@rves Brian for the
first time as a man
capable of being
attracted to another
woman. She begins to
feel a sense of
"unease." Clare is no
longer a symbol of the
past; she is a tangible
threat to Irene's
carefully constructed
present. Irene's
internal monologue
reveals her deep
distrust and a growing,
and alarming, desire to
see Clare exposed and
destroyed.

Part Two,
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Chapter

2: The
Grotesqu

e

Atmosph

ere

This chapter is
dominated by a single,
powerful set piece: a
party at the Redfield
home. The party is
attended by their
friends, all members of
the Black elite. The
atmosphere is
described as
"grotesque" and
"overheated." The
conversation is trivial
and gossipy, but the
subtext is charged with
racial anxiety and
social performance.
Clare is the center of

attention, her
whiteness a spectacle.
She is desired and
envied. A key moment
in this chapter is
Irene's discussion with
a friend, Hugh
Wentworth, a white
novelist. He comments
on the unique dynamic
of the party, noting
that "it's awfully nice
on this side." His
comment is a meta-
commentary on the
novel's central theme:
the artificial
boundaries of race and
the freedom that can
exist within a
community. Irene feels
increasingly

claustrophobic. The
party serves as a
microcosm of her life:
surface-level order
hiding deep, roiling
currents of jealousy,
desire, and fear.
Clare's presence is a
catalyst, making
everyone and



everything seem more
intense and dangerous.

Part Two,
Chapter
3: The
Dance
and the
Dismissal

The tension between
Irene and Clare comes
to a head in a private
conversation at the
end of the party. Clare,
sensing Irene's growing
hostility, confronts her.
She acknowledges the
danger she is putting
everyone in, but she
professes that the risk
is worth it for the "feel
of the things" she has
missed. She confesses
that she feels most

alive when she is
"trembling in a terrible,
terrifying way." This
speech is key to
understanding Clare as
a tragic figure of
consumption—she
consumes life, risk, and
attention because her
safe, white life is so
empty. lIrene, in
contrast, defines
herself by safety. She
wants no part of
Clare's "God! Doesn't it
make you think?"
brand of existence. The
chapter ends with
Irene attempting to
devise a plan to "be rid
of Clare." The polite
surface of their
friendship has
completely shattered,
replaced by a
psychological war of
wills.

PART THREE: THE
CLIMAX

The final section of the
novel is a masterclass
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in suspense,
culminating in a
devastating,
ambiguous ending.
These final Passing by
Nella Larsen chapter
summaries cover the
novel's tragic
conclusion.

Part
Three,
Chapter
1: The
Return to
Chicago
and the
Slip

Irene decides to
undertake a
"campaign" to get rid
of Clare. She is now

consumed by a quiet
fury. Her plan is to
arrange a trip to
Chicago, hoping that
by removing herself
from Harlem, she can
force Clare back into

her white life.
However, Irene's plan
backfires.  While in

Chicago, she makes a
fateful mistake. She
addresses a letter to
Clare care of her home
address, but she
forgets to use the
"General Delivery" as
Clare had requested.
This means the letter
will arrive at Clare's
house and could be
seen by John Bellew.
The details of this slip
are ambiguous—is it a

simple, forgetful
mistake by a stressed
woman, or is it a

subconscious act of
sabotage? The text
allows for both
readings. Irene sends
the letter and is



immediately filled with
a sense of dread. She
rushes back to New
York, arriving to find
that Clare has indeed
received the letter and
is furious. The damage
is done. The falcon has
been flown; the secret
is now a ticking bomb.

Part
Three,
Chapter
2: The
Confronta
tion

The final chapter of the
novel takes place at a
party hosted by the
Freelands, a friend of
Irene's. This party is

the climax of the novel.
Irene arrives feeling a

10

sense of dread and
resignation. She knows
that Clare is there, and
she knows that the
situation is coming to
an end. The party is a
lively affair, with music
and dancing and
laughter. But the
atmosphere is
oppressive for lIrene.
She feels "tired" and
"sick." She watches
Clare, who is dancing
and laughing, and she
feels a surge of
“loathing." The
emotional register
shifts from fear to
something more
destructive. As the
party reaches its peak,
the doorbell rings. A
servant announces a
gentleman to see Mrs.
Kendry. John Bellew
has arrived. He storms
into the apartment, his
face a mask of rage.
He has learned the
truth. He calls Clare a
"damned dirty n---er!"
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In the chaos that
follows, an event
occurs that is the most
famous ambiguity in
American literature. A
window is open. A
scream is heard. Clare
falls to her death from
a sixth-floor window.
The text does not tell
us if she jumped, if she
was pushed by Irene,
or if she simply slipped
in the confusion. The
final lines are lIrene's
glib thought: "Yes, it
was a fall. It was a
terrible fall." This final
ambiguity ensures the
novel's power endures,
leaving the reader to
answer the question of
responsibility and the
meaning of Clare's
"passing."

MAJOR THEMES
AND MOTIFS IN
THE NOVEL

Beyond the plot,
understanding the
themes enriches any
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reading of these
chapter summaries.

e Racial Identity
and
Performance:
The novel
fundamentally
questions the
fixity of race.
Clare and Irene
both "pass" at
different
moments. The
novel suggests
that race is, in
large part, a
social
performance, a
set of visual cues
that can be
manipulated.
Clare's life is a
performance of
whiteness;
Irene's life is a
performance of
middle-class
respectability.

e The Gaze and
Surveillance:
Characters are
constantly
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looking at and
judging each
other. Irene's
jealousy is often
expressed as a
kind of visual
possession of
Clare. John
Bellew's racism
is expressed
through his
"knowing" gaze
and his joke. The
novel explores
the psychological
weight of being
seen, or not
being seen, for
who you truly
are.
Consumption
and Desire:
Clare is
described in
terms of
consumption.
She is a "thing"
to be looked at, a
"spectacle" to be
consumed. She,
in turn,

consumes the
"feel" of Black
life. Irene's
desire for safety
is a kind of
consumption of
security. The
novel links desire
with destruction.
The Ambiguity
of "Passing":
The novel's title
has multiple
meanings. It
refers to the
racial passing. It
also refers to the
act of "passing
by" someone. It
can mean
"passing" as in
death. The entire
novel is a
meditation on
what it means to
pass through life,
to be seen and
unseen, and to
ultimately "pass"
away.

desperately
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SYMBOLISM INof New York
PASSING reflects the
isolation of
Larsen uses potent Irene's controlled
symbols to deepen the life. These

psychological impact of
the story.

e The Rain and
the Heat: The
novel is full of
sensory
descriptions of
weather. The
oppressive heat
of Chicago in
Part One mirrors
Clare's
suffocating white
life. The cold rain
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elements are not
just backdrop;
they are
reflective of
internal states.
The Window:
The open window
in the final scene
is the ultimate
symbol of the
novel. It
represents
escape, danger,
and the blurred
line between life



