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N 1922 NELLA LARSEN IMES WAS THE FIRST “NEGRO” APPLICANT AC- 

cepted to the library school of the New York Public Library. Soon 
she would become a children’s librarian in the Harlem branch of 

the system and, somewhat later, one of the most promising novelists 
of the Harlem Renaissance, but her literary career ended prematurely 
in the wake of a much- discussed plagiarism charge.1 What we know 
about her life remains patchy; she let no personal papers. Her biog-
raphers have relied heavily on her iction, on letters saved by others, 
and on standardized iles preserved by institutions: census reports, 
student transcripts, Larsen’s application to library school. Yet bu-
reaucratic records present their own challenges to interpretation.

Recent work in media studies has brought interpretive pressure 
to bear on “mundane” documents, theorizing and historicizing the 
production and use of bureaucratic forms (Brenneis 42). his essay 
examines Larsen’s library school application to address the role of the 
reader in generating what Ben Kaka calls the “contradictions” and 
“surprises” of paperwork (Demon 9).2 Paperwork does not have read-
ers, as novelists or literature scholars generally use that word: invoices, 
certiicates, and licenses contain neither absorbing plots nor charac-
ters with whom to identify. Distinguishing between readers of iction 
and users of documents, Lisa Gitelman asks, “[W] ho ever really reads 
receipts, bills, tickets, bonds, or certiicates?” (30–31; see also 11). Yet 
illing out forms requires cultural competence, and some forms de-
mand more hermeneutic activity than others. An application—for a 
job, a grant, admission to a school—is more “interactive” than an in-
voice or a receipt and ofers more freedom both to the person who ills 
it out and to a reader of the inished product (Brenneis 42).

Larsen’s application has had many readers. It was examined by 
an entrance committee and, almost a century later, by her biogra-
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pher George Hutchinson, then by me, and 
perhaps other scholars; it may have been read 
by friends or colleagues of Larsen’s while in 
preparation. Each new reader examines it for 
diferent purposes and with diferent results. 
When Hutchinson discovered Larsen’s long- 
neglected application in the Columbia Uni-
versity archives, it helped him reconstruct 
missing pieces of her elusive life history.3 
I have reexamined Larsen’s file along with 
those of other candidates who applied to the 
school between 1912 and 1925,4 but I do not 
approach this archive as a source of biograph-
ical information. Instead, I argue that while 
standardized documents offer only limited 
opportunities for nuance or personal expres-
sion, they are also “unpredictable” and replete 
with “surplus meanings” (Kaka, Demon 110; 
Gitelman 25). Larsen’s application is a rich 
text that invites speculation. It discloses the 
encounter of a decidedly conflicted subject 
with the norms and values of an institution. 
It relects her ambivalence about racial up-
lit and her resistance to stereotyping, along 
with her pragmatic, aesthetic, and emotional 
investment in books. I suggest that the com-
bination of caution and daring, self- revelation 
and concealment, inscribed in Larsen’s appli-
cation anticipates themes and even rhetorical 
strategies that made Larsen an extraordinary 
writer for a very short time.5

Composed of questions followed by 
empty spaces, an application form is de-
signed to gather facts, but it encourages 
some responses more than others, relying 
on convention to reinforce guidelines and 
constraints. Adapting Robin Bernstein’s con-
cept of “scriptive things,” I approach applica-
tions as material artifacts that, like theatrical 
scripts, provide both “explicit instructions” 
and “cultural prompts” to elicit a repertoire of 
socially intelligible answers (11). Yet the pres-
ence of multiple blanks enables an applicant 
to improvise, elaborate, even fabricate. In the 
evaluation of such a document, everything 
depends on the underlying assumptions with 

which a reader ills in the gaps surrounding 
bites of information entered on the form. For 
both candidate and reader, a strategy for ill-
ing in gaps is essential.6

Diferentiating among “genres of paper-
work,” Kafka places “identity documents” 
such as passports in a category of their own 
(“Paperwork” 349). Even more than a pass-
port, an application for a passport translates 
“identity into a document” (Robertson 9). 
But the library school application, by includ-
ing questions about career goals and reading 
preferences, departs from a concern with cer-
tiiable details of personal history and ofers 
additional room for self- fashioning. A candi-
date’s responses imply a narrative, the mean-
ing of which is provisionally determined by a 
sequence of readers.

Most readers of this essay have had so 
much experience filling out forms that the 
activity seems banal. As Gitelman argues, 
“[W] hatever reading is entailed” in the use of 
standardized documents does not have “very 
much to do with . . . readerly subjectivity” (30, 
30–31).7 Yet a routine request to state “Name 
in full,” “Nationality of mother,” or “Place of 
birth” has signiicance for one candidate that 
it does not have for the next (Imes, Applica-
tion; ig. 1). What one reader takes for granted 
gives another reader pause. Larsen completed 
her application for a specific professional 
goal; illing in blanks, she presented herself as 
an exemplary future librarian, but her entries 
ref lect personal concerns that do not serve 
that purpose. Obscuring and foregrounding 
her racialized stigmatization, Larsen gener-
ated a blend of forthright claims and oblique 
ironies that destabilize her racial and national 
identity, reveal the literary taste of an autodi-
dact, and disclose the formidable obstacles 
that she faced. Such tensions were not visible 
to the entrance committee.

Analyzing Larsen’s application as a docu-
ment riddled with contradictions, I focus on 
the way that cultural, institutional, and per-
sonal meanings escape the constraints of the 
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application rubrics. Briely historicizing the 
rubrics themselves, I show that despite the 
library’s progressive agenda, unmarked cri-
teria such as whiteness were indispensable 
for evaluating a candidate. Race, class, reli-
gion, and family background oten trumped 
other criteria, turning these forms into sites 
of negotiation over identity and belonging. I 
then analyze Larsen’s responses in more de-
tail, paying particular attention to a book list 
Lar sen compiled in response to the question: 
“Name ten books you have read in the last 
two years” (Imes, Application; fig. 2). Con-
sidering both the individual titles on Larsen’s 
list and their relation to one another, I tease 
out the implications of her claims about read-
ing. I argue that the titles she selected create a 
cacophony that intensiies her conlicted self- 
representation elsewhere on the form.

As Anna Brickhouse irst demonstrated, 
Lar sen was a voracious reader; her reading 
helped her address the rage and despair trig-
gered by the prejudice she encountered. Lar-
sen’s library school application, especially her 
book list, shows how an ephemeral, mundane 
text can reflect a dense, “lived experience of 
reading” (to adapt Paul Armstrong’s phrase, 
88–89). Larsen’s reading practices, refracted 
through her social and personal history, are 
indelibly, if ambiguously, inscribed on an ordi-
nary, standardized form, a neglected document 
that has preserved some of her earliest writing.

Encoding/ Decoding

In 1922 the library school had recently re-
vised the application form to maximize facts. 
Where the form of 1912 requests a brief nar-
rative about “the character and extent of your 
reading” (Gearhart), the 1922 application 
requests a list of ten speciic titles, as noted 
above (Imes, Application). According to the 
library school’s Circular of Information for 
1921–22, the sample entrance exam also re-
placed questions about the candidate’s per-
sonal relation to reading with requests for 

veriiable information about literature.8 hese 
shifts—from an emphasis on narratives of 
personal experience to titles or plot summa-
ries—relect broader cultural trends that gave 
increasing credit to professional expertise. In 
1917, when Ernest J. Reece became principal 
of the library school, he set out to develop its 
curriculum, raise its academic standing, and 
improve the qualiications of its candidates 
(Sullivan 101–03). The same year, the Car-
ne gie Corporation commissioned a study to 
assess the way library schools selected and 
trained their students. Training for Library 

Service, written by Charles C. Williamson 
and published in 1923, had a signiicant im-
pact on library history and library training 
schools in the United States. Critiquing the 
absence of clear criteria for evaluating can-
didates, the report recommends the use of 
“modern vocational and psychological tests” 
to determine “scientifically what personal 
qualities are essential” in a librarian (26, 31).9

The absence of clear entrance crite-
ria persisted, partly because some qualities 
deemed “essential” for candidates could not 
be named. he “ideal” applicant (31) had to 
meet expectations about race, religion, and 
family of origin that remained unspoken be-
cause they were at odds with the liberal be-
lief—consistently emphasized by the public 
library movement—that books and reading 
would promote democracy, bridge gaps be-
tween “alien” groups, and unify the nation 
(Rose, “Serving” 256; see also Rose, “Books” 
75).10 As homas Augst has argued, “faith in 
reading” became a kind of civil religion in 
the Progressive Age. When Larsen applied to 
library school she embraced this faith, hop-
ing that her relation to literature would pro-
pel her into a more just and open social world 
than the ones she already knew. Six years 
later, writing her irst novel, she created a pro-
tagonist who “knew books and loved them” 
but cannot get a library job (Quicksand 30).

By the time Larsen applied to library 
school, she was intimately familiar with 

FIG. 1

First page of Lar-

sen’s library school 

application (Library 

School of the New 

York Public Library, 

housed at Colum-

bia U, Rare Book 

and Manuscript 

Library, box 30).
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 racialized norms and rigid institutional 

structures (as a student at Fisk University 

she was expelled for violating a dress code 

[Hutchinson 63, 101]). Growing up in a white 
working- class neighborhood of Chicago, the 
child of a white mother and a black father, 
Lar sen was a visible example of “amalga-
mation.” When her mother married a white 
man and had another child, Larsen became 
still more anomalous (Hutchinson; T. Davis). 
But working as a junior assistant in the Har-
lem branch of the New York Public Library 
in 1921, she discovered a vibrant community 
invested in the democratic potential of litera-
ture and art. Energized by the values of this 
community, she made a bid for professional 
librarianship despite her visibly mixed- race 
origin, lack of family backing, and limited 
formal education. Ernestine Rose, head of the 
Harlem branch, encouraged Larsen to apply 
to library school, recommending her enthu-
siastically and discounting the “drawback” 
of “color” (Recommendation form). Rose saw 
Lar sen’s acceptance to the school as a mile-
stone on the road to integration. Yet Larsen 
did not apply primarily to serve a cause; her 
application both airms and disrupts Rose’s 
vision of books and reading as a gateway to 
knowledge, culture, and entitlement. Al-
though Larsen was a successful library school 
candidate, and indeed a successful librarian, 
what Simon Gikandi calls the “fantasy of the 
library” impelled her to look beyond the goals 
that Rose encouraged her to fulill. Larsen’s 
ambitions were larger, more amorphous, 
and—as it turned out—unattainable.

he library school’s four- page application 
form begins with a section on personal his-
tory: “Name in full,” “Date of birth,” “Place of 
birth,” nationality of both parents, and extent 
of formal education. Several questions, not 
found on application forms today, address 
mental and physical health: “Have you de-
fective sight, hearing or speech?” “Have you 
any marked physical defect, such as lame-
ness?” “Have you ever suffered a nervous 

breakdown?” Some rubrics pose yes- or- no 
questions; others are multiple choice: “Under-
score the phrase which represents the general 
condition of your health: perfect; very good; 
good; fair; delicate, but able to work; very del-
icate” (Imes, Application).11 Additional ques-
tions attempt to gauge the applicant’s literary 
taste and general experience, focusing on her 
reading practices and professional aims.12 
hese questions and the amount of space pro-
vided for answers enable greater variability in 
the tone and format of response. On page 3 
the applicant is asked to provide the book list 
mentioned above and the names of newspa-
pers and other periodicals that the candidate 
reads “regularly.” Page 4 includes the ques-
tion, “What is there in your abilities, tastes, or 
experience that leads you to think you would 
be successful in library work?” he form ends 
with a space for the names and addresses of 
“three people who can speak from personal 
knowledge concerning your character, expe-
rience, ability and itness for library work.”

When specifying her age Larsen often 
made adjustments, depending on the occa-
sion; she also claimed more education than 
she actually had. She was surely not the only 
candidate to improve on facts when illing out 
forms, but one of her lifelong liabilities gave 
her a paradoxical advantage here: the lack of 
a stable, conventionally respectable family, 
rooted in a community and visible in public 
institutions, made it relatively easy for Larsen 
to edit her biography. Her recommenders did 
not emphasize long- standing familiarity with 
Lar sen and her family.

Recommendations often testify to an 
applicant’s roots in church and community. 
Traceable ancestry, or at least family stabil-
ity, was understood to be a value. One rec-
ommendation of 1919 describes a candidate 
as the “daughter of acquaintances” and “for 
a time member of my young women’s Bible 
class”; she is a “reader,” raised “in a ‘bookish’ 
family” (Recommendation form for Mary 
Pat ton Welles). A 1921 recommendation 

FIG. 2

Third page of Lar

sen’s library school 

application (Library 

School of the New 

York Public Library, 

housed at Colum

bia U, Rare Book 

and Manuscript 

Library, box 30).
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 asserts, “I know the family well and they are 
all very intellectual cultured and gited and 
reined” (Recommendation form for Violet 
Gordon Gray). In 1923 a recommender states, 
“Have known her for ten years or more—my 
husband knew her father and family for over 
fifty years as they were well known and of 
very high standing . . .” (Recommendation 
form for Grace Hamilton). Such comments 
were typical—and exactly the sort that did 
not appear in Larsen’s ile. Lacking gilt- edged 
cultural credentials that include religious af-
iliation, community, Americanness, and of 
course whiteness, Larsen needed to display 
other virtues.

When asked to state their parents’ na-
tionality, most candidates wrote “Ameri-
can.”13 Larsen notes the Danish nationality 
of her mother and her “Danish West Indian” 
father (Imes, Application). The word “Ne-
gro” (beneath “Danish West Indian”) was not 
written by Larsen: the script is quite diferent 
from that on the rest of the form. Inserting 
“Negro,” someone seems to have tried sta-
bilizing unwelcome ambiguities in Larsen’s 
self- representation. On official documents 
and, later, in interviews, Larsen oten high-
lighted her Danish background, displacing a 
narrative of origins that included miscegena-
tion, poverty, anonymity, and other modes of 
social instability, if not disgrace. Her applica-
tion succeeded largely because Rose’s recom-
mendation carried special weight, as did that 
of E. C. Williams, former teacher and friend 
of Reece, the library school’s director. hat 
Rose and Williams were well- known to the 
committee ofset their relatively limited ac-
quaintance with Larsen herself. 14

Rose was an inluential champion of in-
tegration in the public library movement; she 
handpicked Larsen to break the barrier that 
kept African Americans out of library school 
(Hutchinson 139). But Larsen does not frame 
herself as a race woman on the application. 
In fact, she does not label herself as African 
American at all. On the form, as in her later 

writing, she rejects race loyalty and essential-
izing categories.15 Yet her cultural margin-
alization is inscribed in her application in 
multiple ways, including in her book list.

Reporting on Reading / Inscribing Oneself

A list includes no interpretive comments. Un-
like discursive accounts, a book list does not 
say how books were chosen or read: gaps and 
silences take the place of explanation.16 But, 
paradoxically, compiling a list may enable 
more freedom than producing a narrative 
where titles are framed by commentary. Lar-
sen’s selections were partly governed by her 
short- term professional goals and assump-
tions about her readers. hadious Davis notes 
that when Larsen made lists of her “favorite 
authors” she oten included those “cited in the 
Library School’s sample [exam] questions” 
(146). Brickhouse elaborates: “She would 
present her list of prized writers—all of them 
white men—almost as if she had internalized 
the exclusionary values of the dominant liter-
ary culture” (535). Many African American 
writers have used autobiographical accounts 
of reading to showcase their sophistication 
and familiarity with the prevailing canon, as 
Karla F. C. Holloway argues. However, Lar-
sen’s book list also addresses deep private con-
cerns. If we read it as a verbal composition, 
like a poem or a piece of prose, with lacunae 
and cross- references, her titles create a dia-
logue between radical and conservative views 
of genre, gender, nation, and race. Most of all, 
like other aspects of her application, Larsen’s 
list discloses her racialized stigmatization—
without directly addressing that issue.

The book list is a particularly good ex-
ample of an application entry that could be 
variously compiled, organized, and inter-
preted. Candidates, who were expected to 
be well- read, often stress their investment 
in reading. “I love books” and “have an in-
satiable desire for knowledge,” one candi-
date writes, explaining why she would make 
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a good librarian (Hubbell).17 Enthusiasm 
for reading is also implicit in book lists that 
exceed the number of titles requested—as 
if the applicant cannot confine herself to a 
mere ten (the book- loving candidate above 
includes fourteen). Many book lists crowd 
more than ten titles into the designated space 
and inconsistently provide authors’ names; 
the handwriting can be hard to decipher.18 
By contrast, Larsen’s script is neat and clear; 
she consistently follows instructions. Her list 
contains just ten items, carefully numbered, 
each author speciied (Imes, Application). As 
a material artifact, her application declares 
she would make an exemplary librarian. But 
if the look of Larsen’s application signals or-
der and compliance, the content does not.

Larsen’s list begins with Growth of the 

Soil, a novel by the Norwegian Nobel Prize 
laureate Knut Hamsun, followed by Max 
Beerbohm’s And Even Now, a collection of 
essays on art and literature; he New World 

of Islam, by Lothrop Stoddard, the popular 
white- supremacist author of he Rising Tide 

of Color; Julian Street’s Abroad at Home, a 
travelogue of the western United States; and 
B. L. Putnam Weale’s Fight for the Republic 

in China. he list also includes Hendrik van 
Loon’s Story of Mankind (the irst Newbery 
Medal winner, a book that continues to be 
updated and reprinted) and the essay collec-
tion Prejudices, by the cantankerous literary 
and social critic H. L. Mencken. Although 
Lar sen’s list includes no women writers, 
several titles address gender issues: Lytton 
Strachey’s ironical biography of Queen Vic-
toria, Hamlin Garland’s autobiographical 
Daughter of the Middle Border, and the last 
text on the list, W. E. B. Du Bois’s Darkwater.

Larsen’s titles relect her aesthetic taste, 
her political concerns, and the nature of her 
investment in books for several years before 
her attempt at authorship. But there is always 
a gap between a lived experience of reading 
and claims about reading. hat gap is all the 
greater when a book list is prepared by a black 

reader for white authority igures. Black au-
thors who write about their reading often 
avoid African American writers, as Hollo-
way notes. Up to a point Larsen’s book list its 
that pattern—her list includes only one Afri-
can American text—and she claims to read 
only white periodicals (although in 1920 she 
contributed Danish games and songs to the 
Brownies’ Book, the short- lived ofshoot of he 

Crisis, edited by Du Bois). Of course if Larsen 
omitted many texts she read, she may have 
included some she did not read. Applicants 
to an institution oten produce self- portraits 
shaped more by desire and ambition than re-
ality. Larsen knew how to respond to white 
prompts so as to meet white expectations; as 
a student she consistently received top grades 
in “Book selection” (Imes, “Student Record”). 
But her book list is not fully explained by her 
desire to please the institution to which she 
was applying; it ref lects issues that deeply 
disturbed her: race, gender, national belong-
ing, power, and violence. If the list is read as 
the sort of “allusive ‘patchwork’” Brickhouse 
discerns in Quicksand, it becomes a “collage 
of references” that challenges common ideas 
and well- worn tropes (550, 545). It invites an 
ironic reading that reveals the gap between 
public declarations and private uses of books.

Spanning multiple genres and subjects, 
national as well as international afairs, Lar-
sen’s list implies an interest in current events, 
travel, history, geography, and literary cul-
ture—useful qualities for a librarian. Many of 
her titles endorse socially normative ideas, yet 
her book list is atypical. Whereas many lists 
include classics as well as best sellers, almost 
all of Larsen’s titles were published within ive 
years of her application.19 Moreover, whereas 
most candidates include many novels, Larsen 
(who would begin publishing her own fic-
tion four years later) names only Growth of 

the Soil, a controversial naturalist text.20 Her 
inclusion of Du Bois makes the list unusual 
in another way: no other application I have 
seen includes a black writer, and Darkwater 
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is a particularly explicit critique of racism 
and political exploitation. From my perspec-
tive as a twenty- irst- century reader, Larsen’s 
titles announce her concern with geographic 
and racial otherness as well as conlicts over 
political dominance. hat said, it is impos-
sible to read the list as ideologically coherent. 
Whereas Darkwater attacks racist assump-
tions and exploitative practices worldwide,21 
other titles powerfully ofset Du Bois’s chal-
lenge to the status quo. In fact, several of the 
books on Larsen’s list are openly racist.

Delineating power struggles on the geo-
political stage, Stoddard and Weale in par-
ticular assume a historical narrative where 
race is decisive—an idea that was anathema 
to Larsen. She could not have regarded such 
books with equanimity. For Stoddard, “[t] he 
great racial divisions of mankind are the most 
fundamental, the most permanent, the most 
ineradicable things in human experience” 
(New World 104). Gender essentialism is 
equally visible on Larsen’s book list—though 
strongly challenged in her iction. Garland’s 
Pulitzer Prize–winning Daughter of the Mid-

dle Border gestures toward the value of wom-
en’s independence, aesthetic expression, and 
professional work but celebrates Garland’s 
mother and wife for their “serenely optimistic 
spirit” under their burdens, as if women are 
self- abnegating by nature (223). The narra-
tor’s aunt is the epitome of contented, stoical 
womanhood: a “happy, hard- working farm-
er’s wife” whose “life had been . . . a cheerful 
pilgrimage” despite “thirty years of unremit-
ting toil” (186; see also 215, 219).22 The af-
firmation of gender binaries, pervasive in 
Garland’s text, is an unmarked assumption in 
Van Loon’s Story of Mankind and even, para-
doxically, in Strachey’s biography of Queen 
Victoria, two popular, contemporary titles 
that, unlike most other books on Larsen’s list, 
appear on several applications.

Rose’s recommendation emphasizes Lar-
sen’s “unusual” tact. Asked to comment on 
Lar sen’s “initiative,” Rose writes, “Has plenty, 

but does not always use it readily. So diffi-
dent or rather intensely restrained [is she] 
in self- expression” (Recommendation form). 
In many respects Larsen’s book list—like the 
rest of her application—is indeed “intensely 
restrained.” Perhaps the preponderance of 
books endorsing racism and gender norms 
reassured the committee that Larsen would 
know her place. But Larsen’s book list also 
expresses conflict, even defiance; it implies 
ideas and emotions that are held in check at 
some cost.

Uses of Fiction: Public and Private

I want to return now to the fact that Larsen’s 
book list keeps imaginative literature to a 
bare minimum—one title. In the early twen-
tieth century, with the rise of middle- brow 
culture, novel reading was increasingly re-
spectable as well as popular throughout the 
United States. But resistance lingered among 
many white men of letters, educators, and 
librarians, as well as black commentators. 
In the 1910s and early 1920s, The Crisis of-
ten recommends useful reading to African 
Americans, publishing lists of “selected” 
books and other suggestions for black intel-
lectual advancement (“Selected List”). Al-
though these lists sometimes include iction, 
especially by or about African Americans, the 
books are frequently chosen for their social 
function, especially racial uplit.

Black reviewers of the period endorse 
some novels, but they more often celebrate 
histories or biographies that testify to African 
American achievement. Writing about fall 
books in 1924, Du Bois briely praises Walter 
White’s Fire in the Flint as “a good, stirring 
story and a strong bit of propaganda” (“Fall 
Books” 25) but comments primarily on Wil-
liam H. Skaggs’s Southern Oligarch (a book 
“every intelligent Negro should buy . . . even if 
it does cost ive dollars” [25]) because it argues 
that “[t] he Negro in America is not degenerat-
ing. He is advancing . . .” (26). In “he Younger 
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Literary Movement,” Du Bois and Alain Locke 
praise Jessie Fauset’s here Is Confusion be-
cause it confronts the “ugly facts and . . . con-
sequences” of slavery while representing “the 
race situation in this country” (163).

White reviewers, recommending books 
to white readers, had diferent criteria: iction 
was not required to turn a harsh light on real-
ity. Reading was increasingly seen as a valu-
able leisure activity. An advertisement in the 
Literary Digest of 1920 promotes the “liberal 
education” promised by Dr. Eliot’s multivol-
ume collection of classics, the Five Foot Shelf, 
with the subheading: “Adventure, Entertain-
ment, Thrill.” The ad proclaims that while 
“text- books are oten tiresome,” the contents 
of the “ive- foot shelf” are the “most fascinat-
ing books in the world.”23 Although a variety 
of pleasures were deemed legitimate for white 
readers, neither black nor white commenta-
tors encourage African Americans to read for 
“Adventure, Entertainment,” or “hrill.”

Black writers from Booker T. Washington 
to Malcolm X have compiled book lists domi-
nated by nonfiction (Holloway 92). Perhaps 
Lar sen was foregrounding her sophistication 
and irm sense of reality by minimizing ic-
tion on her book list. But the solitary novel she 
includes was a tendentious book in a contested 
genre. Growth of the Soil relects Larsen’s con-
flicted cultural positioning on two levels: it 
reasserts her “Nordic” ainities, while empha-
sizing (and disguising) her sense of irremedi-
able outsideness.24 Analyzing one climactic 
scene of the book, I speculate that Larsen was 
powerfully drawn to Hamsun’s novel and that 
she read it through her characteristic emo-
tional and aesthetic preoccupations. Although 
she never mentions this book in writing again, 
some of its themes and narrative strategies re-
appear, transmuted, in Quicksand and Pass-

ing. Hamsun’s presence on Larsen’s book list 
discloses Larsen’s racialized abjection and 
isolation while hinting at a practice that has 
dominated scholarly discussions of her fic-
tion: her habit of inscribing her reading into 

her writing. Indeed, Larsen’s intertextuality—
the unmarked use in her iction of many texts 
she had read—eventually drew the charges of 
plagiarism that ended her career.

Perhaps Growth of the Soil reinforced 
Lar sen’s self- representation as a citizen of the 
world, with “the advantage of foreign travel,” 
in the words of a recommendation for an-
other candidate (Recommendation form for 
Grace Hamilton). However, Hamsun’s book 
includes an unsettling image of foreignness, 
one that relects Larsen’s personal experience 
of exclusion. A central character of the novel 
is Inger, a woman with a clet lip. his inher-
ited trait makes her an outsider, haunted by a 
bodily handicap. Depicting Inger’s struggle to 
overcome what she experiences as a shameful 
defect, the book underscores the signiicance 
of inherited characteristics. Inger’s physical 
anomaly fosters insecurity, inarticulateness, 
self- hatred, and an overwhelming fear of 
passing on a crippling trait to her children. 
In Hamsun’s novel, throughout Larsen’s ap-
plication, and subsequently in her iction, the 
body as a site of disiguration and disempow-
erment is the elephant in the room—at once 
obtrusive and unacknowledged.

Questions about “health” and physi-
cal “defects” (Imes, Application) on the ap-
plication form relect popular beliefs about 
biological determinism and survival of the 
ittest that gave growing impetus to the eu-
genics movement of the 1920s in the United 
States. Racial mixture—what Stoddard calls 
“mongrelization” (New World 104)—was seen 
to threaten the superiority of whiteness.25 
Like Larsen’s application, Growth of the Soil 
can be read as a text that addresses stigma-
tized otherness without mentioning race. In-
ger’s inherited physical disability is not only 
a deining aspect of her self- understanding 
but also a crucial plot device: her congenital 
handicap irst makes her feel like a “monster” 
(Hamsun 57), then impels her to behave like 
one. Ater giving birth to her third child—a 
baby with a clet lip—Inger kills it.

1 3 3 . 5  ] Barbara Hochman 1181
 

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2018.133.5.1172 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2018.133.5.1172


Early in the novel Os- Anders, a passerby 
from Lapland, stops at Inger’s home in the 
deep woods:

Inger wondered why he did not beg for any-
thing; Os- Anders always begged, as do all the 
Lapps. . . .

“No need to ask if the little ones there are 
yours,” [he says]. . . .

“hey’re as like you as could be. . . .”
Now Inger was a monster and a deformity 

to look at; ’twas all wrong, of course, but she 
swelled with pride. . . . Even a Lapp can glad-
den a mother’s heart. (57)

Throughout Growth of the Soil “Lapps” are 
the whipping boys, outsiders in Norway, de-
rided and despised.26 Inger is Norwegian, 
but while she looks down on Os- Anders, she 
sees herself as “a monster and a deformity.” 
Nevertheless, she makes a bid for normalcy, 
domesticity, and happiness. Despite her pain, 
and her crime, she partly succeeds.

Although Hamsun was translated and 
much discussed in American periodicals, espe-
cially ater winning the Nobel Prize, commen-
tators in the United States were oten critical. 
As one reviewer notes in 1921, Hamsun’s novel 
Hunger “possesses the . . . characteristics of 
‘unashamedness’ and ‘impolite realism’ . . . 
that many American readers do not care for” 
(Moritzen 134–35) and that require “expurga-
tion” (135).27 What requires “expurgation” re-
mains unspeciied. Reviewers regularly divert 
attention from unacceptable aspects of Ham-
sun’s work, avoiding the term naturalism and 
praising his representation of nature or his 
epic reach. Discussing Growth of the Soil, com-
mentators generally focus on Inger’s husband, 
Isak—“the symbol of man, strengthened physi-
cally, if not morally, by a hard struggle with na-
ture” (G. J.). he women in the novel are barely 
mentioned, yet they are signiicant igures.28 
Inger is not the only woman in the book who 
kills her child and goes on with her life.

Inger gives birth to four infants in the 
course of the novel. When the first two are 

born, her husband is away. Initially her deter-
mination to be alone when giving birth is not 
obvious; a reader may wonder whether Isak’s 
absence is a result of planning or mere chance. 
But Inger’s initiative (if not her motive) is 
clearly indicated the third time around. When 
she urges Isak to take a bull to market, the 
narrator comments, “Inger had no doubt her 
own reasons for getting Isak out of the place 
on that particular day. ‘If you are going at all, 
you’d better go today,’ she said. ‘the bull . . . 
will fetch a good price at this time of year’” 
(Hamsun 72). A brief exchange about logistics 
is followed by a description of the bull. Finally, 
Isak departs and the narrative turns to Inger:

Inger sat down on the door- slab. She was in 

pain; her face was alame. She had kept her 

feet till Isak was gone; now he and the bull 

were out of sight, and she could give way to 

a groan without fear. Little Eleseus can talk 

a little already; he asks: “Mama hurt?”—“Yes, 

hurt.” He mimics her, pressing his hands to 

his sides and groaning. Little Sivert is asleep.

Inger takes Eleseus inside the house, gives 

him some things to play with on the loor, and 

gets in to bed herself. Her time was come. She 

is perfectly conscious all the while, keeps an 

eye on Eleseus, glances at the clock on the wall 

to see the time. Never a cry, hardly a move-

ment; the struggle is in her vitals—a burden 

is loosened and glides from her. Almost at the 

same moment she hears a strange cry in the 

bed, a blessed little voice; poor thing, poor lit-

tle thing . . . and now she cannot rest, but lits 

herself up and looks down. What is it? Her 

face is grey and blank in a moment, without 

expression or intelligence; a groan is heard; 

unnatural, impossible—a choking gasp.

She slips back on the bed. A minute passes; 

she cannot rest, the little cry down there in 

the bed grows louder she raises herself once 

more, and sees—O God, the direst of all! No 

mercy, no hope—and this a girl!

Isak could not have gone more than a cou-

ple of miles or so. It was hardly an hour since 

he had let. In less than ten minutes Inger had 

borne her child and killed it. . . . Isak came 
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back on the third day, leading a half- starved 

yearling bull. (73–74; ellipses in the original)

For “some time” ater Isak’s return, In-
ger hides the fact that that she has given 
birth (75). In due course she acknowledges 
the event, implying the baby died naturally. 
When the truth emerges, the narrator notes: 
“Isak took the matter sensibly from the irst. 
He made no great words about it but asked 
his wife simply: ‘How did you come to do it?’” 
Initially, Inger gives “no answer to that” (91). 
Isak remains troubled:

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

“No,” she agreed.

“And I can’t make out how you ever could 

bring yourself to do it.”

“She was all the same as myself,” said Inger.

“How d’you mean?”

“Her mouth.”

Isak thought over that for some time. “Ay, 

well,” said he.

And nothing more was said about it at 
the time. (92)

hroughout the novel, Inger’s emotional 
sufering derives from one source—the bur-
den of her biological inheritance. In the mas-
terfully compressed murder scene, a lifetime 
of discrimination culminates in swift and 
deadly violence, premeditated on Inger’s 
part but unanticipated for the reader. Clare 
Kendry’s death at the end of Passing may owe 
something to this scene. Just as Inger kills her 
infant with lightning speed, Irene suddenly 
pushes Clare out a window, and what has hap-
pened becomes apparent later. In both cases, 
the murder is as unexpected as it is swift, 
presaged in Passing only, perhaps, by a shat-
tered teacup that Irene drops in silent “rage,” 
convinced that Clare and her husband are 
lovers (Larsen, Passing 66). Yet if Larsen read 
Growth of the Soil with an aesthetic appre-
ciation of its pacing, compression, and man-
agement of narrative gaps, her life and her 
writing suggest she was also drawn to Ham-

sun’s representation of Inger’s self- hatred, 
anxiety, and social death, all generated by 
inherited bodily stigma in a society repelled 
by disability and otherness. Clare, passing 
as white and married to a white man, shares 
Inger’s problem: what to do should her worst 
fear about the body of her unborn child be 
fulilled. Ater bearing one light- skinned in-
fant, Clare determines never to have another; 
the fear of producing a “dark” baby has made 
her pregnancy too “hellish [a] strain” (168).

Interpretive Ambiguity

Growth of the Soil was a more radical book 
than public discourse of the period indicates. 
Representing sex, marriage, birth, mother-
hood, and infanticide, the book addresses 
volatile questions about physical defects, 
women’s agency, birth control, and eugen-
ics. But Hamsun’s novel was not publicly dis-
cussed in terms of bodily stigma, defenseless 
children, or desperate mothers, issues of par-
ticular resonance for Larsen.29 In Quicksand, 
Helga Crane begins her life as a rejected, un-
protected, and racialized child. She ends up 
“nearly dead of compulsive maternity,” in 
Jennifer Fleissner’s evocative phrase (251).

Motherhood was much celebrated in 
newspapers, magazines, and speeches of 
the period. Theodore Roosevelt’s emphasis 
on multiple children as a blessing prepared 
fertile ground for the work of Stoddard and 
Madison Grant, both of whom fanned the 
lames of anxiety about white “race- suicide” 
by emphasizing black sexual energy and 
procreation (Stoddard, Rising Tide 249). Eu-
genics was also a recurrent topic for Harlem 
Renaissance writers. Many black commen-
tators urged the African American middle 
class to reproduce, celebrating so- called race 
women. By contrast, in a chapter of Darkwa-

ter (“The Damnation of Women”), Du Bois 
stresses the disastrous economic and social 
condition of many African Americans but re-
frains from promoting reproduction for what 
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he famously called “the talented tenth” of the 
race and asks instead, “[O] ught children to be 
born to us? Have we any right to make hu-
man souls face what we face today?” (202).30 
In Quicksand Helga restates Du Bois’s argu-
ment. Countering James Vayle, who insists 
that “people like us”—“Negroes of the better 
class”—are duty- bound to have children, she 
asks, “Why add any more unwanted, tor-
tured Negroes to America? Why do Negroes 
have children? Surely it must be sinful” (103). 
Ironically, Helga ends up exemplifying the 
degraded black mother whom proponents 
of eugenics decried. he vexed issue of black 
childbearing informs the work of the Harlem 
Renaissance writer Angelina Weld Grimké as 
well. Fear of lynching causes one of Grimké’s 
heroines to renounce maternity and another 
to kill her child.31 In Larsen’s Passing, Irene 
and her husband argue bitterly about whether 
to discuss “the race problem” with their chil-
dren (232).

Insofar as Growth of the Soil engages some 
of Larsen’s pressing concerns, it was an outra-
geous text to include on her application book 
list. But since library school applicants were 
not asked to comment on these lists, the (all- 
white) entrance committee was free to assume 
that Larsen’s view of her titles would match 
their own. If they were familiar with Hamsun’s 
novel, they likely took their prompts from re-
viewers who celebrated the representation of 
man’s heroic struggle with nature. Moreover, 
at least one of Larsen’s titles can be read as a 
strong antidote to Growth of the Soil. Garland’s 
autobiographical Daughter of the Middle Bor-

der extols women who are heroic in childbirth 
(286–87) and “gloriied” by motherhood (287). 
If Growth of the Soil was particularly meaning-
ful to Larsen, the grounds of her attachment 
to it (like the grounds of her attachment to 
Darkwater) were not immediately obvious. For 
the entrance committee, the crucial questions 
were whether an African American would be 
capable of library work and whether other stu-
dents would be ofended by her presence.32

I have been arguing that Larsen’s applica-
tion to library school represents Larsen not 
only as a well- organized, cooperative, urbane, 
and suitable candidate but also as a rebel and 
even an ironist. Beerbohm, Mencken, and 
Strachey are all ironic stylists, and their work 
may well have appealed to Larsen for that 
reason. Irony is a hallmark of her iction and 
a mode she oten used in letters. She habitu-
ally used it to scramble familiar categories. I 
“work like a nigger,” she wrote in letters of the 
1920s to both black and white recipients (qtd. 
in Hutchinson 259–60; see also Hutchinson 
354, 366; Hochman, “Love”). If there is irony 
in Larsen’s inclusion of Stoddard or Garland, 
it stems in part from irreconcilable impulses—
to conform and resist, to conceal and reveal—
which the committee could not have perceived. 
An application form is no place for irony, but 
Lar sen understood the interpretive conven-
tions of her target audience and just might 
have allowed herself some ironic touches, as-
suming they would pass. If so, they did.

Informed by a tension between accep-
tance and deiance of widely shared norms, 
Lar sen’s application anticipates structural 
and thematic elements of Quicksand and 
Passing, books that begin almost decorously 
enough to qualify as novels of manners before 
taking a catastrophic turn toward naturalist 
degradation or violence. Larsen’s iction (like 
her book list) is festooned with intertextual 
references in dialogue with one another—
black and white, elitist and popular, local and 
foreign. Like the titles on her book list, the 
allusions in her iction display her credentials 
as a sophisticated participant in literary cul-
ture. However, the implications of these refer-
ences are never self- evident, which is why the 
academic debate about them continues.

In November 1929, ater publishing two 
well- received novels, Larsen filled out an 
application form for a Guggenheim Fellow-
ship. In January 1930, before learning that 
her application was successful, she published 
“Sanctuary,” the story that drew criticism for 
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its similarities to Sheila Kaye Smith’s “Mrs. 
Adis.” Asked to specify her “[p] resent occupa-
tion” on the Guggenheim form, Larsen wrote, 
“Hack writing. Housework. Sewing” (Imes, 
“Guggenheim Application” 153). Why would 
Lar sen refer to her work as “[h] ack writing”? 
Whether we read this entry as witty or self- 
critical, hackwork seems a disruptive concept 
for an aspiring author to include on a grant 
application. Still, like her application to li-
brary school, Larsen’s bid for a Guggenheim 
persuaded its initial readers to accept her.

Literature, Paperwork, and the Contexts 

of Reading

As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick argues, there are 
“many ways selves and communities succeed 
in extracting sustenance from the objects of 
a culture,” even if that culture does not of-
fer its support (150–51). In the early 1920s, 
Lar sen extracted emotional, aesthetic, intel-
lectual, and material sustenance from litera-
ture, moving from nursing to librarianship 
to authorship in less than a decade. hrough 
librarianship, she might have combined 
professional stability with racial activism, 
community involvement, and even artistic 
experimentation, as at least one black librar-
ian of the period managed to do. Regina An-
drews, who also began work at the Harlem 
branch of the New York Public Library in 
the early 1920s, later attended library school 
(Whitmire 7–8), promoted community the-
ater (e.g., 61), and became the first African 
American branch supervisor in the United 
States (93). Like Rose, Andrews was commit-
ted to the idea of literature as an important 
resource in the struggle for “racial under-
standing” (Andrews). But Larsen was am-
bivalent about pressing art into the service 
of a cause; both Quicksand and Passing sar-
donically critique institutionalized commit-
ments to racial uplit. Her relation to race was 
conlicted; her relation to reading and writing 
not consistently goal- directed.33

In the early twentieth century, an invest-
ment in books and reading was generally 
perceived as the key to personal enrichment, 
upward mobility, and social equality. As 
Kinohi Nishikawa suggests, “[T] he weight 
of extraordinary expectation” still clings to 
black literacy in particular (698). he prom-
ises attached to literacy impelled Larsen 
to stake herself on authorship (Hochman, 
“Love” 530). Leaving professional librarian-
ship behind, she abandoned the future that 
Rose had imagined for her. Quicksand and 
Passing won considerable acclaim. But ater 
the embarrassment of “Sanctuary,” Larsen did 
not publish again; the novel she wrote during 
the fellowship year was rejected. Cutting of 
her ties with friends, writers, and artists she 
had known, she subsequently returned to the 
service profession of nursing. She died alone 
and forgotten. Although no one could have 
predicted Larsen’s future by reading her li-
brary school application, her talent, fears, and 
cross- purposes are inscribed there.

Reproducible paperwork aided the pro-
cess of consolidating what Benedict Anderson 
has inf luentially called an “imagined com-
munity” (25).34 For Anderson, the “remark-
able confidence of community in anonymity 
. . . is the hallmark of modern nations” (36). 
Anonymity—“depersonalization”—is also an 
indispensable component of bureaucracy, as 
Kaka emphasizes (“Paperwork” 346). Perhaps 
the anonymity of far- flung citizens not only 
reading the same newspaper but also using the 
same standardized documents made it easier 
for some to imagine a unified, even homoge-
neous United States. However, anonymity was 
a source of anxiety for many, especially in the 
early 1920s, when segregation was a legal prac-
tice and new restrictions on immigration would 
soon become law. In this context it is not sur-
prising that recommendations for library school 
candidates regularly speciied a candidate’s ori-
gins in a respectable, white, churchgoing family.

Applications are designed to establish facts, 
but questions and answers on an  application 
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form relect historically speciic institutional, 

cultural, and personal values. While Larsen 

attempted to downplay her “Negro” blood, 

her racial origins were unambiguous biologi-

cal and social realities for the committee. She 

was admitted to library school as a “colored 

applicant,” a “most signiicant” event that Rose 

described as progress toward understanding 

and “racial readjustment” (“Librarian” 206). 

When Hutchinson examined Larsen’s appli-

cation, he was able to add important facts to 

what was previously known about Larsen’s life. 

But the application is still richer when read as 

a paraliterary text and in tandem with other 

applications of the period. Stylistically and 

thematically, this ephemeral document antici-

pates Larsen’s best work; it intimates conlicting 

perspectives on race, gender, and national be-

longing while exposing the limits of “imagined 

community” in one culturally typical Ameri-

can institution. A great many people have iled 

applications for jobs, schools, and passports 

in the last century. By analyzing not only the 

institutional and social nexus in which appli-

cation forms are produced but also changes in 

the way “ordinary” documents have been illed 

out, read, and used over time (Kaka, Demon 

143), we open new avenues of inquiry into the 

norms, goals, and contradictions of individuals 

and communities.
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1. When Larsen’s story “Sanctuary” was first pub-

lished in the Forum (1930), readers noted its resemblance 

to Sheila Kaye Smith’s “Mrs. Adis” (Larsen, “Author’s 

Explanation”; M. Boyd; “Editor’s Note”; all reprinted in 

Lar sen, Passing). Scholars of the last twenty years have 

argued that Larsen creatively engaged Smith’s story but 

that she denied doing so for reasons of personal psychol-

ogy (Haviland) or racial politics (Douglas; Hoeller). he 

plagiarism episode continues to spark interest in Lar-

sen’s intertextual practices (e.g., Brickhouse; Hochman, 

“Love”; K. Larson; Moynahan; Orlando; Erika Williams).

2. Arguing that paperwork has its own “psychic life,” 

Kaka relishes the unexpected, even bizarre, turns of the 

paper trails he follows, leading many reviewers to note the 

odd appropriateness of his family name (Demon 9). he 

“surprises” of paperwork are more central to his project 

than an account of depersonalized procedures or a critique 

of political structures. his focus makes for a compelling 

narrative in the tradition of Carlo Ginzburg’s he Cheese 

and the Worms or Robert Darnton’s Kiss of Lamourette.

3. Though uncertainties remain, Hutchinson’s 2006 

biography clariies numerous ambiguities and corrects er-

rors about Larsen’s life, some of which have shaped read-

ings of her fiction. Born on 13 April 1891, Larsen often 

claimed to have been born in 1893, as T. Davis and C. Lar-

son note (3–4; xix); on the library school application, she 

gave the year 1892. Addressing the confusion surrounding 

“the public record” of Larsen’s life, Tate suggested in 1995 

that before the work of T. Davis and of C. Larson appeared, 

scholars erroneously believed that the Copenhagen episode 

of Quicksand implied Larsen had been there (236, 257n2). 

In fact, she had: Hutchinson (4–5) later found her name on 

a ship’s passenger list; she had no passport, but passports 

were not required for travel to Denmark at the time.

4. In 1926 the library school merged with the Colum-

bia University School of Library Science.

5. Guillory traces the emergence of brevity as a norm 

in memoranda and the resulting stylistic impoverish-

ment of the genre (“Memo” 123–29). Applications also 

mandate brevity and, like other standard forms, employ 

what Kaka calls “anti- rhetorical devices” (“Paperwork” 

350). Yet styles of expression among applicants differ 

and can reveal more than the claims made to secure a 

position. Bridling at the constraints of recommendation 

forms, at least two library school recommenders of the 

1920s wrote letters instead. One explains, “I suppose you 

have to have such blanks in an Institution like yours. . . . 

I never answer any of them” (Locke; see also Ridington).

6. In Iser’s inluential theory, literary works are full 

of gaps that readers ill in, following textual guidelines 

reinforced by generic conventions. As Bernstein suggests, 

however, a speciic “repertoire” of culturally normative 

responses is available to readers at any given historical 

moment (13). hus, cultural context and personal experi-

ence join textual and generic guidelines in shaping inter-

pretation and use.

7. he examples Gitelman provides here are “bills of 

lading and stock transfers” (30), not applications. But she 

emphasizes that documents in general have users, not 

readers (30–31).

8. Between 1911 and 1916, the “Literature” section of 

the sample exam begins: “Give an account of your read-
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ing up to your iteenth year, naming individual books 

and authors that were favorites, as well as the class of 

books you liked best. Sketch in not less than 200 words” 

(Circular [1915–16] 12). From 1916–17 until at least 1921–

22, the literature section of the sample exam begins: 

“Give the principal writings of one of the following au-

thors: Aeschylus, Aristophanes, Euripides, Horace, Plato, 

Virgil” (Circular [1921–22] 29).

9. The need to standardize and coordinate library 

training was much debated between 1915 and 1924, amid 

tensions between the American Library Association and 

the Association of American Library Schools (D. Davis 

230–37). Williamson’s report criticizes the use of “im-

pressionistic” personal interviews and notes that entrance 

exams were not rigorously graded, “the theory being that 

the examiners can learn what they need to know about the 

candidate whether he answers the questions correctly or 

not” (31, 27). Larsen’s acceptance did not create a “wide-

spread trend,” as S. Anderson notes: “by 1929 only four 

library schools were admitting black students” (392n9).

10. In “Books,” Rose’s name is misspelled as Ross on 

the title page and in the essay.

11. he emphasis on itness was routine for the pe-

riod. According to the library’s Circular of Information, 

“Good health and freedom from serious physical defects 

or weakness are of the highest importance” ([1921–22] 

14). A Guggenheim fellowship application that Larsen 

illed out in 1929 includes the question, “Have you any 

constitutional disorder or physical disability?” (Imes, 

“Guggenheim Application” 153).

12. Most applicants were women. Evaluation forms 

use the feminine pronoun (e.g., “Has she learned eas-

ily?”). Some recommenders cross out the s in she or 

change her to his when appropriate.

13. A minority of other library school applicants note 

foreign parents, e.g., Irish, Russian, German, Chilean.

14. E. C. Williams, university librarian at Howard 

and the first African American professional librarian 

in the United States, had known Larsen for two years. 

Robertson’s history of the passport highlights a tension 

between the emerging authority of standardized docu-

ments in the early- twentieth- century United States and 

the weight previously given to “personal knowledge and 

reputation” in establishing personal identity (6–7).

15. “Sanctuary,” Larsen’s last published story, has of-

ten been read as an airmation of group allegiance, but—

as Hutchinson argues—Larsen’s “essential ambivalence 

about racial loyalty” was deep and sustained (294). On 

the theme of racial solidarity in “Sanctuary,” see espe-

cially Hoeller; cf. Hochman, “Love.”

16. For theoretical discussions of lists, see Guillory, 

Cultural Capital; Holloway; Tankard. On the limits of 

pragmatic approaches to “enumerative lists,” see Jackson 

(291). Lists of recommended reading or of popular books 

pervaded contemporary periodicals. During the 1920s, 

the Library Journal (which Larsen and many other ap-

plicants claimed to read “regularly”) includes book lists 

in almost every number.

17. Other candidates also stress their “love of books 

and reading” (e.g., Holund; Lockhart) or “ardor” for li-

brary work (Knickerbocker 3). Such answers exemplify 

the “stick[y] subjectivity- saturated language of involve-

ment and afection” analyzed by Lynch (10). Some can-

didates emphasize work experience and skills. Larsen’s 

answer is especially concise and matter- of- fact: “Interest 

in books, interest in children, interest in hospital librar-

ies” (Imes, Application).

18. Candidates were asked to complete the form 

by hand. Digital forms maximize legibility but create 

new constraints: the number of characters per rubric is 

strictly limited.

19. The only exception is Street’s Abroad at Home, 

published in 1914.

20. Translated into En glish in 1917 by W. W. Worster, 

Hamsun’s novel circulated widely. Library Journal in-

cludes it on lists of books that were “[p] opular” in August, 

September, and October (15 Oct., 1 Nov.). Between March 

and August 1921, he Bookman mentions Hamsun in ten 

separate articles. hree other candidates include Ham-

sun on their book lists. One is a Norwegian applicant 

who lists Scandinavian writers only, with the exception of 

May Antin’s Promised Land—a book that celebrates the 

welcome that America extends to immigrants and that 

includes a paean to the Boston Public Library (Holund).

21. The inclusion of Darkwater, of all the African 

American texts Larsen might have chosen, seems to sig-

nal her outrage at the oppression and humiliation of what 

Du Bois calls the “darker races” (Darkwater 49). But by 

1920 Du Bois represented “the older and more genteel” 

generation of African American writers, as Douglas 

notes (313), so perhaps Larsen assumed that the library 

committee would not be aware of Darkwater’s radical 

messages. In “Serving New York’s Black City,” Rose men-

tions the popularity of the book in the Harlem branch, 

taking this as evidence of African American interest in 

contemporary history. Surprisingly, she adds that Stod-

dard’s Rising Tide of Color is “almost equally popular” 

(258; see also Hochman, “Investing” 96).

22. On Garland’s transition from “radical realist” to 

“conservative arbiter of literary standards and . . . con-

trolling patriarch,” see Mulligan; Newlin.

23. he ad—“A Few Great Books Started Lincoln”—is 

reprinted in Hochman, “Love” 515.

24. The “Nordic race” (85) was “the great race,” in 

Grant’s widely circulated Passing of the Great Race (1916). 

Stoddard asserts that “the Nordic” is the most valuable 

“sub- species” of the white race, “ranking in genetic worth 

well above the various colored races” (Rising Tide 162).

25. Like Stoddard, Mencken assumes the essentialism 

of “blood” and is intrigued by “interbreeding” (76). In his 

view, “mulatto mistresses” contain “the best blood of the 

south and perhaps of the whole country” (78).
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26. he celebration of Nordics in popular discourse 

marginalized Lapps (Selden 46). In Cather’s My Ántonia 

(1917), a character explains what’s “the matter” with her 

by noting her grandfather “married a Lapp. . . . hey say 

Lapp blood will out” (154).

27. Moritzen notes that many Americans want to read 

“foreign literature and yet believe that a line should be 

drawn somewhere” (134). Literary nationalism of the 

1920s also militated against foreign iction: “see Ameri-

can iction irst” (E. Boyd).

28. A review that includes a rare mention of Inger is 

otherwise typical in summing up the novel’s focus: “a man 

in the wilds; his struggle with nature; his creation of a 

home” (“Knut Hamsun’s Greatest Novel”). he book is reg-

ularly praised for its sublime simplicity and celebration of 

“the soil” (“Knut Hamsun’s Greatest Novel”). Worster, the 

book’s En glish translator, calls it “an epic of earth” which 

shows the “loving alliance between Nature and . . . Man” 

(258). Townsend praises the narrative’s “heroic tone.”

29. As I argue elsewhere, Larsen’s ill- fated story “Sanc-

tuary” engages Edith Wharton’s novella Sanctuary, which 

opens with the death of a socially excluded mother who 

appears to have drowned herself and her daughter (Hoch-

man, “Love” 519). On Larsen’s much- discussed relationship 

with her own mother, see T. Davis; Hutchinson; Haviland.

30. Du Bois strongly advocated birth control for the 

“health and strength” of women; “and of all who need it 

we Negroes are irst” (“Opinion” 250, 248). On Du Bois 

and eugenics, see En glish, ch. 1; Fleissner 269–70. On 

Quicksand as a challenge to eugenics, see En glish 121–23, 

133; Macharia 267.

31. When Grimké’s play Rachel was published in 

1920, it was attacked for advocating race suicide (Fleiss-

ner 266). Oddly enough, her story “he Closing Door” 

appeared in Margaret Sanger’s Birth Control Review 

(Fleissner 267). Fleissner explores the fraught relation be-

tween birth control, eugenics, and racial politics in these 

texts (266–74). See also En glish, ch. 4.

32. Some were. In 1922 an alumnus complained, “I 

cannot feel that I could have felt happy at the School had 

there been a Negro in the class” (Goodell). Responding 

by return mail, the principal explains the school had no 

“grounds for refusing” because of “the possible efect on 

the work at 135th Street in the event that a negro mem-

ber of the staf made application and was rejected . . .” 

and “considering the fact that the person in question not 

only had prospects of a library position but was actually 

doing satisfactory work in one.” He adds, however, that 

this was not an “indication of policy. In other circum-

stances we should doubtless act otherwise; and take into 

account the opinions of the Alumni and of the Southern 

librarians” (Reece). Reece attempted to tread a ine line. 

Rose oten alienated white, southern librarians; during a 

library dedication at Fisk in 1930, she was removed from 

the program because of her “outspoken positions on race 

relations” (S. Anderson 391).

33. In 1945 Andrews completed a thesis: “A Public Li-

brary Assists in Improving Race Relations” (Whitmire 

97). In 1946 she compiled a book list of sixteen titles rec-

ommended for home libraries (Andrews). With the ex-

ception of John Hersey’s Hiroshima, all the titles are by or 

about African Americans. Andrews’s list thus constitutes 

a codiied, ideologically consistent statement—exactly 

the sort Larsen could not or would not produce.

34. On the production of paper itself as a factor in 

“building and constructing the nation,” see Senchyne 77.
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