Mpys. Lincoln’s Dressmaker Reading Group Guide

In a life that spanned nearly a century and
witnessed some of the most momentous
events in American history, Elizabeth Hobbs
Keckley was born a slave. A gifted seamstress,
she earned her freedom by the skill of her
needle, and won the friendship of First Lady
Mary Todd Lincoln by her devotion. A
sweeping historical novel, Mrs. Lincoln’s
Dressmaker illuminates the extraordinary
relationship the two women shared, beginning
in the hallowed halls of the White House
during the trials of the Civil War and
enduring almost, but not quite, to the end of
Mrs. Lincoln’s days.

A CONVERSATION WITH AUTHOR JENNIFER CHIAVERINI
What drew you to write about Elizabeth Keckley?

More than a decade ago, I was researching antebellum and Civil War era quilts for my fourth novel
when I discovered a photograph of an antique masterpiece. Arranged in the medallion style, with
appliquéd eagles, embroidered flowers, pieced hexagons, and deep red fringe, the quilt was clearly
the work of a gifted seamstress, its striking beauty unmarred by the shattered silk and broken threads
that gave evidence to its age. The caption noted that the quilt had been sewn from scraps of Mary
Todd Lincoln’s gowns by her dressmaker and confidante, a former slave named Elizabeth Keckley. I
marveled at the compelling story those brief lines suggested—a courageous woman’s rise from slavery
to freedom, an improbable friendship that ignored the era’s sharp distinctions of class and race, the
confidences shared between a loyal dressmaker and a controversial, divisive First Lady. I wished that
I could have been present as Elizabeth Keckley measured Mary Lincoln for a new gown, to overhear
their conversations on topics significant and ordinary, and to observe the Lincoln White House from
such an intimate perspective. From that moment, my interest in their remarkable friendship was
captivated, and it really never waned.

After her interview with the journalist, Mr. Smith D. Fry, Elizabeth worries that he will fill in
the gaps and silences with his own imagination, distorting her story to suit his purposes. “Why
should one write the story to fit the facts, she thought wryly, when nothing could be easier than
to invent one’s own facts to suit a more provocative story?” [p. 349]. One of the challenges of
writing historical fiction is to navigate the dual demands of staying true to the facts but also



shaping them into a satisfying story. What was the allure of telling Elizabeth Keckley’s story as a
novel rather than nonfiction?

After I finished reading Keckley’s memoir, Behind the Scenes, 1 wanted to delve more deeply into her
history, to learn about the woman she was beyond her friendship with Mary Lincoln—to discover
what had happened after the closing passages of her memoir, and to uncover the details of everyday
life in wartime Washington she had omitted. How had Elizabeth Keckely spent that tense and fateful
day when the increasingly divided nation awaited the results of the election that would send
Abraham Lincoln to the White House? What emotions had swept through her when the
Confederate Army advanced upon the city and invasion seemed imminent? What sights, sounds, and
smells had she encountered every day as she walked from her boardinghouse to the White House,
while all around her the capital became first an armed camp, and then one vast military hospital?
What inspired her to make her beautiful quilt, when did she make it, and for whom? And perhaps
because I am a writer, one question more than any other would not let me rest: How had the
publication of her memoir—still in print today and acclaimed by historians for the invaluable
insights it provides into the Lincoln White House—transformed her? Fiction allowed me to explore
possible answers to those questions in a way nonfiction could not.

How would you best describe Elizabeth Keckley? How would you describe her relationship with
Mary Lincoln?

Elizabeth Keckley was a woman of remarkable strength, courage, perseverance, and dignity. She was
exceptionally talented, but also very diligent and ambitious, and together those qualities enabled her
to deliver herself from slavery and become a successful businesswoman. In their written reflections,
people who knew her during her lifetime refer admiringly to her natural grace and dignity, her
integrity, her lovely speaking voice, and her beauty. As for her relationship with Mary Lincoln, for as
long as their friendship endured, it was, for the most part, mutually beneficial, strengthened by
shared experiences and tragedies. Mary Lincoln provided Elizabeth Keckley with opportunities for
social and economic advancement she probably had never imagined during her years as a slave, while
Elizabeth offered Mary the loyal, steadfast friendship she craved but had always found so elusive.

President Lincoln is often characterized by his calm, thoughtful, and wise demeanor. The same,
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however, can’t be said for Mrs. Lincoln. In Mrs. Lincoln’s Dressmaker, you paint a picture of a
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complex, yet fascinating woman with mood swings and emotional outbursts but who also
possesses a strong and confident presence. Can you describe your insights on her character?
Why is she such an intriguing person, not just in your book but also in history?

Despite the volumes of historical and psychological research devoted to Mary Lincoln, she remains
an enigma. She was the first wife of a U. S. president to be called First Lady, and she was then and
remains to this day one of the most controversial. Regrettably, descriptions of her tend to fall into
the extremes of caricature: She is either portrayed as an unstable, shrill, vicious, corrupt shrew who
made President Lincoln utterly miserable, or as a devoted wife and mother and a brilliant, shrewd,
political partner whose reputation was savaged by biased male historians. As a friend and confidante
who observed Mary Lincoln closely in moments of triumph as well as tragedy, Elizabeth Keckley



knew her as a real woman, full of flaws and virtues and surprises like any other. It was this far more
nuanced woman that Elizabeth Keckley depicted in the pages of her memoir, and since Elizabeth
Keckley is my narrator, I shaped the character of Mary Lincoln according to her perceptions.

Elizabeth Keckley’s story was largely lost to history, yet it has recently been restored, through
efforts to restore her gravesite, and now your novel. What do you regard as her legacy?

Certainly her writing is a significant part of her legacy. Despite the vitriol of her critics and Robert
Lincoln’s efforts to rid the world of Behind the Scenes, Elizabeth Keckley’s memoir, so denounced in
its time, is today respected for its invaluable insights into the Lincoln White House. The influence
she had upon President Lincoln—not in any official role of advisor, but rather through her presence
and conversation, making him better aware of the needs of the African-American community—and
how it might have informed his opinions and thus guided his policy decisions is another. Another
part of her legacy—perhaps impossible to measure—springs from her role as a teacher, not only in
her later years, when she worked as a domestic arts instructor at Wilberforce University, but also and
especially when she taught sewing, reading, and other important skills to the former slaves living in
Washington’s overcrowded refugee camps. She helped countless numbers of women gain the skills
and knowledge they needed to build better lives for themselves and their families in the new world of
freedom.

What is your next work of fiction? Can readers expect to meet another remarkable figure from
America’s past?

My next novel, The Spymistress (Dutton, October 2013), will explore the suspenseful life and
clandestine adventures of Elizabeth Van Lew, a Union loyalist who was General Grant’s most
valuable spy in her native Richmond, Virginia, during the tumultuous years of the Civil War.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

* What are Elizabeth Keckley’s most admirable qualities? What makes her such an appealing figure?

* Mrs. Lincoln and Elizabeth both suffer terrible tragedies. Elizabeth was born into slavery, raped by
her white master, and betrayed by her husband. She lost her only son in the war and was the victim
of a scandal that damaged her reputation and left her in poverty. Mrs. Lincoln lost three of her four
sons, as well as her husband, and was also the victim of devastating scandals and financial distress.
How do they respond differently to the trials that life throws at them?

* What picture of President Lincoln emerges in the novel? In what ways does the novel deepen our
understanding of Lincoln, both as a political leader and as a husband, father, and friend?

* Elizabeth likes to think “that she too had played some small part in helping President Lincoln
know the desires and worries of colored people better. She hoped she had used, and would always
use, her acquaintance with the president and her time in the White House for the good of her race”



[p. 192]. In what ways—direct and indirect—did Elizabeth helped the cause of people of color
during her time in the White House? How might her personal example of dignity, compassion, and
integrity have helped her cause? What actions does she undertake on behalf of her race?

* Why is the press so eager to vilify Mrs. Lincoln? Are any of their criticisms deserved?

e After her husband’s death, Mrs. Lincoln tells Elizabeth, “You are the only good, kind friend I have
anymore, and I don’t know how I shall get along without you” [p. 259]. Why does Mrs. Lincoln
come to rely so heavily on Elizabeth? In what ways is Elizabeth a loyal and generous friend to Mrs.
Lincoln? What does she offer Mrs. Lincoln beyond dressmaking?

* Late in her life, Elizabeth tells the reporter, Mr. Fry, “When I am most in distress, I think of what I
often heard Mr. Lincoln say to his wife: 'Don’t worry, Mother, because all things will come out
right. God rules our destinies” [p. 349]. Does the novel itself seem to confirm Mr. Lincoln’s belief in
divine providence? Does Lincoln’s death seem fated?

* What are some of the novel’s most moving scenes? How is Chiaverini able to bring the era, as well
as the Lincoln family, so vividly to life?

* What are Elizabeth’s intentions in writing her memoir? In what ways does the editor of Carleton &
Co., Mr. Redpath, take advantage of her?

* One reviewer of Elizabeth’s memoir, Behind the Scenes, writes that “The Line must be drawn
somewhere, and we protest that it had better be traced before all the servant girls are educated up to
the point of writing up the private history of the families in which they may be engaged” [p. 321].
Why do the critics respond with such hostility—and inaccuracy—to her book? Why would they feel
threatened by it?

* How does Mrs. Lincoln’s Dressmaker complement and add to the portrait of President Lincoln in
the recent, Oscar—winning film Lincoln?

* Elizabeth learns from Mrs. Lincoln’s negative example that “the only way to redeem oneself from
scandal was to live an exemplary life every day thereafter” [p. 325]. In what ways is her life, not just
after the scandal but her entire life, exemplary?

* Reflecting on her teaching at Wilberforce University, Elizabeth feels that “Her greatest legacy could
not be measured in garments or in words but in the wisdom she had imparted, in the lives made
better because she had touched them” [p. 339]. In what ways does Mrs. Lincoln’s Dressmaker also
strengthen Elizabeth’s legacy? How much did you know about her before reading the novel?



