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1

In Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics, cultural critic bell hooks argues that “no one
seems to know how to tell the story” of white men romantically involved with slave
women because long ago another story supplanted it: “that story, invented by white men,
is about the overwhelming desperate longing black men have to sexually violate the
bodies of white women.” Narratives of white exploitation and black solidarity have made
it difficult to imagine consensual sex and impossible to imagine love of any kind across
the color line in the plantation South. hooks predicted that the suppressed story, if told,
would explain how sexuality could serve as “a force subverting and disrupting power
relations, unsettling the oppressor/oppressed paradigm” (57-58). By rethinking and
reimagining the relationship between Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings,
contemporary novelists, filmmakers, and historians have exposed this “suppressed
story,” the bare bones of which were first made public in 1802 by journalist James
Callendar during Jefferson’s first term as U.S. President and then covered up by
professional historians for almost 175 years.

2

As novelist Ralph Ellison pointed out, historical fiction must sometimes serve as the
repository for historical truth when the collective historical memory has repressed the
facts. In 1979 Barbara Chase-Riboud’s best-selling novel Sally Hemings allowed readers to
enter the mind and heart of the shadowy figure that historian Fawn Brodie had brought
back into the public consciousness in 1974, and in so doing enabled readers to believe that
Jefferson might have had a long-term relationship with her. Chase-Riboud’s fictional
portrait clearly upset Jefferson’s defenders, but the word that CBS might make the novel
into a miniseries unnerved them, causing historians Virginius Dabney and Dumas Malone
to intervene. Although they claimed that they were worried about historical accuracy,
historian Annette Gordon-Reed believes that they were even more worried by the nature
of the medium itself: “If a beautiful woman appears on screen as a capable and
trustworthy person, […] all talk about impossibility [of a liaison] would be rendered
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meaningless” (Jefferson and Hemings, 182-83). Over fifteen years later, the film and the
miniseries that eventually were produced have proved Gordon-Reed right. Today visitors
to Jefferson’s Monticello routinely view, seemingly without surprise or dismay, a twentyminute documentary that briefly mentions the liaison.
3

In examining four representations that have shaped the public acceptance and
understanding of Jefferson and Hemings’ relationship, I am limiting my analysis to the
crucial twenty-six-month period in Paris (1787-89), when Jefferson first came to know
Hemings as a young woman, rather than the girl he remembered from Monticello.
Barbara Chase-Riboud’s novel Sally Hemings, the Merchant-Ivory-Jhabvala film Jefferson in
Paris (1995), the Haid-Andrews TV movie Sally Hemings: An American Scandal (2000), and
Annette Gordon-Reed’s prize-winning family history The Hemingses of Monticello (2008), all
postulate answers to the questions most often asked about the beginning of the JeffersonHemings liaison: What attracted Thomas Jefferson to Sally Hemings? What attracted
Hemings to Jefferson? Why would Jefferson give up the cosmopolitan artist Maria Cosway
for a relationship with a slave? Why would Hemings leave France, where she was a free
woman, to return to slavery in Virginia? Could a slave owner love a slave? Could a slave
love her enslaver? That these final questions are always generalized in this way—with, as
Gordon-Reed points out, the erasure of individual identities—illustrates the difficulty of
representing such a relationship, or getting beyond what bell hooks terms the
“oppressed/oppressor paradigm.” Some might ask, why try? What’s the point, especially
if the result were to obscure the effects of the power dynamic? Jefferson was the enslaver,
Hemings the enslaved; he was white, she was black; he had absolute control over her, she
none over him.

4

Such a reduction of the two people to symbols inherent in the power relationship induced
by slavery and to prevailing ideas about racial identification does little to penetrate the
historical mystery of their intimate relationship. As historian Winthrop Jordon concludes,
“we are left to guess, without explicit evidence, that Thomas Jefferson found Sally
Hemings at least enough one of his own to permit a sexual relationship. Her appearance,
dress, demeanor, and diction may well have been sufficiently close to his world to permit
him to engage with her intimately with whatever complicated combination of such
emotions as affection and dominance we will never know” (“Redux”, 50). While Sally
Hemings would not have thought of herself as white, she may not have thought of herself
simply as black or contemplated “the uses of black solidarity” among people of African
ancestry no matter their skin tone, (Gordon-Reed, Hemingses, 335). Similarly although
Jefferson may have written in Notes on the State of Virginia that dark-skinned people were
unattractive and intellectually inferior (137-141), he surrounded himself with racially
mixed people at Monticello. Winthrop Jordan points out that Jefferson treated all
members of the extended Hemings family “as standing in a different category than all his
other slaves” (“Redux”, 48), perhaps because they were blood kin to his wife Martha. He
gave them certain freedoms within their slave status, allowing them to earn their own
money, housing them away from the slaves who labored in his fields down the mountain,
and training them to be skilled artisans: for example, Sally’s uncle John became a master
carpenter and her brother James a French chef. Jefferson’s Monticello was in some
respects a world apart, a place where Gordon-Reed argues that Jefferson shaped the
Hemings family members to his needs (Hemingses, 115).

5

The relationship between Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings may never have begun had
she not come to Paris. Although Jefferson requested that an older female slave escort his
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daughter to Paris, fourteen-year old Sally accompanied Mary (known as Polly), and
because of Polly’s bond with Sally, Jefferson decided she should remain. A century later,
Henry Adams argued that Jefferson was able “to breathe with perfect satisfaction
nowhere except in the liberal, literary, and scientific air of Paris in 1789” (101). American
artists and scholars have long viewed the French as a people who value the aesthete and
the intellectual; Americans marginalized or discriminated against in the U.S. have long
perceived Paris as a place where they can live and love as they please. If Paris matched
Jefferson’s cosmopolitan tastes, it also brought the widowed Virginian into close personal
contact with his young slave Sally, while at the same time putting her in a position to
claim her freedom. With no wife to take care of his servants’ well-being while he was
minister to France, Jefferson was put in the position of buying Sally’s clothes and seeing
to her inoculation against smallpox, roles which Gordon-Reed speculates raised the level
of intimacy between them (Hemingses, 299). She argues that for many reasons “the quality
and substance of their conversations had to have been different” than it would have been
in Virginia (Hemingses, 270). Jefferson read French but spoke it poorly so he may have
been drawn to those in his household, like Sally Hemings and her brother James, with
whom he could speak English, especially since Sally brought news from home. Hemings
was legally free in France and for the first time in her life, she earned wages for her work,
which may have made her see herself differently. Many years later her son Madison
recounted in his reminiscences that Thomas Jefferson had to bargain with his slave Sally
Hemings to get her to return to Virginia. Historian Philip Morgan notes her “influence
over Jefferson” as well, giving as evidence that she gained “the freedom of all her
children, the only case of an entire enslaved Monticello family achieving freedom” (77).
6

The novelist and screenwriters who represent the beginning of their relationship in Paris
often turn to the senses and to the cultural context of eighteenth-century Virginia, just as
the historian Gordon-Reed does, to imagine the motivations behind Jefferson’s and
Hemings’s seemingly paradoxical behaviors. Although no likeness of Sally Hemings
survives, we know that she was Jefferson’s deceased wife’s half-sister, that she had only
one-quarter African ancestry, that she was described as beautiful by both blacks and
whites, and that in 1830 she was listed in the U.S. Census as white. Jefferson’s former
slave Isaac Jefferson described her as “mighty near white” with “straight hair down her
back.” Chase-Riboud’s novel depends on the visual (Hemings’s “pale complexion,” and
her resemblance to Jefferson’s deceased wife) and the auditory (her “soft Virginia
accent,” described as “a relief to his ears from the harsh beauty of the French”) to make
the fictional case for Jefferson’s attraction to Sally Hemings (90-91), while the more visual
and auditory medium of film exaggerates Hemings’s African features and renders her
speech as different in order to mark her slave status for viewers.

7

What the novel Sally Hemings allows for that the films, Jefferson in Paris and Sally Hemings,
do not, at least as they are cast and directed, is for the reader to imagine the quite likely
possibility that Sally Hemings physically resembled Thomas Jefferson’s wife, her half
sister. Martha Jefferson’s father, John Wayles, had six children with his mulatto slave
Elizabeth Hemings when he was a widower. In the novel, such a statement of resemblance
does not depend on casting and so ironically the predominately white racial ancestry of
Sally Hemings can be more realistically evoked by the written word. In the made-fortelevision movie, Sally Hemings: An American Scandal, Sam Neil, who plays Thomas
Jefferson, is mesmerized when he first sees Sally Hemings, asking his slave/servant James,
Sally’s brother, who she is. This scene perfectly captures the uncanny feeling Jefferson
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may have experienced on seeing Sally Hemings in Paris. Actor Sam Neil is depicted as
initially glimpsing her reflection in a mirror, almost as if his wife were brought back from
another world. Later when he verbalizes his thoughts to Sally (“You look exactly like my
wife. The resemblance is uncanny”), I suspect that most viewers are struck, not by the
possibility of physical similarity but by racial difference, given the actress Carmen Ejogo’s
African features and skin tone. Ejogo’s mother is Scottish and her father Nigerian.
Although she is breathtakingly beautiful, all I could think when I heard these lines was
that she did not resemble Martha Jefferson. Indeed my students, both black and white,
laughed at this line when they saw the movie. Unlike fiction, film fixes the visual image,
offering what literary critic Fredric Jameson calls “a translation” and therefore
paradoxically something “closer to language” than reality in presenting a “materialized
subjectivity” (3).
8

Leni Sorenson, a researcher at Monticello and historical consultant for Sally Hemings: An
American Scandal, could not picture Ejogo as resembling Martha Jefferson either.
Sorenson, who is herself biracial, thought Ejogo, despite her beauty, was miscast. As
historical consultant, Sorenson raised this concern before filming began but to no avail.
Screenwriter Tina Andrews and director Charles Haid had involved Sorenson in the
making of the mini-series only after the casting was complete, as if the historical facts of
Sally Hemings’s racial ancestry were not important. Sorenson was similarly dismayed
about the casting of Thandie Newton in Jefferson in Paris, although she was not the
historical consultant for that film. Like Ejogo, Newton is biracial; her mother is British
and her father Zimbabwean. Sorenson worries that such casting does not reflect the
“nuances” of the historical truth of Sally Hemings’s racial and familial ancestry and so
perpetuates the myth than one “can always tell if someone has African ancestry”—a myth
first born of white fear of impurity and later sometimes spread out of African American
desire for racial solidarity.

9

Unlike Chase-Riboud, who renders Sally Hemings’ speech like that of the white characters
in her novel, in the film Jefferson in Paris Ruth Prawer Jhabvala creates a slave dialect for
Hemings. She and her fellow British filmmakers drew a bright line between their wellspoken Jefferson and his slave, using Sally’s highly inflected speech, ungrammatical and
singsong, to remind both Jefferson and their audience of plantation life at Monticello. In
making this choice, their Sally Hemings entertains Jefferson and thus becomes, as more
than one reviewer noted, the stereotypical “pickaninny” (Zibart) distracting the master
with song and dance. Interestingly, historian Gordon-Reed believes that speech patterns
may have been one more way that Sally Hemings actually reminded Jefferson of Martha.
Besides resembling each other physically, half-sisters can resemble each other “in the
tone and timbre of voice, and mannerisms.” Furthermore, Gordon-Reed points out that
“even before they were together in Paris, the Hemingses and Jeffersons lived in close
proximity to one another and interacted on a daily basis, creating as this did all over the
South, a mixed culture of shared language, expressions, sayings, and norms of
presentation.” She argues that Hemings’s “manner of speaking was probably not
markedly different from either of theirs,” offering as evidence Henry Lee’s comments
that Jefferson’s diction was “far from perfect” and Patsy Jefferson’s “phonetic spelling of
‘windows’ as ‘winders’” in a letter describing the beautiful stained-glass “winders” she
had seen in French cathedrals (Hemingses, 284).

10

British filmmakers’ decision to render Sally Hemings’s speech as so different from
Jefferson’s in Jefferson in Paris may stem from a desire to find as many ways as possible to
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remind viewers of Hemings’s slave status and surely originates in stereotypical notions
about the differences between white masters and black slaves, fostered no doubt by
American local colorists’ early renderings. Gordon-Reed believes such representations
“grew out of a desire to cast African Americans as alien beings, in much the same way
that Jim Crow was designed to communicate the message of essential differences between
the races” (Hemingses, 285). A decade after Jefferson in Paris was released, historian Melvin
Patrick Ely’s recent research reveals how much alike the idioms and speech patterns of
slaves and masters actually were through his analysis of the letters and other documents
written by white and black residents of Prince Edward County, Virginia, during the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (290-95).
11

Despite filmmakers’ reliance on their audience’s senses of sight and hearing to reveal
identity, racial ancestry is not always audible or visible. Chase-Riboud makes this doubly
plain by opening her novel with the perspective of Nathan Langdon, the 1830 white
census taker, who is “unnerved” by Sally Hemings’s physical beauty and startled to
discover that she is “fair enough to be his [own] mother” (8). Nathan becomes the first in
a series of characters—historical and fictional—that Chase-Riboud employs to emphasize
not just Sally Hemings’s physical appearance but her alluring presence. Chase-Riboud’s
purpose is not so much to “insinuate into the consciousness of white readers the
humanity of a people they otherwise constructed as subhuman” (8), which as Ann DuCille
argues was the strategy of earlier African American writers who employed the mulatta
figure, but to conjure a very specific individual, Sally Hemings, whom white male
historians had reduced to an abstraction. By using Nathan as a doppelgänger for Thomas
Jefferson, Chase-Riboud doubles her chances of convincing white readers why Jefferson
would have chosen as his life partner Sally Hemings when as Nathan points out, “he could
have chosen any white woman alive” (8). Not only does Chase-Riboud depict Sally as “the
most beautiful woman” Nathan had ever seen (8), but she depicts Nathan as “charmed” by
her “art of conversation” (13) and captivated by the sound of her voice, which “floated
like silk scarves, sweeping and billowing the simple everyday language into a honeyed
intimacy” (12).

12

Nathan, who is half Sally’s age, literally becomes addicted to her presence, returning day
after day until he convinces himself he has fabricated her race on the census form, not to
protect Jefferson from miscegenation, his original reason, but to protect Hemings, a freed
slave, from having to leave Virginia and proximity to him. This behavior provides
another possible similarity to Jefferson who freed his children with Sally, but not Sally
herself, leaving that task to his white daughter Martha (Patsy). Virginia law required
freed slaves to leave the state unless special permission was granted by the state
legislature. In the novel, after Sally spurns Nathan when she discovers that he has
falsified her race, he becomes obsessed with her and her relationship with Jefferson,
interviewing all who might have met her. Thus he becomes the first in a long line of
historians, amateur and professional, many at first determined to suppress her story,
others more recently to penetrate the mystery of her allure. Chase-Riboud constructs this
subplot so that meeting Sally Hemings changes Nathan’s life, just as it altered Jefferson’s.
Throughout the novel, Chase-Riboud repeatedly has historical characters from John
Adams to Jefferson’s daughter Patsy note Sally’s resemblance to Martha Jefferson, no
doubt as preparation for her representation of Jefferson and Hemings’s first sexual
encounter, a scene in which Jefferson unconsciously calls Sally “Martha.”
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13

In the novel, their relationship is set up as fated on both sides. Because Sally’s mother,
grandmother, and sisters have all had liaisons with white men, Chase-Riboud represents
Sally as having the power to “hasten or delay” the start of their sexual relationship, but
“powerless” to stop it (103). During Jefferson’s travels in Dusseldorf after Sally Hemings’s
arrival in Paris, he saw Van der Werff’s painting of the Biblical story of Sarah giving the
slave Hagar to Abraham and in a letter to Maria Cosway he recounted how moved he was
by the tableau. Chase-Riboud imagines that after Dusseldorf, Jefferson thought of Sally
“often with a growing sense of fatality” (117). In a flashback Chase-Riboud positions Sally
in the room of the dying Martha Jefferson, who allegedly made her husband promise not
to remarry, thereby placing Jefferson in the position of taking a mistress in order to
honor his wife’s dying wish that her daughters not have a stepmother.

14

Chase-Riboud’s representation of the beginning of their relationship, like the screenplays
of Jhabvala and Andrews, breaks the link with a master-slave narrative of forcible sex,
even as it reminds readers of Sally Hemings’s slave status. The novel complicates the onedimensional racial concerns by raising matters of social class. A French character who
does not know that Sally is African American, although she does know she is a servant,
admires her grace, expecting “her manners and gentleness and soft, charmingly accented
French” to convey a “breeding” that will “surely attract a gentleman of property and
improve her station in life” (112). By the time Jefferson leaves Paris for Monticello in
1789, two years after Sally’s arrival, Chase-Riboud, like screenwriter Tina Andrews,
represents Sally Hemings as a French lady with a southern accent, who reminds Jefferson
of both the beautiful “rare objects” (130) that he purchased in Paris and the “sweet
breath” (89) that draws him to Monticello:
A small, exquisite, heavy-breasted, slim-waisted body had emerged from the coltish
and countrified adolescent of a year ago. She had honed her natural grace and
inborn elegance on the examples of the most fashionable ladies of Pathemont and
Paris on whom she spied incessantly and indecently, and had developed a lust for
clothes and a taste for finery that went with such examples. She had lessons in
French, in music, dressmaking. In her seclusion, Sally was better read than most
ladies (130).

15

Whether she lived at Jefferson’s residence, the Hôtel de Langeac on the Champs-Elysées,
as the novel and films suggest, or at his daughters’ boarding school, Abbaye de
Panthemont, is unknown. In Madison Hemings’s remembrance of his mother, he
remarked how often she spoke of life in France, proof perhaps that Sally Hemings was
changed by her sojourn there.

16

To one degree or another, in the filmic and fictional renderings of their liaison and in
Gordon-Reed’s history, Jefferson, like Pygmalion, creates Hemings into his ideal life
partner. Near the end of his stay in France, Jefferson wrote to an American female friend
contrasting American angels with European Amazons:
an angel let the man in her life take the lead and make the important decisions
affecting their lives. She accepted his well-tempered dominance and a show of his
love and desire to protect her and their family. The dreaded Amazons, on the other
hand were politically and socially assertive women who sought self-fulfillment
outside of the home, challenging men in what was supposed to be an exclusively
male domain.

17

Thus Gordon-Reed speculates that when Thomas Jefferson left Paris, Sally Hemings, not
Maria Cosway, “represented the place and way of life he expected to return to [...] a
shared universe in which he would be the unquestioned center.” In Jefferson in Paris, a
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crucial scene binding Jefferson to Hemings and creating a distance between Jefferson and
Cosway is set in the Virginia garden Jefferson created at the Hôtel de Langeac. Dumas
Malone speculated that the very existence of this garden betrays Jefferson’s
homesickness for Monticello. The film portrays Jefferson and Hemings’s shared delight at
roasting fresh corn in the garden as a past time that is much too rustic for Cosway’s
refined tastes and a shared provincial pleasure that gives her a different impression of
both Jefferson and his relationship with Hemings.
18

Interestingly neither Chase-Riboud, Jhabvala, nor Andrews suggests that Sally’s attraction
to Thomas was physical, perhaps because of the thirty-year age difference, perhaps
because prevailing narratives and contemporary racial ideologies have rendered this
interpretation unimaginable. Instead Chase-Riboud imagines that as a teenager far from
home Sally sees Thomas, a powerful man in his 40s, as a protector. Jhabvala spotlights as
attractive Jefferson’s influential position, both at home and abroad. Tina Andrews
portrays Sally as an eager pupil to Jefferson, a willing teacher—knowledgeable in all
subjects from language and ideas to manners and haute couture. Only historian GordonReed posits that Sally may have been physically attracted to Jefferson given the physical
features of her racially mixed family members and the fact that all of the Hemings women
had long-term relationships with either high-status white males or white workers or
racially mixed servants from other plantations. Thus just as the 1979 novel and the 2000
television movie exhibit the social and political concerns of their day, Gordon-Reed’s 2008
version of the story reflects America’s current fascination with the racially-mixed figure
and a willingness to move beyond the racial dichotomies of the late twentieth century.

19

Despite the best intentions to recreate the Hemings-Jefferson affair so that viewers could
imagine the unimaginable, some stereotypical notions about racial identity creep into the
filmic representations of Hemings and writers of both the novel and the TV script cannot
imagine the mature Hemings as other than a champion of black causes or a standard
bearer for women’s rights, unsurprising echoes of the social and political context in
which they were written. Only Gordon Reed allows Sally Hemings to remain an angel in
Jefferson’s house. But like the writers of both the film, the TV movie, and the novel,
Gordon Reed must depart from the usual reliance on historical facts about Sally Hemings
to make her so. Since no letters or diaries have been found that reveal the nature of their
relationship, Gordon-Reed relies on the social context and the documented history of
Jefferson’s contemporaries to paint her portrait: older men marrying much younger
women (by today’s standards underage teenage girls) and southern white widowers’ longterm common-law marriages to black housekeepers. By accumulating this evidence, she
makes the case for her readers that Jefferson’s liaison with a much younger woman was
not out of the ordinary, that a long-term relationship with a woman of color was within
the norm of southern plantation society, and that his attraction was based on something
more than sex. Gordon-Reed views Sally Hemings’s return to Virginia as reasoned, not
coerced, a way for a slave to become the mistress of Monticello and see her children
freed. Gordon-Reed makes her case by stepping away from her historical “narrative” (her
phrasing) to construct an argument for a loving relationship in four chapters (14-17) at
the center of her Hemings family history. Her attempt may be closer to the dynamic of
Hemings and Jefferson’s relationship than that of the novelist and the screenwriters, but
it is still an imagined life. While Chase-Riboud and Tina Andrews perhaps make the older
Sally Hemings more sympathetic to black readers and audiences by representing an
increasing emotional distance from Jefferson and a growing feeling of black solidarity (in
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the novel Hemings attends Nat Turner’s trial; in the TV movie she aids runaway slaves),
Gordon-Reed locates sympathy for Hemings in her role as slave mother of the master’s
child—in the bargain her son Madison said that she struck with Jefferson, to return to
Monticello only if he freed the child conceived in Paris.
20

In Eric Foner’s review of The Hemingses of Monticello, he points out that although “most
scholars are likely to agree with Gordon-Reed’s conclusion that Jefferson fathered
Hemings’s seven children (of whom three died in infancy),” he believes that her portrait
of the “enduring romance” (his phrase, not hers) is questionable (17). But in attempting
to diminish her representation of their relationship, he never even mentions some of her
most compelling arguments, many having to do with the power of the senses, which may
have led to their mutual attraction, and the power of traditional gender roles that may
have sustained it. Has Gordon-Reed been too early influenced by her reading of Barbara
Chase-Riboud’s novel? Or has Eric Foner’s thinking been indelibly marked by the very
master narrative that Gordon-Reed seeks to unsettle? What is clear is that each
generation of novelists, screenwriters, and historians, to one degree or another,
continues to fashion the Jefferson-Hemings narrative in a way that reveals, not
surprisingly, as much about the preoccupations of their own era as those of the
eighteenth century. But what is remarkable about these four representations is that a
novelist, two screenwriters, and a historian have finally unsettled the old oppressoroppressed paradigm and in doing so revealed the humanity of Sally Hemings and the
humanness of Thomas Jefferson.
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