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To my dear parents.

To Malika and Kiran.

O.P
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Like other such lives, like all lives, this is a tragedy; high hopes, noble efforts; under thickening difficulties and impediments, ever-new nobleness of valiant effort; – and the result, death ...



Thomas Carlyle, The Life of John Sterling, 1851




I should like this to be used as an epitaph when I die, but it’s a very vain notion. And, anyway, inscriptions on tombs are expensive.



Irène Némirovsky, 1934







Note

Irène Némirovsky often alluded to the fact that prior to writing, she began by filling her notebooks with biographical pointers about the least of her characters; it was what she called the ‘previous life of the novel’. Then, she reread her notes, criticising and commenting as she went, and at the same time providing some fascinating reflections on her craft as a writer.

In 2004, nothing appeared to survive of these drafts, brimming as they were with personal memories and autobiographical notes, apart from the manuscript of Suite Française, one of the least characteristic of her method of working. She had, however, kept most of them. During the course of 2005, we were fortunate to see draft versions surface of David Golder, of Le Pion sur l’échiquier [The Pawn on the Chessboard], The Wine of Solitude [Le Vin de Solitude], Les Echelles du Levant, or Le Maitre des âmes [The Ports of the Levant, or The Master of Souls], The Dogs and the Wolves [Les Chiens et les Loups], as well as the first sketches for Captivité, the third part of Suite Française. Among them were an unpublished novel, Fire in the Blood [Chaleur du sang], at that point in fragments, a number of short stories, some writings from her youth and some separate pages.

Yet, she herself was not the least among the real-life people on whom she based her characters. Thus a number of the pages in the working notebook for The Wine of Solitude contain memories of conversations, of asides overheard twenty years previously, reconstructed through an occasionally painful feat of memory, which we reproduce faithfully in the first part of this book. In this way, the ‘previous life’ of Irène Némirovsky in imperial and revolutionary Russia, that of her parents and grandparents, her exile in Finland and later in Sweden, which until now were only known about because of a few administrative documents and some interviews given to the press in the 1930s, have sprung from oblivion with a wealth of astonishing detail, sometimes corroborated by new archival information and unpublished family testimony.

In this biography, we indicate the source of all quotations taken from the published work of Irène Némirovsky. In certain cases – mostly autobiographical – where the source is not given – they have come from these manuscripts, diaries and working notebooks, all of which are kept at the Institut Mémoire de l’Édition contemporaine (IMEC), at Ardenne Abbey in Normandy.





Translator’s Note

When referring to Irène Némirovsky’s published work, I have used the English title where the translation is already available or about to be translated; elsewhere, I have used the French title. All the extracts from Irène Némirovsky’s novels and short stories included in this biography have been translated by Sandra Smith, the gifted translator of Suite Française and other fictional works by Irène Némirovsky published in English. I should like to record my gratitude to Sandra for her advice and collaboration. I should also like to thank Olivier Philipponnat for diligent elucidation and help on certain aspects of his and his co-author Patrick Lienhardt’s text, and Dominique Enright for her meticulous and sensitive editing of my manuscript. Others who have kindly come to my aid include Anthea Bell, Robert Chandler, Geraldine D’Amico, Michel Déon, the late Miles Huddleston, Raphaëlle Liebaert, Koukla MacLehose and Nelly Munthe.

E.C.





PROLOGUE

I Think We Are Leaving Today...

(16th/17th July 1942)


That children, women, men, mothers and fathers should be treated like lowly cattle, that members of the same family should be separated from one another and taken off to an unknown destination; it was to be the fate of our age to witness this sad spectacle.



Monseigneur Jules Saliège, Archbishop of Toulouse,

Pastoral letter Et clamor Jerusalem ascendit, 23 August 1942



It is a wagon fitted with a sliding door, used for transporting cattle. Straw has been thrown in and a bucket of water placed inside. The small, high air vents have been covered in barbed wire, so that it is impossible to escape once the sliding door has been closed. A prison on wheels, attached to another, which pulls a third, and so on. On 17th July 1942, this convoy is the sixth to leave France. Its nine hundred and twenty-eight passengers have not asked to leave, they have no tickets, they have only a suitcase and a few belongings. They do not know their destination and their loved ones do not know where they are going.

Some of these travellers have been misleadingly ‘convened’ during the round-up of the Jews in Paris, on 14th May 1941, for ‘verification of status’. Since then, they have been stagnating in a very basic camp, from which it would have been so easy to escape had they not been terrified of exposing their families to reprisals. Over the past few weeks, women and children have also been arrested. It was a task made all the simpler since all or nearly all of them declared themselves to the authorities: what did they risk, in France, by conforming to the law? Others, like her, were taken from their homes only a few days previously. They were not surprised at their arrest: ever since October 1940, the police have been authorised to intern Jews in ‘special camps’, at the discretion of the préfets, the local chief commissioners.

For they are all Jews, all foreigners: tantamount to an offence in occupied France. They have walked through Pithiviers in single file, suitcase in hand, past the windows of the local inhabitants. They passed the sugar refinery, stepped over the railway lines, and walked through the wooden gate guarded by a policeman. Once registered, they were led into some large military sheds where bedsteads covered in straw could accommodate about one hundred adults. ‘Needless to say, the Loiret region could have done without this gift,’ L’Écho de Pithiviers regretted on 24th May 1941. ‘Nevertheless, carefully supervised, the foreign Jews will not be too dangerous. And it is far preferable, all things considered, to know that they are behind barbed wire fences instead of running our town halls and our important services ... The purging of France has thus begun in earnest. Let us admit that it was very necessary and that it has not come a moment too soon.’1

The French police put in charge of guarding the camp are not bad men. Just disciplinarians. Some of them helped with the visits and the receiving of parcels, and they posed for souvenir photographs with the prisoners. But since the summer of 1941, the rules have been tightened. Refusing to do forced labour in the neighbouring farms, several hundred prisoners eventually absconded. As a retaliatory measure, no further leaves were permitted and visits were cancelled. It became pointless to try to evade the guards, who were stationed in watchtowers and behind the railings. Once they were recaptured, those who had escaped were locked up for a few days in a small prison made of corrugated iron, open to the full sunlight. The German authorities decided to convert this collection of sheds and those at Beaune-la-Rolande, built in 1940 to house potential prisoners of war, into transit camps for the concentration camp of Auschwitz-Birkenau, in Poland. Over there, all these Jews can be herded in their tens of thousands, far from prying eyes, and when the time came – sometimes immediately – murdered in the gas chambers, which have been in operation since earlier in 1942.

On 25th and 28th June 1942, two initial convoys of a thousand people left the camp for an unknown destination. And it is to maintain the full complement that the round-ups and arrests, bureaucratically known as ‘regroupment operations’, have been increased in the German-occupied zone of France. Between the arrivals and departures, the Pithiviers camp in this early summer looks like a railway station concourse. In the letter she writes to her husband upon her arrival, on Wednesday, 15th July, she does not fail to mention this hustle and bustle:


My dearest love

Don’t worry about me. I have arrived safely. For the time being, there is disarray, but the food is very good. I was even astonished ... A parcel and a letter may be sent once a month.

Above all, don’t be anxious. Things will settle down, my dearest. I hug you as I do the children with all my heart, with all my love.

Irène



She is not registered until the following morning, 16th July, by Lieutenant Le Vagueresse ‘temporary commandant Pithiviers’, who cannot be bothered with accuracy and writes in his register: ‘Epstein Irène Nimierovski, writer’. This is a list of the one hundred and nineteen women who in a few hours will climb aboard convoy no. 6 for Auschwitz. Furthermore, who is there to appeal to? Nobody knows anything about this destination, but the fact that they will leave at night has not been concealed. Jukiel Obarzanek, a Polish hosier worker, who joined up as a volunteer in 1939, wrote to his family: ‘I am writing to tell you that I am leaving this evening. I think we are going away to work ... There are women among us too, about a hundred of them and they are very brave.’2 One of the women is ‘Irma Irène Epstein, writer’, as indicated on her ration card, confiscated after her arrest. She, too, writes a quick note to her family, the last they will receive:


Thursday morning

My dearest, my beloved little ones

I think we are leaving today. Courage and hope. You are all in my heart, my dears. May God protect us all.



Departure is in fact scheduled for the following morning, 17th July, at 6.15 a.m., under the command of Lieutenant Schneider of the gendarmerie. Everything is more discreet at dawn. Irène Némirovsky has been less than two days at Pithiviers. Room has to be made, and quickly, for the thousands of Jews arrested the previous day and on that same day in Paris, who are temporarily packed into the Vélodrome d’Hiver.

Those deported, ‘delivered to the Occupation authorities’, are squeezed in eighty to the wagon, sometimes more. The women probably fill only a single wagon. ‘We didn’t know where we were going, but we knew we were being deported,’ Samuel Chymisz, one of the survivors, recounts. ‘There was a joke being spread around that we were going to work. Except that they had crammed one hundred and ten of us into each wagon. And very soon the idea occurred to us and went around the wagon: ‘If we are going to work in Germany, why have they packed us in, one hundred and ten to the wagon? We’ll arrive in shreds!’ And they didn’t give us any water at all. In July, in enclosed wagons!’3 This time, they begin to understand. Letters of farewell drop from the window vents. Some of them will reach their destination.

Samuel Chymisz remembers that the first stop was the station of Chalon-sur-Saône, sixty kilometres as the crow flies from Issy-l’Évêque, the small town in the Saône-et-Loire département where Irène Némirovsky lived during the first two years of the Occupation, and where she wrote her last novels. At this very moment, Michel Epstein, who is confined at home by the laws of the Vichy regime, is there redoubling his appeals, his telegrams and letters soliciting aid for his wife through all possible channels. All he receives are worrying replies, such as this telegram from an intermediary of the Red Cross, an ironmonger in Pithiviers, on that same 17th July: ‘Pointless sending package as haven’t seen your wife.’

Convoy no. 6 will take three days and two nights to reach Auschwitz-Birkenau. Samuel Chymisz: ‘We stretched out our hands through the vents, there were some French people on the platforms ... “A little water, please, a little water!” Not one French person moved to go and get us a little water. Not one. They were either frightened or they couldn’t be bothered, I don’t know.’4 And not once are they given anything to eat, even though the last wagon, curiously, is loaded with food. Across the frontier, in the German stations, civilians laugh when they notice hands and faces through the vents. Some of them spit.

Not everyone is alive when they arrive at the Judenrampe (the unloading ramp for Jews) at Auschwitz-Birkenau on 19th July at about 7.00 p.m. Those who suffocated, or have been trampled, or dehydrated, have been unloaded along the way. Others have been killed by SS bullets fired at the wagons to stop the groaning. The survivors, battered from having had to stand, from lack of sleep, the heat, the overcrowding, the inevitable quarrels and the foul stench, can hardly walk. Yet they are obliged to cover the distance to the camp beneath a volley of beatings, lashes from whips, and orders that are barked out. ‘We wanted to take our luggage. Keine Bagage nicht! We had to leave it on the train. As we got out, we saw what resembled corpses, dressed in striped uniforms, with ridiculous little hats on their heads, who climbed up on to the trains and threw our luggage down to the ground. Then we were immediately put into rows. Links, rechts5 [left, right]!’

The women are separated from the men. Their jewellery and rings are confiscated. They are searched, made to take a shower, shaved and dressed in a coarse, striped material, and tattooed with the numbers 9550 to 9668. The men have the numbers 48880 to 49688. Almost two hundred of them belong to the district of Dijon, but the majority are Parisian artisans: tailors, shoemakers, shopkeepers, tanners, a jeweller, a dry cleaner, a heating engineer, a cabinet maker, a butcher, a riveter, a furrier, a hairdresser, a male nurse, a second-hand dealer, a scrap merchant ... Really nothing in common with the ‘all-powerful’ Jews denounced by propaganda as having ‘wormed their way into the best jobs’.6

Among these men there is a composer, Simon Laks, to whom the SS will entrust the camp’s band. And among these women, a novelist, Irène Némirovsky, who has never for a moment imagined she would leave France, ‘the most beautiful country in the world’,7 because she was the family’s wage-earner and she has dreamed in French for a very long time. She will not survive a month in this new Sakhaline.*1 No Chekhov here to bear witness to her wretchedness, to ‘this seed of madness, cruelty, hatred and death’ scattered in fistfuls, and that has reaped ‘such terrible harvests’.8 On 19th August at 3.20 p.m., according to the Auschwitz certificate, Irène Némirovsky falls victim to ‘flu’. In concentration-camp language, an epidemic of typhus. She is thirty-nine years old and an asthmatic.

‘And so,’ she thinks, ‘I regret nothing. I have been happy. I have been loved. I am still loved, I know that’s true, in spite of the distance between us, in spite of the separation.’9 She leaves behind a husband and two dearly beloved little girls. As well as an unfinished novel, Suite Française, of which the third part was to have been called Captivité.





Part I

A Previous Life

(1903–1929)





I

The Most Beautiful Country in the World

(1903–1911)


But those were legendary times, those distant times when the gardens of the most beautiful city in our Homeland were the preserve of a young, carefree generation.

Then, yes, then the conviction took root in the hearts of this generation that their entire lives would be spent in purity, serenity and calm; the dawns, the sunsets, the Dnieper, the Kreschatik, the sunny summer streets and, in winter, snow that did not bring with it cold weather or a harsh climate, a snow that was thick and gentle ... And it was the very opposite that happened.



Mikhail Bulgakov, ‘The City of Kiev’,

Nakanune [On the Eve] newspaper, 6th July 1923



In Kiev, in about 1910, a florist at the sign of La Flore de Nice was selling hydrangeas and Christmas roses. Was the business prosperous? In the Ukrainian capital, ‘there were so many lime trees [along the streets] that in springtime, you walked beneath an archway of blossom and on a carpet of flowers’.1 Once winter was over, hyacinths and dandelions defied the last gusts of snow. In a few days’ time, the lime trees in the old Revny park would take on a fresh pale plumage and the Marinsky park, poised upon the red clay cliffs that crumble down into the river, would be filled with copses of mauve. After that came an explosion of pollens, that covered the Kreschatik, the principal thoroughfare of the city, in a carpet of pale yellow.

There is no writer who has not been struck by the mass of vegetation that every year floods the Pechersk district, perched high in the heart of Kiev. When he went back there in 1923, to find it ravaged by four consecutive years of onslaughts and pillaging, Mikhail Bulgakov, who was born there thirty years earlier, had not forgotten the joyful eruption of spring: ‘The gardens were white with flowers, the Garden of the Tsars was covered in green, the sun pierced all the windows, setting them ablaze.’2 And Irène Némirovsky: ‘How beautiful it is in springtime, in this land! The streets lined with gardens and the air giving off the scent of lime trees, lilacs, sweet moisture rising from the lawns; these trees, in clusters, release their sugary perfume into the night.’3 So what need was there for a florist from Nice in the city of Kiev, which was so saturated with perfumes that every evening, before the open-air concert in the Kupechesky park, they had first to spray the beds of stocks and tobacco flowers in order to reduce the fragrance and ward off coughing fits?

The smell of the plains

It was in this vast botanical garden, traversed by wide avenues, and adorned with bandstands and balconies with striped awnings, that a little girl, given the name Irma for the synagogue, and Irina, after the Tsar’s niece, was born on 11th February 1903. Of the countless bastions of greenery maintained in the heart of the city, this little girl, who became a novelist, listed four: ‘Nicholas Square, the Botanical Gardens, and, up on the hills, the Tsar’s Garden and the Merchants’ Square’.4 The second of these, vast and gullied, with its own pond, and criss-crossed with pathways lined with hundred-year-old lime trees, made the strongest impression on her, possibly because it was the closest to Pushkin Street where her parents lived when she was seven years old. ‘It was a rather isolated, overgrown spot. Some sleepy animals lived in iron cages: an eagle from the Caucasus crawling with vermin, some wolves, a bear panting with thirst.’5 And there was Nicholas I Square, the centenary park of Lycée No. 1, as well as the verdant terraces perched above the Dnieper, the Dvortsovy and the Kupechesky, which afforded a view over the lower town of Podol. Not forgetting the bridges lined with numbered trees, or those areas of open ground preserved in the heart of the city, as if out of nostalgia for the steppe from which a smell of honey blew in on gusts of wind.

But Irotchka, as her family called her, was asthmatic, a hereditary condition. Her attacks were frequent and violent. A bunch of flowers was enough to affect her. At home there would only ever be a single tulip in a vase or some sweet peas on the balcony. In Paris, she was obliged to import inhalers from Switzerland. And her sensory memories of her native city would be those of a child capable of analysing instinctively ‘the unique aroma of the air’,6 an acuity that would make her so receptive to Proustian distillation. Thus the narrator of The Wine of Solitude [Le Vin de Solitude], ‘a poorly disguised autobiography’ written in 1933, recalls that in Kiev ‘the air misty with dust smelled of dung and roses’.7

Despite the rococo cupolas of St Andrew and the Marie Palace, which the younger Rastrelli had designed in 1762, the profusion of theatres, the trolleybus lines, which were inaugurated in 1892, it was impossible to forget that Kiev was the capital of an immensely vast field of buckwheat and rye. In the evenings, at harvest time, the dust from the straw in the ploughed fields stuck in one’s throat. ‘A cloudy red light drifted down from the sky; the wind carried the smell of the Ukrainian plains to the city, a mild but bitter scent of smoke and the coolness of the water and rushes that grew along the riverbanks.’8 The Dnieper, pausing over this landscape, flowed through it in huge meandering bends. The breaking ice drove back the opposite bank far beyond the horizon. From the hilltop where the statue of Prince Vladimir held aloft his cross, studded with light-bulbs, to guide the boatmen, stretched a sea on which the sun never shone. The journalist Bernard Lecache, who in 1926 had come to record the testimonies of Jews who had survived the 1,300 pogroms of the civil war, could not help contemplating for a moment the splendour of Kiev, ‘full of trees, and undulating, like a woman’s body, as beautiful as a city can be’.9

For the little girl who was short of breath, this botanical paradise would for ever be a stifling greenhouse, an olfactory variation on the well-known Russian excess. ‘The hot summer days, the bells of the ice cream seller, the flowers crushed under foot, crumpled in people’s hands, too many plants, too many flowers; a perfume that was overly sweet, that troubles and lulls the spirit; too much light, a savage glare, the songs of birds in the sky: this was her land.’10

The Ukraine. In Kiev, its capital, the Russia of the Tsars was born. Even Andréi Bely, a Muscovite by birth, but a St Petersburger at heart, for whom other Russian cities were nothing but ‘a miserable heap of wood’, acknowledged this unreservedly: ‘The mother of Russian cities is Kiev.’11 Prince Oleg, at the conclusion of a victorious siege, established the first rus dynasty there in 882. Converted to the Orthodox faith a century later, under the reign of Vladimir, who had all his people baptised through immersion in the Dnieper, Kiev experienced wars and pillaging, but never neglect: a natural waterway from the Baltic to Constantinople, the river had never stopped replenishing the city with men and maintaining commerce there. And thus its status as the cradle of Russia, albeit the ancient and backward Russia, has never been contested.

To see Paris again

Was this really her cradle? In October, the departure of the ships for their winter dry docks heralded the frosts. The Némirovskys then packed their bags for a distant land. Vichy, Plombières, Vittel, Divonne ... The spa towns, where their little daughter could be treated for her asthma, offered Irina’s parents, Anna and Leonid, the supreme benefits of the casino. But they themselves preferred one of those communities in Nice among which Paul Bourget had just set his novel Le Piège, and had no qualms about travelling on to the Côte d’Azur, leaving the child in the care of a governess. Irène Némirovsky remembered that when they all returned to Kiev her wheeler-dealer of a father ‘played and juggled or became engrossed in an old roulette wheel, brought back from Monte Carlo’, a symbol of his gambler’s personality. As for her mother, a photograph of her in a satin dress, with a tight-fitting waist, her arms and her hair strewn with black pearls, and an aigrette on her forehead, suggests the desire for approval that she sought in the palaces and gambling rooms: she wished other people to gaze at her apart from her husband, who sparkled with intelligence and determination rather than lust. A satisfied smile betrays her desires. It is this same portrait that her daughter would describe in 1928: ‘Little mother, all dressed up for the ball, her shoulders bare, with a naïve, triumphant smile that seemed to say: “Just look at me! Aren’t I beautiful? And if you only knew how much pleasure that gives me!”’ All in all, an ‘exquisite doll’.12

Sometimes these French ‘winters’ lasted four seasons. They began in Paris where Irina, their only child, alighted from the train with her parents and the servants. ‘From the age of four, up until the war, I went there regularly every year. The first time, I stayed there for a year. I was in the care of a French teacher, and I always spoke French with my mother.’13 And one cannot help smiling when Henri de Régnier, upon closing The Wine of Solitude [Le Vin de Solitude] in 1935, felt able to say that ‘Némirovsky writes Russian in French.’14 For she was a French writer whom fate had caused to be born in Kiev, and her Russian, less innate than bookish, would remain imperfect. For Irène Némirovsky (‘a Russian name, very difficult to pronounce’15), Russian would always be that uncivilised ‘wild, sweet language’16 of the East, where she was born. By comparison with the excitement of Paris, the non-stop theatre of the Riviera, and the variety of the French landscape, the Ukraine, whose very name conjures up boundaries, appeared to her as a desert of ploughed fields or snow glimpsed through a car window, ‘a very flat land, where one’s gaze is not immediately blocked, as in France, by some hill or the rooftops in a village’.17 You could swear that Chekhov was thinking of the Némirovskys when he wrote: ‘for them, Paris is the capital, the home, whereas the rest of Europe is merely a boring, incoherent provincial world you can only look at through the lowered blinds of Grand Hotels’.18 In France, on the other hand, it was eternal springtime. And so the first known words written by her, scribbled on the back of a badly faded postcard at Vichy railway station, on 12th or 13th August 1912 or 1913, are in French: ‘I am sending you the Chomel spring where I go to drink each morning. Maman thanks you for your letter but I think we are going to Biarritz. See you soon. Irène Némirovsky.’19

In Kiev, there was the memory of sensations; in Paris, nostalgia of the soul. For ‘Kiev was a small provincial town then, peaceful and dismal’,20 whereas Irène ‘felt her heart melt with tenderness at the memory of Paris, the Tuileries Gardens, the yellow moon that rose slowly above the column in the Place Vendôme’.21 In Kiev there lay vague, mysterious, even worrying memories: ‘The shouts of the chouroum-bouroum, the carpet seller ... The little red-headed children, the acrobats who came to perform outside the windows in winter ... And the crazy old man who had sung at the Opera and thought he was still a singer, draping himself with faded fine clothing, a crown of dried leaves on his head, making grand gestures and imagining that he was singing, though not a sound escaped his lips ...’22 Of the Paris of her childhood, in 1934 Irène Némirovsky retained a no less misty memory ‘of the monkeys in the Jardin des Plantes and their scarlet genitals’; but above all, it was there, at the Tuileries or the Champs-Élysées, that she had played with little French children. ‘Maman, it’s not possible,’ her daughter Denise would object in 1936. ‘You could not have experienced that in the old days, because you were a foreigner ...’23 And so her life, ‘like everyone’s life, had its haven of light. Every year, she returned to France, with her mother and Mlle Rose ... How happy she was to see Paris again! ... She loved it so much!’24

Zézelle

Mademoiselle Rose? In giving her this delicate name, Irène Némirovsky pointed out in 1936 that she had wanted to draw ‘as faithful a portrait as possible’ of her former governess. ‘I say “as faithful as possible”, because this character drawn from reality has caused me much more sadness than if I had invented her.’25 Not that the memory had to be coaxed out, but she was afraid of sullying the memory of her poor French governess, whom she fallen out with ultimately. How she would come to regret her ingratitude! ‘Deliberately, and for many long years, I did not utter her name. My clumsy lips refused to speak it. ... I no longer want to call her Zézelle, it’s too sacrosanct. I shall see. Mademoiselle Rose is good, too ...’

Perhaps Zézelle had a brother. Perhaps she had grown up in the Ursuline convent. Perhaps her skin was soft: if, in The Wine of Solitude, invention comes to the aid of memory, it does not betray it. Of southern origin, ‘she was tidy, precise, meticulous, a Frenchwoman through and through, a little “aloof”, somewhat scornful. Never a fuss. Rarely kissed anyone.’26 She was so tiny that by the age of twelve Irotchka had almost caught up with her. Anna Némirovsky, as was the fashion at the time, had engaged this fragile upright woman from the French Home in Kiev, an agency that provided the Kiev middle classes with young French nannies.

Marie – to give her her real name – taught the rudiments of her own language to the child who was entrusted to her. ‘She sang in a quiet voice, but so clearly and so tunefully. She taught me: “La tour prends garde”, “Marlbrough” and “Les bas noirs, les bas noirs ...” and also “Nous n’irons plus au bois”, “Valsez, fillettes, valsez coquettes, marionnettes du gai Paris”.’ But also French sayings: ‘Aide-toi, le ciel t’aidera [God helps those who help themselves].’ A crumpled photograph shows her dressed in black, a Paris newspaper on her knees, although her hands were rarely idle. We cannot see her gold watch and chain on her breast, but her waist, ‘whose measurements were those of an earlier age’ is of the kind that Irène Némirovsky – whom we can see behind the governess’s right shoulder, wearing an apologetic smile, and with two ribbons in her hair – would try to describe twenty years later:


Nearly always wearing a little blouse with small tucks, fine linen and broderie anglaise, and sometimes a black sateen apron, her delicate feet clad in black boots with buttons. A velvet ribbon around her neck ... A face that must have once had the graceful, delicate beauty of a grisette, with ‘a youthful glow’ that passes quickly, but which still retained her extremely pretty, cheerful, kindly, heart-shaped mouth. Small teeth like those of a mouse. The rest of her features were fine and irregular, and, at the age of fifty, revealed small, delicate ‘lines’, dark, tired eyes, and hair that in spite of her age was a light, deep-chestnut colour, dark with bluish reflections, assembled in smoky ringlets, in the old-fashioned way, over her uncovered head.



The face of France, virtuous and reserved.

Fine soap and oil of violets

Irina knew instinctively that her mother would not sacrifice her thirties to her daughter. Her ‘self-made man’ of a husband, an unflagging ‘gold-digger’, promised to become sufficiently wealthy to buy back her youth for her. If in her vanity she had been able to foresee these riches, would she have been foolish enough to burden herself with a little girl ‘whom she had to drag about Europe’, a living and costly reproach which would never cease to remind her that she was no longer a young woman? Thanks to God or to abortion, Irina would remain this capricious woman’s only child.

Before she was ten years old, Irotchka realised that the only affection she could hope for would be from ‘Zézelle’, whereas her mother restricted herself to scoldings and reprimands, which she delivered twenty times a day:

‘You’re cold, and you don’t say so, you stupid girl! Put on your coat! At once, do you hear, at once! Let me feel your pulse ... That’s all we need, for you to be ill ... Leave your nose alone, please, when someone is speaking to you ... Stand up straight!!! How many times do I have say this to you? You’ll be the death of me, I swear ...’27

As for caresses, best not to think of them, unless it was to buy forgiveness, for this mean-spirited mother liked to be thought magnanimous. Aware that Zézelle was the only one who looked after her, Irina gave her all her affection, whereas to Anna she pledged an exquisite hatred, which could be aroused by the ‘strange smell’ of her blouse, ‘a mixture of her mother’s perfume, that she hated, the scent of tobacco and a richer smell, warmer, one [she] could neither guess nor recognise, but which she breathed in with amazement, with apprehension, with a kind of primitive sense of modesty’.28 Zézelle, on the other hand, smelled of ‘fine soap and oil of violets’, the very aroma of the Nice hinterland. She forgave everything. ‘During my childhood, she stood for refuge, for light. How often did she console me when I was punished unfairly, dealt with harshly, or scolded. She soothed me, she was full of moderation, of wisdom ...’

Anna was jealous. Knowing where to strike, she employed the same cowardly threat on each occasion: ‘It really is time we found an English woman to teach you how to behave properly!’ Irotchka was appalled: ‘How can I, after so many years, accurately describe the feeling that welled up in my soul, the storm of resentment, of pain, of wounded pride? It was not so much her words which, if spoken softly, with a smile, might have seemed tolerable, it was her hateful tone that I am unable to convey, the intonation that, in advance, established the mother as the enemy.’ And to think that she still had to go on kissing that chalky-white cheek ‘which I wanted to dig my nails into’ and say: ‘Forgive me, Mama, I’m sorry, I won’t do it again.’ Several novels would be insufficient to staunch this heart full of rancour which obliged her always to put on an act.

From her mother, Irina inherited her shortness, her brown eyes, her weary gaze. But while she had her father’s large mouth which she never liked, Anna’s mouth was thin, small, tight-lipped, and her lips were ‘pallid, never still, never natural except when she was shouting’. She had a pale complexion and that ‘predatory jaw’ which lent her a ‘loathsome beauty’.

On their first visits to Paris, the Némirovskys could not yet afford to stay in the de luxe hotels. Nevertheless, even when Anna was able to spend part of the year in Paris, leaving Leonid to his relentless toil, Irotchka and her governess were housed elsewhere, usually in a second-class hotel. The novelist would have plenty of opportunity to create an unconventional childhood for herself in L’Ennemie [The Enemy], an early novel. ‘[She] knew that it was not always appropriate to cling to her Mama’s skirts when she was going for a stroll, through the trees, with some unknown gentleman.’29 She was that half-orphan girl, however, even though being abandoned gave her a strange pleasure: that of observing one’s own life at a distance. In 1938, she would recall once more the Cité du Retiro, in the Faubourg Saint-Honoré, where her mother had dumped her in a poorly heated room, for she had no need of a witness to her pleasures. ‘Of all the hotels I knew in my childhood, that one was the worst, precisely because its squalor was cold and appropriate ... It was ... let’s see ... in a wonderful district (the Madeleine, that says it all), with gates they closed at night at the end of a courtyard, a kind of blackish building ... But here the electricity was switched off during the day to save money, and you could smell the foul kitchen, and see shadows passing by, going down the staircase and crossing the little sitting room.’ A scene out of Balzac; one that would be used again in Le Maître des âmes [The Master of Souls]30 to accommodate the pitiful beginnings of Doctor Asfar.

But amid all this sordidness was Zézelle. ‘She had a core of gaiety which persisted, over a long period, beneath the sadness, beneath the pain ... She was the only person I really loved in the world.’ Anna must have loathed this sad angel, while trying to disguise her own bad temper. Zézelle was at risk in this unspoken rivalry, and she would pay dearly for her role as mother substitute ...

The carnival at Nice

From Paris, via Vichy, the Némirovskys ended the off-season at Cannes or at Biarritz – where, as Chekhov says, ‘the whole of Russia complains that there are too many Russians’.31 At Nice, in February 1906, mother and daughter were able to join in the carnival festivities. The theme, that year, was Harlequin-Sunshine. ‘His Majesty’, Harlequin, sketched by the highly eccentric Mossa, was represented astride a blue eagle. But it was the parade of masks along the Promenade des Anglais that most affected the youthful imagination of Irotchka, who had just celebrated her third birthday, an age when early memories begin to stick. When, in December 1932, in the margins of her novel Le Pion sur l’échiquier [The Pawn on the Chessboard], Irène Némirovsky drew sketches of the ‘masks’ of her heroes in her Gallia exercise book, it was in memory of those grimacing heads32 from which only the calves and feet of the revellers protruded. It is not surprising that in 1930 the first readers of David Golder were struck by the coarse features of her characters – exaggerated people, out of a Balzac novel – going so far as to refer, as did Theodore Purdy, the well-known columnist from The Nation, to ‘caricatures, rather than living figures, but drawn with such assurance, such cruelty!’33 To say nothing of the Jewish characters in her early writings, who would seem to be moulded from pasteboard.

By making Nice their winter quarters, the Némirovskys were merely following the fashion set by Tsarina Alexandra in 1856 – even though a few men of letters, such as Gogol and Lermontov had preceded her. Ever since it was brought under French jurisdiction in 1860, the bay of Villefranche-sur-Mer had become a miniature Crimea, and it was in the Orthodox church in Nice that the body of the Tsarevitch lay. Ironically, the Russian nobility and the imperial court mingled with the nihilists in exile who were striving to get rid of them, much to the displeasure of the English spending the winter season there. After 1905, because of the political thaw, one could witness the comings and goings of aristocrats on holiday and anarchists returning to their homelands, their pockets full of tracts and explosives. Irène Némirovsky would recall this in The Courilof Affair [L’Affaire Courilof].

It was between 1900 and 1914 that the Russian colony on the Côte d’Azur expanded. The Némirovskys were not among the six hundred or so listed house owners in 1914. They preferred the comfort of the Terminus Hotel or the Ruhl, which had just replaced the former Hôtel des Anglais, and which the Journal de Saint-Pétersbourg – a financial newssheet that had been published in French for almost a hundred years, in which selected passages by Vigny and Barrès sometimes appeared – never tired of praising. These palaces put on dances and organised hat competitions or floral exhibitions that Anna would not have missed for the world. At the Nice races, for the first time elegant women wore their tailored jackets, a fashion that began only in 1906. There too, one might catch sight of the Princesses Paléologue or Faucigny-Lucinge, of the Prince de Bourbon, the Duc de Choiseul-Praslin, the Breteuils or the Montebellos, and still believe for an instant that, on the Baie des Anges, privileges had not been abolished. The thrill of such moments, which made her forget the Jewish quarter of Odessa where she had been born, and the Yiddish that rose to her lips whenever she lost her temper, was worth all the Russian Christmases on the Côte d’Azur. Anna Némirovsky, therefore, thought of herself as a Frenchwoman and, by grafting a ‘J’ or an ‘F’ on to her first name, she could be known as Jeanne or Fanny.

In La Vie mondaine, ‘journal of the high-life’, published on the Riviera monthly in summer, but weekly in winter, you could check the ‘list of foreigners’ residing in Nice, Cannes or Menton. It is worth mentioning a few of those who lived the great days of the Côte between 1880 and 1910: Grand-Dukes Vladimir, Alexis, Serge and Paul, the brothers of Alexander III; Count Serge Tolstoy, chamberlain to the Emperor; Madame de Durousov, who kept a very fashionable salon; the Ukrainian artist Marie Bashkirtseff, who shared the Villa Acqua-Viva, on the Promenade des Anglais, with her cats; and also Joseph Kessel, a schoolboy at the Lycée Masséna. And not forgetting Anton Chekhov, who stayed at the Russian boarding house L’Oasis for his health in March 1898; ‘the carnival, the French books, even the almanacs which he read with pleasure, everything interested him,’34 Irène Némirovsky would write, echoing her own marvellous memories of the Riviera: ‘Nice. The lawns of the Negresco ... It is not the luxury that you admire. You imagine a perfect life in which everything is order and beauty ... well, paradise!’

And that is why, in about 1910, in Kiev, which was more bedecked with flowers than a carnival wagon, a florist opened a shop called ‘À la Flore de Nice’: France was in vogue in the Ukrainian capital, just as she was in St Petersburg where ‘it was the done thing to send one’s clothes to be laundered in Paris or in London’, while in polite society one ‘affected to speak French and to pronounce Russian with a foreign accent’.35 In Kiev, a woman of taste took tea at La Marquise and bought her supplies from the Chic Parisien, in Teatralnaya Street. In an episode cut from The Dogs and the Wolves [Les Chiens et les Loups], Irène Némirovsky also mentions Aline’s, a Parisian milliner on the boulevard. So much elegance could not fail to attract Anna Némirovsky, who preferred to be called Anna Ivanovna, like the niece of Peter the Great. The most germanophile of the tsarinas – but ‘the most Russian of all the Russian tsarinas’ according to Rémizov36 – who ruled over the Empire with a stone fist from 1730 to 1740, she had been notorious for the thousands of opponents who were arrested and tortured, or deported to Siberia during her reign, but also for her support of the arts – the ballet in particular.

High life

‘Refined and authoritarian’37 was how ‘Fanny’ would be remembered by the family, and this was how her daughter portrayed her in the novel about her own wretched childhood: ‘She was tall, shapely, “of regal bearing”.’38 And yet she was small, five foot three at the most. Her face, even in old age, was always powdered, and she worried that her daughter’s kisses might spoil her make-up, but she enjoyed life too, for ‘sorrow ages people and ruins the face’.39 Although her registered date of birth is given as 1 April 1887, Anna Margoulis was born in about 1875.40 This ruse succeeded in tricking a few lovers, later a few gigolos, and finally a few gold-digging pimps. But she was as lustful and mendacious as she was venal. Even in Kiev, she almost divorced Leonid because she had fallen for a rich Russian. It took this man’s lover, a girl of eighteen, the daughter of a Jewish tailor who scraped a living in an upstairs room, to come in person to entreat her to leave the man, before Anna, alarmed, agreed to give up her infatuation.41

Anna Némirovsky would not have appreciated a young Jewish girl coming to plead for her cooperation in this way. For, to her considerable chagrin, her own parents were Jewish, just as Leonid was. And Jews, since the time of Catherine II, had been allocated housing zones outside of which they risked being arrested. Furthermore, their civil rights were not always recognised in the Russia of Nicholas II. These humiliating restrictions were known as ‘disabilities’. It was solely in Kiev that, unless one was entitled to the privileges accorded to chemists or former soldiers – both highly respected jobs – only those Jewish shopkeepers and financiers of the ‘first guild’ were entitled to live in the city, and not in the suburbs. This was the case with the banker Leonid Borisovich Némirovsky, just as it was with the jeweller Aron Simonovich, born in Kiev in 1873, who would rise to become Rasputin’s financial adviser. Privileges such as these were granted to the most socially advanced Jews by the liberal-minded Alexander II, but his assassination, in 1881, had thrown Russo-Jewish society back into arbitrariness and restrictions.

Well aware of this apartheid, Anna was careful to choose her lovers from among the Gentiles. She also forbade Yiddish from being spoken under her roof, or the preparation of Jewish dishes; these were archaic habits, incompatible with the French furniture brought from the Faubourg Saint-Antoine, the French ballads she sang to her own accompaniment on the piano, the French outfits purchased in the Rue Auber and worn for the first time in Biarritz, and the copies of Femina and other fashion magazines published in Paris. In this respect, Anna was not very different from so many of the parvenus from the upper part of town, ‘bloated with self-importance’, who were only concerned with getting the better of the middle classes, so amusingly described – in Yiddish – by Sholem Aleichem, who lived in Kiev during the Belle Époque: ‘People go abroad to take the waters; the ladies walk around clad in gold and velvet; the children ride about on “vélocipèdes”; at home, they have governesses, they speak French and play the piano, they eat jam and drink liqueurs; they spend without counting the cost. In a word, it’s the high life ...’42

Miss Dragonfly

Anna’s parents had given her a perfect education. A gold-medal winner at the Kiev Gymnasium – the top school for girls – she was thus entitled to teach there for a while. She had been taught the piano by teachers from the Conservatoire. Very aware of her own appearance, she adored fur coats, scents and the sweet shops in Pechersk, the famous tsoukiernas with their pyramids of Turkish delight and crystallised fruits. This is no doubt where she acquired her ‘tendency to be plump, which she fought by using those corsets shaped like a breast-plate which women wore at that time and over which their breasts nestled in two satin pockets, like fruit in a basket’.43 A love of food was inherited from her father, Jonas Margoulis.

Of him, at least, Irina could be proud. Born in 1847, in Odessa, Jonas – whom people preferred to call Iona or Johann – also had nostalgic memories of the carnival at Nice, of the Paris Opéra, which he was mad about, and – not far away, on the Boulevard des Italiens – of the Maison Dorée, the best restaurant in France until it closed in 1902, where he had squandered his inheritance. Irina used to listen dreamily as he recalled this blissful time:

‘Every afternoon I would go and take the air on the boulevard. It is lined with trees, and there one encounters the most beautiful women languidly reclining in their open carriages ...’

So many years later, he still spoke French perfectly, though with a slight accent: ‘He would say: “Ma petite file” [my little girl] putting a strong stress on the final mispronounced syllable. His was the only conversation that bothered about culture ...’ He had read Racine, Voltaire, Hugo – he pronounced the name ‘Hougo’ – and, languishing far from France, he could still recite ‘Athalie’s Dream’ or ‘La feuille’ by Arnault:44


De ta tige détachée,

Pauvre feuille desséchée,

Où vas-tu? – Je n’en sais rien ...*2



Iona had not just learnt French and music. He had graduated from the Nicholas I School of Commerce in Odessa. In those days ‘he was young and healthy, with his fine teeth, his brisk movements, his blazing eyes, shining with intelligence ... beneath large, bushy eyebrows’. Already rather dashing and fastidious in his dress, he wore a goatee beard. His wife, Rosa Chedrovich, known as Bella, was a very gentle little woman, shy and devout, and never without her prayer book. Of her, Irène Némirovsky would retain the memory of a small, grey-haired woman, who worried and had nothing to do, whom her daughter and her husband treated badly, who was worn out by sorrows and household duties, was treated like a servant, and who had never been young. ‘A poor, slight, scrawny little woman who in my imagination always seemed to be seventy-five years old, limping hurriedly on one leg, with a face that was faded like an old photograph, her features hazy and yellowing, drenched in tears ...’

Rosa was born in 1854 in the ‘new town’ of Ekaterinoslav, the cereal capital of the Ukraine, but her family came originally from Alexandrovsk,45 a hundred kilometres south, on the Dnieper. Her parents, ‘important wheat merchants’, who were wealthy and had twelve children, one of whom was her twin, had provided her with a tidy little dowry. She willingly acknowledged, however, that the Margoulis family were in another league:

‘When I got married, your great-grandfather had a synagogue built in Alexandrovsk ... My wedding dress had been ordered from Odessa and brought by river, on a boat borrowed for the purpose ...’

Anna, their elder daughter, was eighteen when, in 1893, Rosa gave birth to a second child, whose name was Victoria. This young aunt was, in a manner of speaking, Irina’s elder sister. And this was how they were brought up. When Anna and Leonid decided not to take Irotchka with them to France, she would be entrusted to her grandparents and sent to stay with Victoria.

Victoria, in turn, received the same careful education as her older sister. She learned French. She was enrolled at the Gymnasium in Fundukleyev Street, in the heart of Kiev, at more or less the same period as Anna Akhmatova. ‘She was a delightful person and very easy to get on with, very pretty,’ her granddaughter Tatiana recalls. ‘She was nicknamed “Miss Dragonfly”. Because she had been spotted at an officers’ ball wearing her school uniform, the establishment was obliged to change the design. And when she returned carrying flowers, it caused a great commotion at home!’46 Irène Némirovsky confirms this aspect of her character in ‘Le Sortilège’, a plainly autobiographical short story: ‘My aunt was pretty, with soft skin and a slim figure, and as simple as a flower.’47 Iona, however, had paid out so much money to have Anna sit in front of a piano that, when Victoria wished to imitate her, he replied:

‘We have spent too much on your sister. You must ask your husband to pay for them [lessons], when you are married.’

So Victoria, while still very young, made a bad marriage to an older man. Anna did not complain: she did not like having to share the large apartment that Leonid had eventually found for them on Pushkin Street with her sister and her parents. If it had been her decision, she would have dissuaded her husband from taking in Iona and Rosa, whom she would have left on their own in Odessa, where everything reminded her of Jews, from all walks of life, and of the ghetto where the family sprang from. In The Dogs and the Wolves, Irène Némirovsky would portray a similar parvenu character ‘who was proud to distance [himself] as far away as possible from the people they called (and with such scorn!) the simple Jews, the poor Jews ...’48 Victoria, in turn, would forbid her own children from marrying Jews, in order to simplify their lives. And yet, from force of habit, the Némirovskys only mixed with their own kind in Kiev – a hypocritical attitude that Irène would take pleasure in mocking in Le Bal by accumulating the names of the Nassans, the Moïssis, the Birnbaums, the Rothwans, the Levinsteins and the Lévy de Brunelleschis on the invitation cards sent out by the Kemps, a couple of Jewish parvenus who are the ghosts of Anna and Leonid ...

Of mud and black pigs

It was in Odessa, while she was still living with her parents, that Anna made the acquaintance of Leonid Némirovsky towards the end of the century. He had been born on 1st September 1868 at Elisavetgrad, a provincial capital established in the eighteenth century to keep the Turks and the Tartars from the Crimea under control. In the previous year the mother of another French writer, Judaeo-Russian like Irène Némirovsky, had been born there: Nathalie Sarraute. In 1885, the city of green roofs, which had only recently been electrified, was awaiting its first water-tower. Elisavetgrad still consisted of ‘mud and black pigs’, of lowly shops with windows embossed with ice, a ‘free and penniless childhood’,49 which Leonid didn’t mind recalling when he was in the right mood or, like Irène Némirovsky’s David Golder, when he was racked by nostalgia for stale bread: ‘a shop, lit up, on a dark street ... a candle set behind an icy window, the night, snow falling,, and himself ...’50 He actually laughed when he told Irotchka about the day when, in order to put out a fire in a burning house, he had gone out into the street with other children to form a chain: ‘We sprayed water on the neighbours’ feet, on the women’s skirts, and then over each other!’

But in Elisavetgrad, one out of every two children died before reaching adolescence. Jews made up a quarter of the 50,000 registered inhabitants. None of them went to school in 1860; twenty years later, out of a total of 134 pupils, there were 104 Jews, a sign of great social improvement. In the last years of the century, the Jews had come to account for one third of the population of the Ukraine. Their forebears were frequently not ‘children of Israel’, but distant descendants of the Khazars, a Turkish-speaking tribe that had converted to Judaism in the middle of the eighth century. Because they tolerated mixed marriages, the Khazars had been responsible for an extraordinary expansion of Judaism in southern Russia, and a Judaism that was more spiritual – and material – than ethnic.

Leonid Némirovsky was probably not one of the happier Jewish schoolboys in Elisavetgrad. He lost his father, Boris, whom Irina would never know, when still a child. Leonid would not say a word about this, what is more, merely observing quietly that: ‘When I was ten, my father threw me out ...’51 He lived alone with his mother, Eudoxia, his brothers, and his sister, Anna Borisovna. Soon afterwards, he had to go to work to help provide for them. He was employed first as an errand boy in a hotel, then as an assistant in a factory in Lodz, in Poland, one of the main textile centres in Eastern Europe, famed for its printed cotton and its miserable ghetto.52 One night, the factory caught fire. He did not attempt to bring the blaze under control, having guessed that ‘the fire had been lit in order to cash in on the insurance premiums’. By the age of twenty, this smart young man had done every type of work, he had roamed around Moscow and travelled across Russia as far as the Pacific Ocean, relying on large swigs of strong alcohol whenever he was unwell. From these feverish years he had developed a hole in one lung which would later lead to his collapse. In Irina’s eyes, her father would continue to be the embodiment of the toughness that for her was peculiar to the Jewish spirit, proudly bending destiny to his advantage while others merely submit to chance, pleasure or fate. For certain writers, this domineering quality would be the legacy of the ‘Jews of the steppes’, the descendants of the distant Khazars, who paid no attention to ritual – a characteristic of a Trotsky or a David Golder; whereas the caricature of the Jew from the ghetto sagging beneath the secular yoke, but grateful to God for his misery, that ‘resigned mediocrity’53 as Irène Némirovsky described it in 1927, was a more ancient type, moulded by twenty centuries of persecution.54

An obscure little Jew

What could this Leonid Némirovsky, from such a humble background, really mean to the refined Anna Margoulis, brought up by her parents with a veneration for French culture, still so significant in Odessa? He spoke only Russian and Yiddish. He was, in a word, ‘a peasant’55 who did not deserve his good fortune. He did not come from a ‘good family’, but from one of those indiscernible lineages ‘that rise deviously, instinctively, like certain aquatic plants’ until they ‘push through the green, thick, muddy surface of a lake’. At least he had risen to the top. He had just taken over the management of a factory that made cotton fabrics whose gaudy designs Irotchka would always remember. She would also retain memories of a factory in Schlüsserburg, to the east of St Petersburg, and of an asphalt factory with ‘low, sombre rooms, with trodden earth floors’, where the workers were to her child’s eyes merely ‘voiceless, shapeless shadows’.

Leonid’s audacity, his ‘powerful, passionate expression’ had not failed to intrigue Anna. ‘He had suddenly earned enough money and was offering her a sure, stable position. He had seen the young woman, found her beautiful, had taken a gamble after a few drinks, had married her, thus ensuring, without realising it, a lifetime of unhappiness.’ If she could not find herself a Russian aristocrat, the Margoulises would still have wished a less dubious suitor for their daughter. But Anna was already acquiring a practical notion of what it was that constituted a ‘good family’: ‘When for three generations, no one had stolen anything, nor been in prison, and they knew how to read or write.’ But, more importantly, knew how to earn money. And yet, despite his undeniable material success, Leonid would always be a pariah among the Kiev bourgeoisie. Reflecting on the ‘old tarnished kettle’ that he liked to use, Anna could not help but compare it to the silver services of their acquaintances. ‘Were they richer or not as rich, well respected or less respected? ... Just one clear feeling, but an extremely vivid one. They were different, they were outsiders, and, strangely, rather marginalised.’

So in about 1902, Leonid placed a large engagement ring on her finger. Victoria, who had kept a watchful eye on the manoeuvrings of the suitor around her elder sister, was their maid of honour. Leonid was climbing another rung on the ladder. Plump and resilient, Anna was very much to his taste. His pride in shaping his life was, however, mingled with the humiliation of being merely tolerated by Anna’s parents, and by Anna herself. Because of his tobacco-coloured skin, he had been nicknamed ‘the Arab’, like Pushkin, who had Abyssinian blood. Irène would inherit his tanned complexion. On her right wrist there was a brownish patch, like a hallmark, which would always remind her that if her destructive trace of snobbery came from her mother, it was to her father, that ‘obscure little Jew’, that she owed both her tenacity, her great pride, her shrewdness and, above all, her enigmatic capacity for success.

Gradually, by juggling with shares, Leonid grew rich. He owned a match factory in the Baltic States, one of the main centres for the manufacture of non-phosphoric matches after Novgorod.56 Ever since Serge Witte, the Minister of Finance from 1894 to 1902, had opened up the Empire to foreign capital, it had been a favourable time for entrepreneurs. Within ten years, oil and steel production had seen spectacular expansion. The extension of the rail network and the advent of the trans-Siberian railway made the Far East a new America. The Ukraine had become an industrial Eldorado. Half the cast-iron, iron and coal needed by Russia was mined there. Speculation favoured the emergence of a flourishing middle class, which relied on the creation of the constitutional-democratic party – or ‘Cadet’ – loyal to the new institutions, but favourable to liberal reforms in the Western mould. As with the revolutionary parties, a number of Jews could be spotted among the Cadets, a consequence of the unwavering anti-Semitism of the tsars. This would not fail to be denounced by the Orthodox reactionaries.

Men are wolves ...

The liberalism of the Cadets more or less suited Leonid Némirovsky’s school of thought, for his sole preoccupation was to prosper, unfettered, and to erect a bulwark of gold between himself and his childhood. He began to cultivate a discouraging grimace beneath a ‘short American moustache’ in the Douglas Fairbanks style. If he handled a great deal of business, it was not because of the lure of money, but the early acquired habit of fighting in order to live, of buying the rights that had not been granted to him, and the desire to give his daughter the childhood he had never had.

‘I had no time for fun. I had to work. You don’t know what that is ... You have everything. You, you’re a happy child ... You eat when you’re hungry, you’re warm in winter ... You learn, you’ll be an educated woman ...’

And if he paid little attention to Anna’s indiscretions, it was because he wasn’t interested. Certainly, ‘he didn’t hate women, but he treated them with scorn. Only one thing in the world gave him pleasure, gold, he was consumed by a terrible lust for gold.’ Bankers’ jargon, mixed with fashionable French phrases of the day, was the first language that Irène Némirovsky would have heard. She was brought up amid this confusing prattle: ‘Just the figures ... The price of sugar and wheat ... “Millions, millions” ... “Ten million ...”, “One million.” “One hundred and twenty-five thousand million” ... then two words ... “Debts” and “millions”. Sometimes one word dominated, sometimes the other. But, usually, they were used together, like the chorus of a song.’

Because he had been poor and had had to support his own family, Leonid would even provide for the education of his niece and nephew, Ekaterina and Gricha. He would respond to Anna’s ever more exorbitant whims, and eventually even take in and provide for her lovers. Having spent his whole life slaving away, what raison d’être remained to him other than wearing himself out even more, to the point of exhaustion, as long as people lived well at his expense? ‘The only duty he recognised towards God and men was this: to keep his family alive, raise his children, support the elderly and those who were still of an age to be able to work, to give [them] money – with sarcasm, irony, and often with helpful words ... but to give, and to keep giving, right down to his last penny.’ But he wasn’t taken in by scroungers.

‘My girl,’ he said to Irotchka each day, ‘men are wolves. When you are strong, they are frightened of you and flatter you, and as soon as you succumb, they devour you ...’

And yet he had been a cheerful young man, full of hope and strength. ‘Sometimes, he would sing, plucking at the strings of a guitar, just to entertain, for he had no musical education other than his ear for harmony. Gypsy songs, Ukrainian songs, and, most especially, those marvellous songs from Moldavia.’

The spectre of the ghetto

After Irina’s birth, Leonid’s position had improved. He owned warehouses in Odessa. For a long time the city had been dominated by Greek ship owners and grain-trading, an occupation that had made Anna’s maternal grandparents wealthy. At the turn of the twentieth century, the great port of the Ukraine, founded by Catherine II midway between Athens and St Petersburg, had become a southern Babel of four hundred thousand souls, the population having doubled in twenty years. Not only did all the peoples of southern Russia and the Mediterranean mingle there happily, ‘the Levantines who smell of garlic, the tide and spices, people whom the sea had gathered up from every corner of the world and flung there in a torrent of foam’,57 but one could also trade virtually anything and everything there, wheat, wool, exotic produce, herrings, nuts and watermelons, not
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God was far away ...






Sundays with nothing to do








A bird that came from France
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