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Background:  

Denise Epstein was born in France, the daughter of celebrated Ukrainian-born author Irene 

Nemirovsky and Michel Epstein.  In July 1942 Nemirovsky had just finished writing the 

manuscript of a novel about German-occupied France when she was arrested by French 

gendarmes and deported to Auschwitz, where she perished.  Three months later, her 

husband was sent to Auschwitz and also perished. Their two young daughters, Denise, 13, 

and Elisabeth, 5, survived the Holocaust in hiding.  Unknown to them at the time, the 

suitcase the girls carried held their mother’s last book. Only 40 years later would Denise 

Epstein make this discovery.  In Fall 2004, 62 years after it was written, Nemirovsky’s 

“Suite Française” was published in France and won a major literary prize. 

Summary of interview:   

We spoke firstly about Denise Epstein’s mother's childhood/family/education in Ukraine 

and her subsequent exile to France via Finland and Sweden as the family fled the 

Bolsheviks; then we talked about: the kind of person Irene Nemirovsky was when she 

arrived in Paris; her lifestyle in Paris; the circles she moved in; her meeting with Michel 

Epstein; and the kind of life they lived together before the war. Denise has considerable 

recall of her mother at this time. Then we discussed how life for the family changed after 

'39; their conversion to Catholicism in an attempt to escape the fate they clearly realised 

awaited so many Jews; the fact that both parents were prevented from working, the 
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children's escape from Paris to the countryside and their life there before and after their 

parents joined them. The atmosphere in the village - Issy l'Eveque; the fact that the village 

was occupied by the Wehrmacht/ the family's wearing of the yellow star etc. Denise 

describes in some detail how her mother was busy writing the whole time they were there, 

until the moment the French came to take her away; Nemirovsky never spoke about what 

she was writing. We hear in detail about the day she was taken away, how Denise had no idea 

that she might never return; She described how she received letters from her mother 

before she left France for Auschwitz, speaks about her father's desperation after his wife 

was taken away and about the day they too him away too, several months later. During the 

war, we discover, Denise and her sister Elisabeth were looked after by an older woman who 

had long been associated with their family; they hid in one place after another until 

eventually they ended up in a convent. Denise's sister Elisabeth was then officially adopted 

by some relative, can't recall offhand who it was. Their grandmother - Nemirovsky's 

mother- disowned them both, for reasons best known to herself (Denise described her as a 

monster). 

We then went back to talk about the suitcase and the famous manuscript/how it was 

rescued/ carried around for years/ how it took a long time for Denise to find the courage to 

read it - and eventually transcribe it, after a flood in her flat made her realise it could 

disappear for ever; we talk about the book's contents, its historical and literary 

significance and the fact that Denise recognises almost all the characters in it as being 

inspired by people they knew ; about her reaction; how and why she decided to have it 

published; the reaction of the literary world and the French public; Denise's own feelings 

today about the way the way the French behaved during the war; how the publication of the 
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book has changed her own life; what her mother would have said if she had been able to see 

the impact of the book; the importance for Denise of all that's happened since the book was 

published. We also talked about "an imagined biography" that Denise's sister Elisabeth ( now 

dead) wrote about their mother. 
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