MINUTES

of the Meeting of
the Novel Club of Cleveland
June 2, 2009

It is not clear whether the Downing residence, the site of the June 2009 meeting of the Novel Club was the main attraction, or Suite Francaise by Irene Nemirovsky the novel under discussion, or the high caliber of the presenters Caroline Morgan and Clyde Henry, but there was a large and enthusiastic crowd at this the last meeting of the 2008-2009 year of the Novel Club. Seating was at a premium and there were, I believe, a few hearty souls who thumbed their noses at the threat of varicose veins and stood throughout the meeting.

After the usual rush for the comestibles, solid and liquid, the group assembled in the living room under the guidance of Catherine LaCroix.

Jenny Fabens was introduced as our lone guest this evening. 

After the Minutes were read and accepted there were several announcements. Joan Nordstrom an Emerita member who first joined the Novel Club 21 years ago passed away. Just as the United States seems to have lost the war against drugs, so it seems have we bibliophiles been brought to our knees by the vagaries of the Club’s web site and have had to engage a mercenary to pursue this battle. Is this an augury of the future?

Attention was now directed to Caroline who presented the biography of Irene Nemirovsky. She had been born in 1903 in St. Petersburg, Russia but with her family escaped to Finland during the First World War and then went to live in Paris at the age of 13. There Russian émigrés were all the rage. She became fluent in several languages and became an author who wrote biographies of Chekhov and Pushkin before turning to novels. Among the latter were David Golder in 1929 and Le Bal in 1930. Golder was a big hit and was made into a movie. Probably because she was Jewish she was turned down for French citizenship in 1938. In 1939 she converted to Catholicism. This failed to fool the Nazis who imprisoned her in Auschwitz for the crime of having been born Jewish.

In 1926 she had married Michael Epstein a Jewish banker with whom she had two daughters. Following her imprisonment he fought valiantly to save her but to no avail. She died in Auschwitz in August of 1942 of Typhus or in the gas chambers and he was soon to follow her. Their daughters survived.  Denise, the elder published the manuscript of Suite Francaise when she discovered it many years later having thought it was a journal which would make too difficult and painful reading. Caroline’s presentation was warmly received.

Clyde Henry then offered his critique of the book. Perhaps the term book is used loosely since the novel was never finished and the published work represents the first two of several parts. Briefly, the book’s first part described the exodus of a number of people from Paris at the start of World War 2 and their experiences during the air attacks on the refugees. The second described the small French town, taken over by the Nazis and the relationships established between the natives and the German occupants. As compared to descriptions of bestial behavior in other records of the time these officers seemed almost graduates of finishing schools. Perhaps if she had been able to complete the other parts of her manuscript we would have  a different opinion of her today.

While she is still esteemed an excellent writer her reputation has suffered and she is regarded as a model for the expression “self-hating Jew” since she published in Anti-Semitic journals and used descriptions of “hook nosed Jews” among others.

Several of the discussants pointed out that the original reviews of Suite Francaise failed to mention the anti-Semitic character of the novel. However Leon and Jay noted that several magazine reviews indicated their previous knowledge of Nemirovsky’s leanings and felt that her characters’ close identification with their captors was an example of the Stockholm syndrome as demonstrated by Patty Hearst after her capture by the Symbionese Liberation army.

After another stop at the groaning board  and our thanks to our hosts George and Mollie Downing we filed into the night.

So endeth the 2008-2009 year of the Novel Club of Cleveland. Our next meeting will be on October 6th at the Home of Bob Jackson and the novel under discussion will be Angle of Repose by Wallace Stegner.

Respectfully submitted,
Arthur J. Newman
