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A Conversation with 
Tatiana de Rosnay 

Like Sarah’s Key, The House I Loved focuses on a very specific 
and emotional moment in Parisian history. What first drew you 
to writing about this era? A certain experience or place? A story 
you heard? 

As a born-and-bred Parisian, I have always been fascinated by my 
city’s rich history, in particular how Haussmann reshaped Paris. 
And I have often wondered what it must have been like to lose a 
beloved house to the creation of a new boulevard. I believe Rose’s 
story was floating around in my head for quite a long time before 
I sat down to write it!

Can you describe the development of Rose’s character? How did 
you decide on her to tell this particular story? 

Rose is a brave and generous woman—with a wonderful sense 
of humor. I guess you could say I modeled her after my mother, 
Stella, who also looks like Rose, with her blue eyes and golden 
hair. Rose has a terrible secret, which I invented and which is 
revealed at the end of the book. I found myself getting very 
attached to Rose, and when I finished the book, I truly missed 
her. 

Strong attachment to a place is such an important element in 
The House I Loved. Is there a house you love or loved the way 
that Rose does in the novel? Or a specific place in Paris? 

Yes, there are a number of family houses that I love, in France 
and in England. Some of those houses are no longer in my family 
and it was very sad to leave them. Leaving houses can sometimes 
be like leaving people. I have always been interested as a writer 
in the history of houses and our memories of them. If walls could 
talk...I guess they do, in this book!

Sarah’s Key, A Secret Kept, and The House I Loved are each very 
different, but with some important shared themes. How would 
you compare the experience of writing and/or researching  
The House I Loved to that of your previous novels?

All of my novels deal with how the past swings back to affect the 
present. These three books each reveal a family secret, and how 
my characters will learn to live with them. I researched Sarah’s 
Key and The House I Loved for historic reasons, and learned many 
facts about my city while I was doing so. 
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Do you have a certain approach to sitting down and writing 
(for example, a specific time of day or place that you go to 
write)?

I write in a tiny office on the top floor of my building, which I 
call “Manderley,” as I’m a Daphne du Maurier and Rebecca fan. 
There is no Internet or phone there, and a marvelous view over 
the rooftops of Paris. I write there several hours a day. 

One thing that’s so unique about The House I Loved is that 
it’s largely told in the form of letters that the main charac-
ter never expects (or wants) others to read. We are privy to 
Rose’s most intimate thoughts. Did you find it harder or  
easier writing from this perspective? Getting to know a  
character this way?  

I chose the epistolary form because I wanted to pay homage 
to the lost art of writing letters. Nowadays, we send each other 
text messages and e-mails and we don’t even know each other’s 
handwriting! This was also another way for me to be able to 
express Rose’s inner secrets. I actually wrote this book by hand, 
and not on my computer, which is very rare for me! I felt that 
writing it by hand brought me closer to Rose and the nine-
teenth century. It was a wonderful experience. 

What sorts of responses have you received from your House  
I Loved readers, particularly Parisians?

Parisians wrote to tell me they learned many things they had 
not known about the Haussmannian era. They tell me they 
can no longer walk through the city without noticing things 
they had never noticed before and that when they go to Saint-
Germain-des-Près, they think of Rose. Those e-mails and let-
ters were a true compliment for me. Other readers from other 
towns and different countries were impressed at the enormity 
of Haussmann’s “embellishments” and the trauma that Parisians 
endured for all those years, even if Paris is a gorgeous city. 

A Conversation with 
Tatiana de Rosnay 

About the 
Author
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1848

Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte elected president of the Republic  
of France. 

March 26, 1852

Decree passed to regulate the leveling of Paris’s streets, align-
ment of buildings, and connections to sewers. Demolition 
begins on residential buildings throughout the city.

December 2, 1852

Napoléon III, under new title as emperor of France, embraces 
Industrial Revolution. Era of Paris’s modernization begins.

1853 

Georges-Eugène Haussmann named Prefect of the Seine.  

1854  

Plans for the city’s new boulevards—avenues lined with trees 
on one or both sides—in place.

1855 

The Gare de Lyon, one of the city’s six large mainline railway 
terminals, reconstructed for easier access to main roads.

1857

Île de la Cité (home of the Cathédrale Notre-Dame), along  
with surrounding bridges, demolished and transformed. 

The Redevelopment of Paris: 
A Historical Timeline
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Behind the 
Novel

1859 

Urban planning regulations continue—building height increase 
to 20 meters; roof-pitch, 45 degrees; use of quarry stone along 
new avenues.

January 1, 1860

Paris expansion includes communities outside main district. 
Arrondissements (districts) increase from twelve to twenty.  

1861

Opening of Boulevard Malesherbes.

1864 

Boulevard Haussmann denomination.

1865 

Gare du Nord reconstructed. Major work on the city’s  
aqueducts and sewer systems underway. 

1866–1869

New monuments and edifices erected throughout the city.  
Growth of several parks and public squares.

January 5, 1870

Facing criticism for Paris’s radical urbanism and related debts, 
Napoléon III fires Haussmann. 

Present

Paris remains one of the world’s most beloved cities— 
a testament to Haussmann’s legacy.
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Recommended Reading

These are the books that trigger Rose’s belated love of reading: 

The Flowers of Evil by Charles Baudelaire

Madame Bovary by Gustave Flaubert

Thérèse Raquin by Émile Zola

Tales of Mystery and Imagination by Edgar Allan Poe

Suggestions for further reading:

The Kill by Émile Zola 

Paris Reborn: Napoléon III, Baron Haussmann and the Quest  
to Build a Modern City by Stephane Kirkland

Haussmann: His Life and Times, and the Making of Modern 
Paris by Michel Carmona

Walks Through Lost Paris: A Journey into the Heart of Historic 
Paris by Leonard Pitt

Paris, Paris: Journey into the City of Light by David Downie
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Reading Group Questions

Keep on 
Reading

1.  One of the central elements of the novel is Rose’s deep and 
abiding love for the house in which she spent her married 
life, which becomes apparent from her many memories tied 
to every room. What does the house represent for Rose, and 
how did it change her life? By the end of the novel, it seems 
as though Rose views her house as the most important thing 
in her life. Although others would see the house as a posses-
sion, do you think Rose views it that way? Have you ever had 
this experience of loving a place or a thing as deeply as if it 
were a living person?

2.  Baron Haussmann was described by his opponents as the 
“Atilla of the straight line” and the “Ripper Baron,” nick-
names that Rose approved of. But Alexandrine, the flower 
girl, does not agree, and has another point of view, that of a 
necessary progress that Paris badly needed. How do Rose’s 
and Alexandrine’s opinions differ, and why? Whose do you 
feel closest to?

3.  Rose loves her son, Baptiste, deeply, despite the fact that he 
was associated with an extremely difficult time of her life—
and more than she seems to love their natural daughter, 
Violette. Why do you think this is? Do you think it’s true to 
life or even possible to love someone (or something) who 
comes out of intense hardship? Why or why not? Have you 
ever experienced or seen relationships like those which Rose 
has with each of her children?

4.  Secrets are an important theme throughout The House I 
Loved. By the end of the novel, we learn that Rose has kept a 
devastating secret for her entire life from everyone she holds 
dear. How do you think it affects a person to keep such an 
important secret for so long? How did it affect Rose? Have 
you ever had a similar experience?

5.  In a sense, Rose’s letters to her husband throughout the 
novel are her way of finally revealing her secret. Do you see 
any purpose in her telling the secret at this point in her life, 
with her husband already gone? Does it change or help her?  
And if so, how?
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  6.  Between the years of 1852 and 1870, Napoléon III and 
Baron Haussmann remodeled large sections of Paris in an 
attempt to bring the city into the “modern” era. Did you 
know anything about this major period in Paris’s history 
before reading this novel?  What surprised or interested 
you about how Tatiana de Rosnay re-created that era?

  7.  How do you feel that Rose’s secret past (the episode she 
hides from her husband and entourage) relates to what 
Haussmann, the “Ripper Baron,” is doing to Paris? How 
exactly does Rose, in the final pages, describe her personal 
ordeal and compare it to Haussmann’s tearing down of her 
home? 

  8.  Flowers play an important part in this novel. Discuss what 
Rose learns through the flower shop and Alexandrine’s job 
as a florist. Pick out the rare roses and their names, and 
how Tatiana de Rosnay uses the symbol of roses and  
flowers throughout the book.

  9.  Alexandrine, the flower girl, and Gilbert, the ragpicker, are 
close to Rose, in different ways. Discuss the differences and 
similiarities of their relationships with Rose, of their secret 
pasts, of how they each try to help Rose. 

10.  The elegant Baronne de Vresse fascinates Rose with her 
fashionable crinolines and the balls she attends in Paris  
and Biarritz. Rose loves clothes and fashion, yet she  
strongly disapproves of the fashionable emperor and 
empress. Why do you think this is so? How does it speak  
to who Rose is as a character? 

11.  Rose discovers the joys of reading late in life. How and 
when does this happen? What is the first book she falls in 
love with? How did you fall under the spell of reading?

12.  If you have read Sarah’s Key and A Secret Kept, Tatiana de 
Rosnay’s previous novels, can you pick up any themes that 
are common to all three books? 
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