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The Enduring Legacy of "The Hare with Amber Eyes" by Edmund de Waal

the hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal is more than just a memoir; it is a
captivating journey through history, art, and family legacy wrapped in one extraordinary
narrative. This remarkable book invites readers into the intimate world of the Ephrussi
family, whose lives were intricately intertwined with European culture, politics, and
upheaval over the course of the 19th and 20th centuries. By tracing the provenance of a
unique collection of Japanese netsuke — tiny, exquisite ivory carvings — Edmund de Waal
weaves a tapestry that connects personal memory with the broader strokes of history.

Exploring the Layers of "The Hare with Amber Eyes"

When you pick up the book, you’re immediately drawn into a story that is as much about
the objects as it is about the people who cherished them. Rather than a dry historical
account, the narrative pulses with emotion, curiosity, and discovery. De Waal’s
background as a ceramic artist lends a distinctive sensitivity to the tactile nature of the
netsuke, making the objects come alive as silent witnesses to the family’s fortunes and
misfortunes.

The Fascinating History Behind the Netsuke
Collection

At the heart of "the hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal" is the collection of 264
Japanese netsuke, small carved toggles traditionally used to secure items to kimono
sashes. These miniature sculptures are not just artifacts; they are keys to unlocking a rich
story that spans continents and centuries.

The Ephrussi Family: Patrons of Art and Culture

The Ephrussi family, wealthy Jewish bankers originally from Odessa, amassed this
collection in the late 19th century during their time in Paris and Vienna. Their
cosmopolitan lifestyle and passion for collecting art reflected their status and taste. The
netsuke came to symbolize more than wealth — they represented a connection to beauty,
craftsmanship, and a shared family history.

From Japan to Europe: The Journey of the Netsuke

The journey of these netsuke pieces from Japan to Europe is a fascinating example of
cross-cultural exchange, highlighting the 19th-century European fascination with Japanese



art and design — often called Japonisme. The collection’s migration mirrored the shifting
centers of the Ephrussi family’s life, from Paris to Vienna and, ultimately, through the
turmoil of the World Wars.

Edmund de Waal’s Unique Narrative Style

One of the most compelling aspects of "the hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal" is
the author’s approach to storytelling. As a contemporary artist, de Waal integrates his
personal reflections with meticulous research, creating a narrative that is both intimate
and scholarly.

Blending Memoir with Historical Investigation

De Waal’s writing is a masterclass in balancing personal memoir with historical detective
work. He follows the netsuke as tangible clues, piecing together family letters,
photographs, and archival documents. This blend enriches the reader’s experience by
providing context without sacrificing emotional depth.

The Power of Objects in Storytelling

The book exemplifies how objects can serve as powerful narrative anchors. The netsuke
are not merely collectibles; they are storytellers themselves, embodying memories and
histories that might otherwise be lost. De Waal’s sensitivity to the physicality and
symbolism of these objects invites readers to consider how our possessions carry meaning
across generations.

Thematic Insights from "The Hare with Amber
Eyes"

Beyond the historical and familial narrative, the book delves into themes that resonate
universally, making it relevant for readers interested in history, art, identity, and memory.

The Fragility and Resilience of Memory

De Waal explores how memory is both fragile and resilient, preserved through stories and
objects but vulnerable to loss and distortion. The netsuke act as mnemonic devices,
helping the family—and readers—reconstruct a past disrupted by war and displacement.



The Impact of War and Exile on Identity

The book also provides a poignant look at the effects of the Nazi annexation of Austria,
which led to the confiscation of the Ephrussi family’s property and the scattering of their
heritage. This narrative speaks to the broader experience of exile and the challenges of
preserving identity in the face of upheaval.

The Intersection of Art and Personal History

Edmund de Waal’s background as a potter informs his appreciation of artistic
craftsmanship and the emotional resonance of art. This intersection enriches the story,
showing how art objects are repositories of personal and cultural history.

Why "The Hare with Amber Eyes" Resonates with
Readers Today

In a world increasingly focused on digital communication and transient experiences, "the
hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal" offers a refreshing reminder of the tangible
connections that bind us to our past.

Connecting Past and Present Through Family Stories

Many readers find the memoir relatable because it underscores the importance of family
stories in shaping identity. De Waal’s journey encourages us to reflect on our own
histories and the artifacts that embody them.

The Appeal to Art and History Enthusiasts

For those passionate about art history, especially Japanese art and European collecting
traditions, the book provides an insightful look at the cultural exchanges that have shaped
artistic tastes and practices.

Lessons in Preservation and Legacy

The narrative also serves as a meditation on preservation—both of objects and memories.
It inspires readers to consider how they might safeguard their own legacies and what
stories their possessions might tell in the future.



Tips for Readers Interested in Exploring More

If "the hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal" sparks your curiosity, there are several
ways to deepen your engagement with the themes and topics it presents.

Explore Japanese Netsuke Art: Visit museums or galleries featuring netsuke
collections to appreciate their craftsmanship firsthand.

Research the Ephrussi Family History: Delve into historical records or
documentaries about Jewish banking families in Europe for broader context.

Read Related Memoirs: Books like "Inheritance" by Dani Shapiro or "The Glass
Castle" by Jeannette Walls also explore family legacy and memory.

Engage with Art and History Forums: Online communities and discussion groups
can offer diverse perspectives on cultural heritage and collecting.

Reading this book with a notebook handy can also be beneficial. Jotting down reflections
about how objects in your own life connect to family stories can make the reading
experience more personal and enriching.

The enduring charm of "the hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal" lies in its ability to
transform a small collection of intricate carvings into a gateway to history, art, and human
experience. It invites readers not only to witness a remarkable family saga but also to
contemplate the stories behind the objects we hold dear. Whether you are a lover of
memoirs, history, or art, this book offers a profound and beautifully crafted narrative that
lingers long after the final page is turned.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Hare with Amber Eyes' by Edmund de Waal
about?
'The Hare with Amber Eyes' is a memoir that traces the history of the Ephrussi family,
Jewish art collectors from Odessa, through the lens of a collection of 264 Japanese netsuke
miniatures passed down through generations.

Who is Edmund de Waal, the author of 'The Hare with
Amber Eyes'?
Edmund de Waal is a British ceramic artist and writer, known for his work in ceramics and
for authoring 'The Hare with Amber Eyes', which combines art, history, and family
memoir.



Why are the netsuke miniatures significant in 'The Hare
with Amber Eyes'?
The netsuke miniatures serve as a tangible connection across generations and continents,
symbolizing the family's heritage, history, and the impact of historical events such as
World War II on the Ephrussi family.

How does 'The Hare with Amber Eyes' explore the theme
of memory and history?
The book intertwines personal and family memories with broader historical events,
showing how objects like the netsuke carry stories and histories that might otherwise be
lost.

What historical periods does 'The Hare with Amber
Eyes' cover?
The memoir spans from the 19th century through the 20th century, covering the rise and
fall of the Ephrussi family, the impact of World War I and II, and the Holocaust.

How has 'The Hare with Amber Eyes' been received by
critics?
The book has been highly acclaimed for its lyrical writing, intricate storytelling, and
unique blend of art, history, and memoir, winning several literary awards.

What role does art play in 'The Hare with Amber Eyes'?
Art is central to the narrative, as the Ephrussi family were prominent art collectors, and
the netsuke themselves are intricate works of Japanese art, symbolizing cultural exchange
and preservation.

Is 'The Hare with Amber Eyes' based on true events?
Yes, it is a true story based on Edmund de Waal's own family history and the real-life
experiences of the Ephrussi family.

What makes 'The Hare with Amber Eyes' unique
compared to other memoirs?
Its unique focus on a collection of tiny Japanese netsuke as a narrative device to explore
family history, cultural identity, and the impact of historical upheaval sets it apart.

Can 'The Hare with Amber Eyes' be considered a work of



art as well as literature?
Yes, the book reflects Edmund de Waal's artistic sensibility, blending visual art with
literary storytelling to create a multi-layered and evocative memoir.

Additional Resources
The Hare with Amber Eyes by Edmund de Waal: A Journey Through Art, History, and
Memory

the hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal stands as an extraordinary blend of
memoir, art history, and cultural investigation. Published in 2010, this acclaimed work has
garnered widespread attention not only for its compelling narrative but also for its unique
intersection of personal family history with the broader socio-political upheavals of 20th-
century Europe. Edmund de Waal, a renowned ceramic artist, uses the story of a collection
of 264 Japanese netsuke—miniature carvings of animals and mythological figures—as a
lens to explore themes of heritage, loss, displacement, and survival.

Tracing History Through Netsuke: The Core of
The Hare with Amber Eyes

At its heart, the hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal is an exploration of how objects
can carry the weight of history and memory. The netsuke collection originally belonged to
the Ephrussi family, Jewish bankers who rose to prominence in Vienna and Paris. These
intricately carved netsuke, passed down through generations, become touchstones that
connect de Waal to his family's complex past, including their forced exile during the Nazi
era.

De Waal's narrative is meticulous and deeply researched, combining personal anecdotes
with detailed historical context. This approach transforms what might have been a simple
family memoir into a rich tapestry of cultural and historical insight. The netsuke are not
just decorative artifacts; they embody the fragility and resilience of the Ephrussi legacy
amid the cataclysms of the 20th century.

Edmund de Waal’s Unique Perspective: Artist Meets
Historian

What sets the hare with amber eyes apart from other family histories is de Waal’s
background as a potter and sculptor. His sensitivity to material culture infuses the
narrative with a profound appreciation for craftsmanship and artistic expression. This
professional lens allows the reader to engage with the netsuke not only as historical relics
but as objects of beauty and meaning.

The author’s dual role as artist and storyteller facilitates an investigative tone throughout



the book. De Waal often reflects on the symbolic significance of the netsuke, considering
how art objects serve as vessels of memory that transcend time and geography. His
attention to detail—whether describing the delicate carving on a tiny fox or the texture of
amber eyes—enhances the reader’s understanding of the intimate relationship between
the tangible and intangible aspects of heritage.

Historical Context and Family Saga

The hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal is deeply rooted in the turbulent history of
Europe from the 19th to the 20th centuries. The Ephrussi family, wealthy and influential
bankers originally from Odessa, established themselves in European capitals such as
Vienna and Paris. Their story intersects with major historical events, including the rise of
anti-Semitism, the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and the devastation wrought
by World War II.

From Prosperity to Dispossession

The book charts the rise and fall of the Ephrussi dynasty, highlighting their cultural
patronage and social prominence before the war. However, with the ascent of Nazi power,
the family faced persecution, dispossession, and displacement. The netsuke collection,
initially a symbol of refinement and taste, became a silent witness to this upheaval.

De Waal deftly navigates the complexities of this history without resorting to melodrama.
His prose is measured and investigative, focusing on uncovering facts and piecing
together fragmented memories. This approach respects the gravity of the family’s
experience while maintaining a narrative momentum that keeps readers engaged.

Intergenerational Memory and Identity

A recurring theme in the hare with amber eyes is the transmission of memory across
generations. De Waal explores how the netsuke, as heirlooms, carry stories that might
otherwise be lost. The objects serve as mnemonic devices, triggering recollections of
relatives, places, and events that are often elusive.

This intergenerational dialogue raises broader questions about identity and belonging.
Through the lens of the netsuke, de Waal interrogates how family histories are preserved,
altered, or forgotten over time. The narrative thus resonates with readers interested in
genealogy, cultural heritage, and the ways in which personal and collective pasts
intersect.

Stylistic and Structural Features

The hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal is notable for its elegant prose and carefully



structured narrative. The book is divided into chapters that alternate between close-up
descriptions of individual netsuke and broader historical and familial reflections. This
structure allows readers to appreciate the dual nature of the text as both a meditation on
objects and a historical chronicle.

Blending Genres: Memoir, Art History, and
Investigation

De Waal’s style blurs traditional genre boundaries. His writing combines the intimacy of
memoir with the rigor of scholarly investigation. He frequently references archival
materials, letters, and photographs, grounding his narrative in documented evidence. At
the same time, his personal voice and emotional engagement imbue the story with warmth
and immediacy.

This hybrid approach enhances the book’s appeal to diverse audiences, including art
lovers, historians, and readers drawn to family sagas. It also exemplifies how
contemporary non-fiction can innovate by merging different modes of storytelling.

Language and Imagery

The author’s language is both precise and poetic. His descriptions of the netsuke are vivid
and sensory, inviting readers to visualize the tactile qualities of the carvings. For example,
the “amber eyes” of the titular hare are not only a physical detail but a metaphor for
perception and memory.

De Waal’s use of imagery extends beyond the objects to encompass landscapes, interiors,
and historical moments. This richness of detail contributes to the immersive quality of the
narrative.

Impact and Reception

Since its publication, the hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal has been lauded for its
originality and depth. It won several awards, including the Costa Book Award for
Biography and the Ondaatje Prize, underscoring its critical acclaim.

Comparisons to Similar Works

The book often invites comparison to other renowned family histories and art-related
memoirs, such as W.G. Sebald’s works or Anne Fadiman’s explorations of cultural
inheritance. However, de Waal’s focus on a specific art collection as a narrative device
offers a distinctive angle.

Many critics have praised the book’s ability to intertwine personal narrative with broader



historical themes without sacrificing nuance. Its investigative approach distinguishes it
from more sentimental or anecdotal family memoirs.

Educational and Cultural Significance

In academic and cultural spheres, the hare with amber eyes has become a reference point
for discussions about the materiality of memory and the role of objects in shaping
historical consciousness. It serves as a case study in how art objects can function as
conduits for storytelling and identity formation.

Moreover, the book has inspired exhibitions and interdisciplinary research, highlighting
its influence beyond literary circles.

Practical Considerations for Readers

For those interested in exploring the hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal, several
aspects enhance the reading experience:

Contextual Knowledge: Familiarity with European history, particularly the Jewish
diaspora and World War II, enriches understanding but is not essential for
engagement.

Interest in Art and Craftsmanship: Appreciation for fine art and cultural artifacts
deepens the impact of de Waal’s detailed descriptions.

Patience with Narrative Style: The measured, investigative tone may appeal more
to readers who enjoy slow-building, reflective prose rather than fast-paced
storytelling.

Accessibility and Editions

The book is widely available in print and digital formats. Special illustrated editions
include photographs of the netsuke and family archives, offering a visual complement to
the text. Audiobook versions narrated by Edmund de Waal himself provide an intimate
listening experience, capturing his nuanced storytelling voice.

---

The hare with amber eyes by edmund de waal remains a profound testament to the power
of objects to carry history across time. Through the delicate craftsmanship of tiny
Japanese netsuke, de Waal reconstructs a family saga marked by beauty, tragedy, and
resilience. His investigative yet empathetic approach invites readers to consider how art



and memory intertwine, leaving a lasting impression that transcends the boundaries of
genre and discipline.
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