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The Hare with Amber Eyes: A Hidden Inheritance is a captivating memoir by Edmund de Waal
that intertwines art, history, and personal reflection. Through the lens of a collection of Japanese
netsuke, de Waal uncovers a rich tapestry of family heritage and the complexities of identity. This
book not only tells the story of these exquisite miniature carvings but also serves as a meditation on
loss, survival, and the enduring power of memory.

Understanding Netsuke and Their Significance

Netsuke are small, intricately carved toggles that originated in Japan during the Edo period
(1603-1868). They were used to secure pouches, or inro, to the obi (sash) of traditional Japanese
clothing. Over time, netsuke transformed from practical objects to highly sought-after art pieces,
often crafted from materials such as ivory, wood, and ceramic.



The Art of Netsuke

1. Materials: Netsuke can be made from various materials, each contributing to the object's unique
character. Common materials include:

- Wood

- Ivory

- Horn

- Ceramic

- Metal

2. Themes and Motifs: The themes depicted in netsuke are diverse, often reflecting elements of
Japanese culture, nature, and folklore. Some popular motifs include:

- Animals (such as hares, frogs, and turtles)

- Mythological figures

- Everyday life scenes

- Natural elements (like flowers and trees)

3. Craftsmanship: The skill required to create netsuke is immense, with artists often spending years
perfecting their techniques. The attention to detail in carving and the ability to capture movement
and emotion are hallmarks of exceptional netsuke.

The Journey of the Hare with Amber Eyes

In "The Hare with Amber Eyes," de Waal recounts the journey of his family heirloom, a collection of
netsuke inherited from his great-uncle, Iggy Ephrussi. This collection serves as a focal point for
exploring the family's history, particularly its Jewish roots in the European aristocracy.

Tracing Family History

1. The Ephrussi Family: The Ephrussi family was a prominent Jewish family in Europe, with
significant influence in finance and culture. Their story is marked by:

- Wealth and prominence in the 19th century

- Ownership of a beautiful palatial home in Paris

- Connections to the art world and collectors

2. Cultural Displacement: The narrative delves into the themes of cultural displacement and the
impact of World War II on Jewish families. De Waal reflects on:

- The loss of family members during the Holocaust

- The dispersal of family heirlooms and the fragmentation of identity

3. Rediscovery and Reflection: As de Waal examines the netsuke, he embarks on a journey of
rediscovery, which leads him to:

- Reconnect with his family's past

- Reflect on the role of memory and inheritance

- Meditate on the nature of art as a vessel for history



The Role of Art in Identity

Art plays a crucial role in shaping identity and preserving history. In "The Hare with Amber Eyes,"
de Waal illustrates how the netsuke serve as a bridge between the past and the present, connecting
him to his family lineage and cultural heritage.

Art as a Reflection of the Past

1. Preservation of Memory: The netsuke encapsulate stories and memories, serving as tangible
reminders of the lives that came before. They are:

- Symbols of family history

- Artifacts that evoke emotions and connections

- Items that bridge generations

2. Cultural Significance: Through the netsuke, de Waal highlights the importance of cultural
heritage in shaping identity. He emphasizes:

- The richness of Jewish culture and its contributions to the arts

- The significance of preserving art as a means of reclaiming lost heritage

3. Personal Growth and Understanding: As de Waal engages with the netsuke, he undergoes a
transformation, gaining a deeper understanding of himself and his family's legacy. This journey of
self-discovery is marked by:

- Introspection and reflection on personal identity

- A renewed appreciation for the art that connects him to his roots

The Impact of "The Hare with Amber Eyes" on Readers

"The Hare with Amber Eyes" has resonated with a wide audience, offering insights into the
complexities of family, art, and history. Its impact can be summarized in several key areas.

Engaging with History

1. Personal Connection: Readers are drawn into the narrative through de Waal's personal connection
to the netsuke, allowing them to empathize with his journey. This connection fosters:

- A deeper understanding of the historical context

- An appreciation for the personal stories behind art

2. Broader Themes: The book touches on universal themes such as loss, resilience, and the search
for identity, making it relatable to a diverse audience. Key themes include:

- The impact of historical events on individual lives

- The importance of cultural heritage in shaping identity

3. Art Appreciation: By exploring the beauty and intricacy of netsuke, de Waal encourages readers to
appreciate art as a means of storytelling and connection. This appreciation can lead to:



- Increased interest in art history
- A desire to explore personal heritage through art

Conclusion: The Lasting Legacy of "The Hare with
Amber Eyes"

The Hare with Amber Eyes: A Hidden Inheritance is more than just a memoir; it is a profound
exploration of art, identity, and the enduring power of memory. Through the lens of the netsuke, de
Waal invites readers to reflect on their own histories and the legacies they inherit. The book serves
as a reminder that, while objects may be lost or forgotten, the stories behind them can continue to
resonate across generations, reminding us of who we are and where we come from.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme explored in 'The Hare with Amber
Eyes'?

The primary theme of 'The Hare with Amber Eyes' is the exploration of identity through the lens of
family history and heritage, as well as the impact of cultural and historical events on personal
narratives.

How does Edmund de Waal use the netsuke in the narrative?

Edmund de Waal uses the netsuke as a symbol of his family's past, serving as a tangible connection
to his ancestors and their experiences, while also illustrating the broader themes of loss, memory,
and the passage of time.

What role does the historical context play in 'The Hare with
Amber Eyes'?

The historical context plays a crucial role in 'The Hare with Amber Eyes', as it provides a backdrop
for the family's journey through significant events such as the Austro-Hungarian Empire, World War
II, and the Holocaust, which shaped their lives and possessions.

In what ways does 'The Hare with Amber Eyes' address the
concept of art and aesthetics?

The book addresses the concept of art and aesthetics by examining the beauty and craftsmanship of
the netsuke, as well as how art serves as a means of preserving memory and conveying emotional
truth across generations.

What insights does Edmund de Waal provide about the nature



of inheritance in the book?

Edmund de Waal provides insights into the nature of inheritance by exploring both tangible and
intangible legacies, highlighting how family heirlooms carry stories, emotions, and cultural
significance that shape one's identity and understanding of the past.
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