
Hare
Amber Eyes

The Ephrussis were among the most illustrious 
Jewish families of nineteenth-century Europe. 
From the Black Sea port of  Odessa, the grain 
merchant Charles Joachim Ephrussi (1793–1864) 
founded a family fortune and his children be-
came bankers, with branches and homes in the 
great European capitals. In Vienna, their home 
was a palace, amid the splendor of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire. In Paris, Charles Joachim’s 
grandson, Charles Ephrussi (1849–1905), became 
a prominent art historian, an influential art critic, 

and a major patron of the arts.

In the mid-twentieth century, the history of  
the Ephrussis was one of  persecution, exile, 
and near erasure. Rarely has so glittering a 
family disappeared from view so abruptly 
and so thoroughly. It was left to a descendant 
in our day to piece together the story of  his 
forebears. The artist and author Edmund de 
Waal retraced their ascent and dispersal in a 
2010 memoir, The Hare with Amber Eyes. His 
guiding metaphor was the family’s collection 
of  netsuke — hundreds of  miniature Japanese 
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carvings in ivory and wood — inherited by  
descent from his great-grand-uncle Charles to 
his great-uncle Ignace to him. This charmed 
collection has traveled the globe, from Japan 
to Paris, from Paris to Vienna, to Tokyo and 

then to London. 

In this exhibition, inspired by de Waal’s memoir, 
art and memorabilia are presented through 
an immersive design by the architects Diller 
Scofidio + Renfro. The visitor is accompanied 
by an audio recording of  the author read-
ing from The Hare with Amber Eyes. Works of  
art and family documents are displayed in 
“salon” style and in a manner suggestive of  
Renaissance Wunderkammern — cabinets of  
marvels whose juxtapositions instill both aes-
thetic delight and a sense of  displacement. 
Recent photographs of  the Ephrussi Palace in 
Vienna and the family mansion in Paris by the 
artist Iwan Baan underscore the passage of  
time. Together these strands evoke the complex 
interweaving of  family, history, and memory in  

The Hare with Amber Eyes.

The Hare with Amber Eyes, based on a book of the same name by Edmund de Waal, is organized 
by the Jewish Museum, New York; Stephen Brown, Curator, with Shira Backer, Leon Levy 

Associate Curator, in collaboration with Edmund de Waal. 

Interpretation and design by Diller Scofidio + Renfro.

The exhibition is based on the exhibition The Ephrussis: Travel in Time, organized by 
the Jewish Museum, Vienna. 
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DONORS TO THE EXHIBITION 

The Hare with Amber Eyes is made possible by The WilfFamily Foundations, 
the Arnhold Family, Wendy Fisher and the Kirsh Foundation, Denise Littlefield Sobel, 
E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter Foundation,Judy and Leonard Lauder, Reuben and 
Jane Leibowitz, The Goldie and David Blanksteen Foundation, a gift from the estate of 
Gaby and Curtis Hereld,Jeanine Parisier Plottel and Roland Plottel, Dr. Claude Ghez, 

Blavatnik Family Foundation, Peggy and Richard Danziger, Marina and Andrew Lewin, 
Midge and Simon Palley, and the japan Foundation. 

Additional support is provided by The Centennial Fund, The Skirball Fund for 
Americanjewish Life Exhibitions, The Joan Rosenbaum Exhibitions Endowment, 

the Leon Levy Foundation, and other generous donors. 

In-kind support is provided by Gagosian. 
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Unless otherwise noted, all works are from the collections of 
the de Waal family or the Jewish Museum, Vienna. 
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The Ephrussi Family

1945: After the war, Anna, maid to Emmy 
Ephrussi, returns the netsuke to Elisabeth  

de Waal, Viktor and Emmy’s eldest 
daughter. The family’s other collections 

remain dispersed.

1995: After Iggie’s death, Edmund de Waal is given 
the netsuke by Iggie’s partner, Jiro Sugiyama.

1870s: Charles Ephrussi purchases 
a collection of 264 netsuke from the 

Parisian dealer Philippe Sichel.

1899: In Vienna, Viktor receives the 
collection of netsuke as a wedding gift 

from his cousin Charles.

1950: Iggie Ephrussi receives the  
netsuke from his sister Elisabeth  
in England and takes them to his 

home in Japan.

Victor
b. 1929, Amsterdam  

m. Esther Moir

Constant Hendrik
b. 1931, Vienna 
m.  Julia Jessel 

two sons

John
b. 1962, Cambridge, England 

Alexander
b. 1963, Cambridge, England 

Edmund
b. 1964, Nottingham, England

Artist and author of 
The Hare with Amber Eyes.

m. Susan Chandler

Benjamin
b. 1998, London

Matthew
b. 1999, London

Anna
b. 2002, London

Thomas
b. 1966, Nottingham, England

Elisabeth
b. 1899, Vienna 

d. 1991, Monmouth, Wales 
m. Hendrik de Waal

Gisela
b. 1904, Vienna 

d. 1985, Mexico City 
m. Alfredo Bauer 

three sons

Ignace (“Iggie”)
b. 1906, Vienna 
d. 1994, Tokyo 

p.  Jiro Sugiyama 

Rudolf
b. 1918, Vienna 

d. 1971, New York 
m. Virginia Raley 

two sons, three daughters

Emmy Schey von Koromla 
b. 1879, Vienna 

d. 1938, Kövecses (now in Slovakia)

Michel
b. 1845, Odessa 

d. 1914, Paris 
m. Liliane Beer

Maurice
b. 1849, Odessa 

d. 1916, Paris 
m. Charlotte Béatrice de Rothschild

Thérèse
b. 1851, Odessa 

d. 1911, Paris 
m. Leon Fould

Marie
b. 1853, Odessa 

d. 1924, Paris 
m. Guy de Percin

1938: Germany annexes Austria. Nazi officials 
seize the Palais Ephrussi in Vienna and its art 

collections. Emmy’s maid, Anna, hides the netsuke 
during World War II. Most of the family leaves 

continental Europe.

Charles Joachim Ephrussi
b. 1793, Berdichev, Ukraine 

d. 1864, Vienna
Grain merchant and founder  

of the Ephrussi family dynasty.

Henriette Halperson
b. 1822, Lemberg (now Lviv), Ukraine 

d. 1888, Vienna

Emilie Porgès
b. 1836, Vienna 

d. 1900, Vichy, France 
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Stefan
b. 1856, Odessa 

d. 1911 
m. Estiha

Anna
b. 1859, Odessa 
d. 1938, Vienna 

m. Paul Herz von Hertenreid

Viktor 
b. 1860, Odessa 

d. 1945, Tunbridge Wells, England

Charles
b. 1849, Odessa 

d. 1905, Paris
Esteemed art historian, critic, and collector, 

prominent in Paris society, friend and  
patron to the Impressionist painters, and the 
model for Charles Swann in Marcel Proust’s 

novel In Search of Lost Time.

Betty
b. 1851, Odessa 

d. 1871, Paris 
m. Max Hirsch Kann

Fanny Kann
b. 1870, Anvers, France 

d. 1917, Paris  
m. Théodore Reinach

Jules
b. 1846, Odessa 

d. 1915, Paris 
m. Fanny Pfeiffer

Ignace
b. 1848, Odessa 

d. 1908, Paris

Belle Levensohn 
d. 1841 

Léon Ephrussi
b. 1826, Berdichev, Ukraine 

d. 1871, Paris

Mina Lindau
b. 1824, Brody, Ukraine 

d. 1888, Paris

Ignace
b. 1829, Berdichev, Ukraine 

d. 1899, Vienna 

m. 1

m.

m.
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NETSUKE 
The Ephrussi Collection 

"It is not just things that carry stories with them. Stories are a kind o 
thing, too. Stories and objects share something, a patina." 

-Edmund de Waal, The Hare with Amber Eyes 

Edmund de aal first encountered his family's collection of netsuke 
when he was seventeen, visiting his great-uncle Iggie Ephrussi in 
Tokyo. hen he inherited this collection twenty years later he 
determined to discover what this inheritance meant. It led him to 

write The Hare with Amber F;yes. 
In his telling, the story has a double thread: the destiny of the 
Ephrussi family-its rise and then dispersal-intertwines with 
the tale of the collection of netsuke, passed from hand to hand 
across generations and continents. Together, these journeys evoke 
themes of diaspora and continuity. is group of netsuke is one of 
four placed throughout the exhibition-stations in their transmis­
sion from one owner to the next, traced in the family tree. e little 

amber-eyed hare of the title is found in the last gallery. 
Among the many splendid artworks associated with the Ephrussi 
family, these miniatures stand out for their modest charm and 
their delightful inventiveness. Netsuke are small wood or ivory 
toggles used in apan during the Edo period the seventeenth to 
nineteenth centuries to fasten a pouch to the sash of a kimono. 
By tradition they were carved into tiny figures, often from folklore 
and mythology: monkeys, fruit, pairs of lovers, children, mendi­
cant monks, good-luck rats. Diminutive and functional, they 
were portable artworks, fashion accessories, and curious conver­
sation pieces. hen they were first seen in Europe in the mid­
nineteenth century, collectors prized them as tactile objects of 

wonder and desire. 
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PARIS 

e Ephrussi family were ewish. ey originated in a shtetl in 
Russia and rose to wealth in the early nineteenth century as grain 
merchants in Odessa and then as bankers in Vienna. In the 1860s 
they expanded their interests to France. ey opened offices in 
Paris and built a splendid mansion near the newly fashionable Pare 
Monceau, close to other upper-class ewish families-de Camondo, 
Reinach, and de Rothschild-with whom they shared social and 
business ties. One son, Charles, was unattracted to a career in 
banking. He had a passion for art and a taste for society. A young 
man of style, he soon became a presence in the city's fashionable 
salons and literary circles-so much so that his friend Marcel 
Proust took him as the model for Charles Swann, a central charac-

ter in his monumental novel In Search o Lost Time. 
Charles Ephrussi 1849-1905 made his name as an art historian, 
a critic, a publisher, and as an indefatigable collector. He was the , 
friend and supporter of the avant-garde painters Edouard Manet, 
Edgar Degas, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, and Claude Monet, review­
ing their shows and buying their paintings, some of which can 
be seen here as both originals and sepia images that capture the 
variety of his tastes. On one occasion he asked Manet to paint a 
bunch of asparagus and then overpaid him, so the artist sent him 

a little canvas with one further asparagus spear. 
Charles wrote about art with love and wit: an outpouring of 
reviews, essays, and historical research for The Gazette des Beaux­
Arts, the pioneering journal of art and art history whose influ­
ence was unparalleled for more than a century. Later he became 
its editor and part-owner. Of the painter Berthe Morisot, he 
wrote, ''She loves painting that is joyous and lively, grinds flower 
petals onto her palette in order to scatter them on her canvas 

with light and witty touches." 

Charles collected art passionately and on a grand scale: 
Impressionist and Renaissance paintings, tapestries, Meissen 
porcelain, Rococo urniture. During the 1870s, at the height o 
the vogue or aponisme in France, he bought 264 netsuke-tiJV) 
carvings in ivory and wood, each one a marvel o invention and 
the miniaturist's skill. He wrote with delight o the Japanese artists, 
admiring their ''inexhaustible patience, the love o the challenge 
overcome, the capricious ecunditJ) o moti s, the astonishing 

diversity o orms.'' 
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VIENNA 

hen the Ephrussis expanded their banking and trading busi­
nesses fro01 Odessa into western Europe in the 01id-1800s, Vienna 
beca01e their headquarters. In 1869 Ignace Ephrussi co0101is­
sioned an ornate palace on the Ringstrasse in the city center. Two 
years later, Ignace was ennobled by E01peror Franz oseph I for 

his services to the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 
Five stories tall, the Palais Ephrussi had a 01onu01ental staircase, 
a ballroo01, public reception roo01s, and a large private apart01ent. 
Nearby were the grand ho01es of other ewish 01e01bers o ienna's 
upper class. e palace was designed by eophil von Hansen, the 
architect of the Parlia01ent, the Musikverein, and other significant 
buildings. It had ceiling paintings by Christian Griepenkerl, tapes­
tries and fine furnishings, and canvases by Austrian, Ger01an, and 
Netherlandish 01asters. is was the setting in which Ignace and his 
wife, E01ilie, raised their three children. Later, their son Viktor and 
his wife, the gla01orous E0101y, brought up four children there­
Elisabeth, Gisela, Iggie, and Rudolf In 1911 Viktor was the first of 

his Russian fa01ily to take Austrian citizenship. 
hat re01ains of the fashionable social lives of this generation? 

S001e paintings and personal possessions-opera fans, gloves, a 
01onogra0101ed seal, photographs, letters, and the 01e01ories they 
evoke of an assi01ilated ewish fa01ily. ere are fa01ily albu01s of 
photographs showing parties with young wo01en dressed up as 
Old Master tableaux; others show cousins in Secessionist style. 
One notebook fro01 1916 records Elisabeth's visits to concerts, 
theater, and opera. e 01agnificent Torah curtain, cut fro01 the 
silk wedding train of E01ilie's 01other, had been donated in the 
1830s to the Stadtte01pel, the synagogue where illustrious ewish 
Viennese fa01ilies were 01arried. roughout the final decades of 

the nineteenth century the Ephrussi fa01ily flourished. 

When Viktor Ephrussi married Emnw ScheJ) von Koromla in 1899, 
his cousin Charles sent an unusual wedding gi t to Vienna rom 
Paris: his collection o 264 netsuke. Emnw kept them in her dress­
ing room in the palace, where the Ephrussi children were allowed to 

take them rom their glass vitrine to play with them. 
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DEBACLE 

e annexation of Austria by Germany in March 1938-the 
Anschluss, or Union-was a disaster for Austrian ews. Overnight, 
ewish families like the Ephrussis were identified by the Nazis, 

expelled from their homes and businesses, and stripped of their 
property. Many were arrested, interned, or killed. e Ephrussi 
bank and their home, the Palais Ephrusst were immediately seized. 
On April 18 the Gestapo arrested Viktor Ephrussi, Edmund's 
great-grandfather, and his youngest son, Rudo!£ Under threat of 
internment in a concentration camp, Viktor was forced to sign 
away all his assets-businesses, homes, works of art, jewelry, 
porcelain, and furniture. e palace was occupied by Nazi admin­
istrative offices. Its extensive art collections were then distributed 

to German and Austrian museums and art dealers. 
Viktor and Emmy managed to escape to their country house 
in K0vesces now in Slovakia, where Emmy died in November 
1938. Viktor finally reached England in 1939 as did Elisabeth 
and her two sons. Gisela reached Mexico in 1938. Iggie was 
already living in America, and Rudolf joined him in 1939. e 

family were dispersed. 
Documents recording these events still exist in various archives 
and have been helpful in the family's ongoing efforts to recover 
their possessions. Several are reproduced here. ey trace the 
process by which the Ephrussis' possessions were seized by the 
Nazis and how, after the war, some were recovered and returned 

to the family. 
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NETSUKE 
The Collection Continues 

''A.s the vitrine is being ...... xed to the wall I remember rrry own child­
hood collections. Bones, a mouse skin, shells, a tiger's claw, the 
sloughed scales o a snake, clay pipes and oyster shells. When I 
was seven the cathedral library was getting rid o mahogarry cases, 
and so hal rrry room was taken over by a vitrine-rrry rst-in 
which I would arrange and rearrange rrry objects, turn the key and 
open up the case on request. It was rrry Wunderkammer, rrry world 

o things, my secret history o touch." 
-Edmund de Waal, The Hare with Amber Eyes 

e Ephrussi netsuke were inherited by Edmund de aal 
from his great-uncle Iggie in Tokyo. One hundred fifty-seven 
of them are on long-term loan to the ewish Museum ofVienna. 
In 2018, with the consent of the family, seventy-nine were 

auctioned for the benefit of a charity for refugees. 
e netsuke continue their journey. 
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