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The Exiles Return Elisabeth de Waal , Edmund de Waal (Foreword)
The Exiles Returnis set in Occupied Viennain 1954-5. It describes five people who grew up there before the
war and have come back to seeif they can re-establish the life they have lost.

The novel begins with Professor Kuno Adler, who is Jewish and fled Vienna after the Anschluss (the events
of March 1938 when Hitler’ s troops marched into Austria). He is returning from New Y ork to try and take
up hisold life as aresearch scientist. We realise through his confrontation with officialdom and with the
changed fabric of the city (the lime trees are there no longer, it is hard to know who behaved well during the
war and who was a Nazi sympathiser) that a refugee who goes back has a very difficult time.

Next we are introduced to awealthy Greek named Kanakis. Before the war his family had lived in great style
with a coach and horses and many servants, and now the 40 year-old Kanakis has come back to try and buy
an eighteenth-century hotel particulier, alittle palais, in which to live alife of eighteenth-century pleasure.
He meets Prince Lorenzo Grein-Lauterbach (who owes more than alittleto Tadzio in Death in Venice).
Bimbo, as he is known — and the nickname is an accurate one —is a 24 year-old who, because his aristocratic,
anti- Nazi parents were murdered by the Germans, was spirited away to the country during the war years and
afterwards. He is penniless yet retains an overweening sense of entitlement. Kanakis and he develop a
homosexua relationship (a brave thing to write about in the 1950s) and he is kept by his older lover. But he
has a sister, Princess Nina, who works in alaboratory, the same one to which Adler returns. She lives
modestly in the attic of her family’sformer palais, is adevout Catholic, loyal to her brother and the memory
of her parents, intelligent and hard-working, but, as she perceivesit, is stocky and unattractive. Lastly, there
is 18 year-old Marie-Theres, whose parents went to Americajust before the war; they, and her siblings, have
become completely American, but Resi (as she is known, possibly with a deliberate echo of Henry James's
What Maisie Knew) has never fitted in and is déplacée. So she goes back to her Austrian aunt and uncle to
seeif she can make alife in the home country (from her parents point of view to seeif she can be married
off) yet here too she is an innocent abroad, unable, to put down roots. Her tragedy is at the core of this
moving and evocative book, which explores a very complex and interesting question: if an exile returns, how
should he or she behave morally? Some have moral fastidiousness (Adler, Nina), some are ruthlessly on the
make (Kanakis, Bimbo), some have no moral code because they have never been educated to acquire one
(Resi).

Each of the exiles describes an aspect of the author herself. Elisabeth de Waal was brought up in the Palais
Ephrussi, so wonderfully evoked by her grandson Edmund de Waal in his bestselling The Hare with Amber
Eyes. Her mother’ s life was the one for which the ‘ startlingly beautiful’, fictional Resi was bred and should
have grown into. Elisabeth herself was much more like Princess Nina, ‘a serious young girl who was, as
Edmund de Waal said recently in an interview with Mark Lawson on BBC Radio 4's Front Row, ‘ desperate
to get from one side of the Ringstrasse in this crazily marble and gilt edifice to the other side where there was
this fantastically exciting university full of philosophers and economists, and she did it through sheer dogged
will power.” Yet, although there are aspects of Resi and of Ninain Elisabeth, we can imagine that Professor
Adler was the character with whom she identified most. And, although she obviously would have shrunk
from identifying with Kanakis and Bimbo, she knew that they were in her family background and that even
those two, the wealthy Greek playboy and the dissolute young aristocrat, had elements of what she might
have been.



Elisabeth arrived in England in 1939 and became a wartime and post-war housewife, like so many of the
women in Persephone books. We can imagine her struggling with How to Run your home without Help and
Plats du Jour. She coached children in Latin, maintained alarge correspondence, and wrote a few reviews for
the TLS — but mostly what she did was write novels, two in German and three in English. The Exiles Return
isthefirst to be published.
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Krissays

3.5 stars -- closer to 4 than 3, so I'm rounding up.

Miriam Murcutt says

The Exiles Return promises alot but then failsto deliver on some fronts. The setting is Viennain the early
1950s in the aftermath of World-War 11 - adisheveled, occupied city keen to recapture its illustrious past.
The characters are a potent mix of those who fled from the Nazis, those who stayed and fought them and
those who remained and co-operated with them. The publisher’s cover blurb talks the book up a storm, and
the Foreword by the author’ s grandson, Edmund de Waal, (author of the beautifully written, ‘ The Hare with
Amber Eyes')certainly adds weight. The book’ s strength comes in patches when the author very ably
manages to capture the atmosphere of post-war Vienna, the privations that its citizens had to face, and the
politics of the time. She also has crafted characters with interesting histories that seem bound to lead to
conflict. However, the book redlly failsin its execution. The characters behave in unbelievable, precipitous
ways and say preposterous things to each other. Also, the writing at many timesis clumsy. | was very
disappointed that the story - which initially promised to focus on two of the eponymous exiles, arich
business man and a scientist — instead revolves around the love life of the beautiful and vacuous daughter of
another couple of Viennese exiles. Thisis abook written by an intelligent person who knows and empathizes
with her subject matter. However, the writing is not compelling. Despite this, | feel it is abook worth
reading, if only for itsinsightsinto lifein Viennain the early 1950s.

Erika Dreifus says

Please see my review in The Washington Post.

Claire McAlpine says

She wrote 5 novels and long after her own death, thanks to the success of her grandson's award winning book
Edmund De Waal's The Hare With Amber Eyes, we now get to read that most personal of al the stories she
wrote, Elisabeth De Waal's The Exiles Return inspired by her own return from exile to Vienna after the war.

The return is never really the return, it might be another beginning, if one isfortunate, for other's it represents
the end.

My complete review here at Word By Word.




L ena says

Im Vorwort zum Roman erwéhnt Edmund de Waal, der Enkel der inzwischen verstorbenen Autorin, die
Liebe seiner Grol3mutter zu Marcel Prousts Blichern. Alsich die ersten Kapiteln las, konnteich in der Tat
spiiren, sie waren von jemandem verfasst, wer sich mit Erinnerungen und vor allem mit der Sprache
umzugehen welil3. Ich war bereit, Professor Adlers Schicksal zu verfolgen, seine Personlichkeit gewann
langsam an individuellen Ziigen, doch kaum angefangen, war es schon vorbei mit der guten Lektire. Die
zweite Geschichte ndmlich, die von einer jungen Erbin eines alten adeligen Clans handelt, hat mit der ersten
nichts zu tun, weder inhaltlich noch sprachlich. Die Kapiteln tUber Marie-Theres, die (Ieider) die meisten
Seiten des kleinen Romans fullen, wirken sehr skizzenhaft und roh: es gibt viele Wiederholungen, das heif,
wenn de Waal auf eine gelungene Metapher kommt, dann reitet sie auch weiterhin herum, ohne sich was
neues einfallen zu lassen. Weiterhin, sind die endlosen sich wiederholenden Anspielungen auf den
geselIschaftlichen Status ala"sein Vater war doch ein Graf und meiner nur sein Forster” ebenso 1&stig: man
fuhlt sich wie ein kleines Kind zig mal an dasselbe erinnert, obwohl man eigentlich imstande ist, sich die
wenigen biographischen Details der Protagonisten gleich bei der ersten Bekanntschaft zu merken. Insgesamt
fand ich den Einblick in die Wiener hohen Kreise der Nachkriegszeit schon interessant, auch wenn dieser
Blick nicht gerade tief war. Andererseits war es fir mich sprachlich gesehen ein ziemlich anspruchsl oses
Buch und ich habe mich am Ende enttéuscht gefthlt und war tber die vergeudete Zeit verargert.

Katrina says

| really enjoyed this one. Her writing is often lovely, it reminds me a bit of Irene Nemirovsky.
https://piningforthewest.co.uk/2018/0...

mary says

asthisis arecovered manuscript it holds up well. The subtleties of her writing was what | liked. Now the
endings can seem trite but at the time in the 50's each character's end would have been unexpected. | really
liked the beginning of the book. Thiswaswhat | was expecting in reading Trieste but didn't get. It putsinto
intimate descriptive fiction so much of the 50's history as she experienced | believe.

Ali says

Persephone generally publishes books that have often enjoyed great success in the past, but have been out of
print for anumber of years. Thisis not the case with The Exiles Return. The author Elisabeth De Waal was
the grandmother of Edmund De Waal who wrote the hugely successful The Hare with Amber Eyes—which |
have not read — | think | might though now. It is solely through his efforts that Elisabeth’s book is now
available. The manuscript of what became The Exiles Return Elisabeth De Waal kept with her on her travels
across Europe for years, the story was important to her although it seems she had little hope of it ever being
read by anyone, much less that it would be published. Before | go any further | must say | really enjoyed this
book, which | hadn’t intended to read this month until | saw alovely review of it from Claire at word by
word. | loved the sense of time and place, the feeling of returning to place once loved is strong, and the idea



of things being put back together again — of families reconnecting isone | really enjoyed. However | don’t
think thisis afaultless novel; there were moments when | felt oddly disconnected fromit.

“Kuno Adler handed over his passport, his American passport, with a sense of defiance, asif challenging
him to question its authenticity. The man leafed through it, looked at the photograph and at Adler himself for
what seemed an intolerably long time, probably twenty seconds, cocking his head to look at him from all
angles. All right, al right! Adler thought, of course he can see that | am a Jew, arefugee. What of it?
‘Coming back? the man asked, closing the passport and handing it back to him.

Adler had meant to answer the question in English. But somehow he couldn’t. *Ja' he replied, and in the
same soft German, ‘I’m coming back.”

The Exiles Returnis set in Austriain 1954/55 during the occupation following World War Two. Asthetitle
suggests it concerns the return home of people living in Exile. There are three story strands —which are
linked slightly — but which at times felt oddly disjointed. Having thought about the novel some more since |
finished it — I think that thisis a strangely powerful way to portray that feeling of exile that Elisabeth De
Waal herself experienced.

Professor Adler a Jewish scientist returns to Vienna from America where he has been living with hiswife
and daughters. However Adler returns alone, his relationship with hiswife is difficult. Adler finds a place
familiar and yet altered. The Professor finds he needs to work with people who had worked within the
regime that saw him having to flee his homeland fifteen years earlier. Entrepreneur Kanakis, an Austrian of
Greek descent returns, intending to find his dream home, and make money out of the new opportunities that
he hopes will be opening up. Resi —is an American the nineteen year old daughter of immigrants, sheis sent
by her mother to her Austrian relations in the Austrian countryside. Resi enjoys her time in the country; she
becomes happier in theseidyllic surroundings, finding herself drawn to her aunt, and happy in the company
of her older cousin Hanni. However a move to the city that allows Resi to attend university and socialise
with friends of Hanni’s, sets in motion events that will lead to tragedy. (Thisis not a spoiler- the tragedy is
revealed in the novel’s prelude).

| loved the story of Professor Adler — and rather wished | had rather more of him in the novel. His sad
disillusion is touching, his delight in meeting up with an old man who he knew years earlier, and an
unexpected romance are wonderfully poignant. Resi’ s story is different — more dramatic, and for me, alittle
strange, especialy at the end. | didn’t connect with the character of Resi — | was unconvinced by some of her
actions and was allittle confused by her attitude toward some of the characters — there were afew things for
me which didn’t entirely hold together. All in all although | did enjoy this novel —and | am glad that | have
read it, | do feel it is not as strong as other Persephone novels.

Amy says

L oden--peoplereally wore it back then. This book has some beautiful descriptions, of characters and of
places, that kept me going through its slow development and awkward dial ogue.

For example, thereis an electrifying scene of one Austrian scientist named Krieger telling the (Jewish)
scientist returned from exile about Krieger's wartime experiments on prisoners. Krieger points out that they
were Roma, not Jews (he seemsto think his audience will approve). He goes on about how these
experiments advanced science, and, most chillingly, how he regrets that there probably would not be similar
opportunities in the future to experiment on live people.

On alighter note, thereis akind princess-aunt telling her young American niece to always have fresh flowers
in the house because it's nice to get dressed in front of flowers. The aristocrats' mindset is fascinating



throughout the book.

Unfortunately, the last 40 or so pages are a rushed, breathless, melodramatic plot. Part bad telenovela, part
cheap romance novel, with alittle seasoning of homophobia. It's especialy disappointing because it revolves
around the American niece, the least interesting character in the bunch.

My recommendation: read the first 80% or so, especialy if (like me) al you know about Austriais from
"The Sound of Music" and "The Grand Budapest Hotel" and you don't mind that nothing really happens.
Skip the end.

Jane says

A book that suitsits dove-grey coversvery well ...

| was intrigued by The Exiles Return as soon al saw it written about, as a forthcoming Persephone Book last
autumn. The authors name was familiar, because it was her grandson who wrote The Hare With Amber
Eyes, abook that | think everyone in the world but me had read. But this was a book that hadn’t been read,
though the author made every effort to get it into print.

And yet it holds a stories that have been little told. Stories of exiles returning to Austria after the war, when
the country regained its independence. Fascinating stories, that are quietly compelling because they are much
more than stories. They are testimonies created from the authors own experiences.

There are three main strands. There is a Jewish professor who had taken his family to Americawhen he saw
danger at home; they thrived in their new life but he did not, and has returned alone. Thereisan
entrepreneur, of Greek descent, who is returning to a city where he believes he will find business and social
openings. And there is an American girl, the daughter of immigrants, who has been sent to stay with relations
in the hope that it would pull her out of what seemed to be apathy with her life.

And in consequence there are three very different stories, told in different styles. | questioned the shifting
narrative at first, but as| read | came to realise that it was very, very effective. It emphasised that so many
lives were affected, in so many ways, and that there would be countless consequences.

There are so many momentsthat | could pull out.

Professor Adler’srealisation that he really had come home. His later realisation that home had changed, in
ways he had not anticipated. Most of all his realisation that there were people who had supported what he
saw as an evil regime among his friends, neighbours and collegues.

For me Professor Adler was the emotional centre of the story. He was an intelligent and sensitive man, and
he saw that the years he spent in exile could not be made up, that her would always be alittle out of step with
those who had stayed. The telling of his story was pitch perfect and utterly moving.

His experiences may have mirrored those of a German gentlemen who lived here on the promenade until he
died afew years ago. He and his wife came to England during the war to try to raise awareness of what was
happening in Germany, and they went home after the war but eventually they retired back to Cornwall. | am
so pleased that this book has finally come into print, to shine alight on storieslike his.



Resi’s story touched me too. She blossomed as she met her Austrian family, as she learned new things about
her family background, and it was lovely to watch her living happily, in the country, with her cousins. It was
the family’ s move to the city that took the desperately pretty Resi out of her depth, and kicked off the plot
that would bring the different strands of the story together.

That plot didn’t quite work, it felt alittle over dramatic after the subtle and thought-provoking writing that
has come before. And | was unconvinced that Resi would have acted as she did at the very end. But that by
no means spoiled things, and | am more than ready to believe that a dramatic plot might have been necessary
to sell abook about the consequences of war when it was written, years ago.

The Exiles Return is not the best written or the best structured novel on Persephone’slist. But it isas
heartfelt, as honest, and as profound, as any of the one hundred and onetitlesit joins.

Essential reading.

Kirsty says

Thisisthe 102nd book on the Persephone list. As with Emma Smith's The Far Cry, | did not know much
about thisnovel before | began to read it, apart from the fact that it was set in Austria. The Exiles Return was
written in the late 1950s, and was not published in de Waal’ s lifetime. The preface to the Persephone edition
iswritten by the Viennese author’ s grandson, Edmund de Waal. He states that his grandmother ‘wanted... to
create novels of ideas', and his introduction is truly fascinating.

The novel takes place over arelatively short period, beginning in 1954 and ending the following year, just
after Austriarecovered her independence following Hitler’s Anschluss. Whilst there are several characters
who are introduced and focused upon in detail, the two protagonists of the piece are Professor Kuno Adler,
‘the academic whose need to return to Viennais at the heart of the book’, and a ‘beautiful girl’ named
Marie-Theres, the American-raised daughter of an Austrian princess, who comes to be known as Resi. Adler
is barely on speaking terms with hiswife, and has returned from New Y ork alone, leaving his daughtersin
her care. Resi is sent to stay with her uncle and aunt, a Count and Countess, because it is believed that a
change of scenery will be ‘good’ for her.

The characters whom de Waal focuses upon come from different walks of life — a prince who has lost most
of hisfamily to the Gestapo, arich Greek man, and the children of the Count and Countess, for example.

Pre- and post-war differences within Vienna are set out well, as are the ways in which the place impacts
upon those who live within it. Lots of history has been bound alongside the story, and the novel consequently
has such depths; it becomes richer as each new character or scene isintroduced. The whole is rendered
almost luscious in this respect. The Exiles Return is a fabulous addition to the Persephone list, and | can only
hope that the rest of de Waal’ s books are — or will soon be, at any rate — readily available in English.

Nicholas Finch says

Beautifully written and some wonderful moments and characters that served as microcosms into post-war
Vienna. Thisbeing said, | have many bones to pick with this book. The narrative was engulfed into the



upper-class and their post-war plight. Knowing Waal's background | can see why she told their (the upper-
class) story but there was not even the slightest mention of anyone but those whom had wealth, at least not
by name. There were some rich and vibrant characters but | felt that they were more the sideline characters
rather than the protagonists. Despite the great moments in the book, which mostly came after page 165,
much of the story seems quite plainly unnecessary. What | mean isthat if you are telling such an important
story - as an 'exiles return' - why not devote the story to a plight of true struggle. | feel that only Adler had a
hard time 'returning' to Vienna, but even he was swiftly returned to his former post. Resi had no interest in
politics or the regions history so ignorance allowed her to transition all too happily. And every man (besides
one)seemed happy to accept her into society. | was a bit disappointed with this novel but maybeit is because
| expected too much fromit.

Hermien says

| listened to thisin German and the language draws you into the story, time and setting. Not sureif it would
work so well in tranglation. It reminded me of some of Stefan Zweig's novels.

Marty says

When | began this novel, | didn't read the author bio on the back flap. After afew pages, | was delighted to
find anew author whose style actually evoked/matched the period that they were writing about. Then |
discovered that de Waal was writing in the 1950s. Oh well!

Thiswas adelightful read. The three threads of the plot are woven effortlessly together. | especially enjoyed
following Professor Adler's journey home to Austria after fleeing the country to avoid Nazi persecution and
the death camps. His devel oping relationship with the Princess Nina Grien was quite romantic. | felt sorry for
hapless Marie-Teres - she was pretty much destined for trouble. de Waal's writing reminds me of Irene
Nemirosky's, which | also like very much. The bio said that de Waal had four unpublished novels. | hope
some of the three are in publication now

Juliet says

I knew going into thisthat it was about several different people. But once | started reading and | totally got
into Professor Adler's story, | forgot about that. When it switched to another character, | didn't want to leave
Professor Adler. But after about aday of sulking, | picked up the book again and went back into it.

The style of writing may not suit today's taste for all action all the time, but | really enjoyed it. | felt like | got
to know the charactersinside and out, and | liked the feel or atmosphere that the narrator created. Marie-
Theres/Resi's absorption in the natural world, her innate slow-moving-ness, and her lack of connection with
the whole US suburban culture definitely resonated with me. Those moments she has with Frans were really
evocative, and | was sorry she didn't connect up with him again.

It did seem as if some threads of the story were beginning to be woven and were not picked up again later in
the story. But | did get sucked into the drama between Kanakis, Bembo, and Resi, to the point that | gasped
out loud at one point. Not like, Oh, these events are so shocking! in a prudish 1950s way (which might have



kept this book from being published at the time) but more in an I-can't-believe-she-did-that kind of way.

Besides being portraits of people, this novel isalso portrait of acity at a certain timeinits history -- Vienna,
immediately post-WWII. That's a place and atime that we don't hear much about, and | was glad to be given
apicture of it. Thanks, Elisabeth, for writing down a portrait of your time, and thanks, Edmund, for seeing
that it got published.




