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Introduction 

Magic Realism, with the variant Magical Realism used by some literary critics, the 

confusing and ever-changing labyrinth where consciousness and reality meet the illogical and the 

fantastic, is a phenomenon that has been proven almost impossible to pin down. The generosity of 

Magic Realism imparted various aesthetics to literature, allowing the reader to fall prey to his own 

conscious mind. Grounded in literature by writers like Gabriel García Márquez, Salman Rushdie 

or Jorge Luis Borges, the duality, paradoxes, and inexplicability of Magic Realism are keys to 

shaping and deciphering the modern writer’s identity. Found at the border of two contradictory 

realms, Magic Realism brings forward the possibility of literature to tiptoe on the faint edge of 

reality, where realism is combined with magic and the magical becomes part of the everyday 

reality.  

 The American ethnic background can still be described using the image of the famous 

melting pot, which brings together different people from different ethnicities, races and 

communities. The American ethnic literature comes forward with an impressive corpus of texts 

whose particularities and relevance in discussing ethnicity and literature cannot be overlooked, 

because current, ardent problems in American society related to racism, the assimilation of a 

different culture, or the preservation of one’s ethnic origins are reflected in these writings. In 

addition, these texts are concerned with the identity and perception of the self and of the 

community, along with the communal shared memories and a past which often contains episodes 

of trauma, inequalities, and discrimination. Identity, the past, memory, the self – individual or 

collective – chaperone the magical, fantastic elements of ethnic literature and shape or even deepen 

the narrative. Toni Morrison and Gloria Naylor, Maxine Hong Kingston, Leslie Marmon Silko, 

Alexie Sherman Junot Diaz, Sandra Cisneros, and Jhumpa Lahiri are few of the American ethnic 

writers whose works transcended the gentle, mild literature and who dared play with style, 

aesthetic, language, ideologies, and feelings.  

 This thesis analyzes the intricate construction and reconstruction of American identity and, 

at the same time, attempts to unveil the ways in which this collective identity is influenced or 

altered by the presence of different ethnic groups. Identity is undeniably a relevant and recurrent 

concept in literature, despite it undergoing constant change and the past is a central theme in many 

ethnic works of literature.  



 
 

The image of the American identity in literature differs from one ethnic group to another, 

and thus this analysis focuses on how one ethnicity approaches, understands and passes on identity, 

namely the Jewish American literatures.  What the relationship between the theme of identity and 

the Jewish American literary community is, what it means to be Jewish in modern-day America, 

and to follow in the footsteps of the generations that lived and experienced the trauma of the 

Holocaust are among the most stringent questions this paper tries to answer. In trying to find the 

answers and to analyze the influence of the Holocaust in Jewish-American literature and on Jewish 

identity, the research focuses mainly on Jonathan Safran Foer’s Everything is Illuminated and 

Joseph Skibell’s A Blessing on the Moon (but it will take a closer look at two other texts as well, 

namely Cynthia Ozick’s The Shawl and Judy Budnitz’s If I Told You Once).   

 Identity brings about a discussion concerning the way in which ethnic literature plays with 

memory and with the past – the past as reality or fantastic element, as these two topics are closely 

linked together; moreover, trauma also requires an in-depth deconstruction when looking at how 

the past influences the individual’s self-perception, be it psychological, inherited or even 

subconscious. Trauma – an umbrella term for all pains, shocks, and ordeals (particularly the trauma 

of the Holocaust and Antisemitism) has the power to break the individual, divide the self, and lead 

to fragmentation and alienation not only of the individual but also of the society the individual is 

part of. Because traumatic experiences manifest and influence a person’s life, they also become 

themes and issues expressed in the literature produced by writers who have experienced them first-

hand or by writers who have inherited them, like Foer and Skibell. 

 When it comes to approaching such a sensitive issue – the inhumanity and horror of the 

Holocaust – language seems to fail, for it seems limited and self-exhausting, a self-suppression 

that might be destructive. Writers turn to genres such as magic realism, where they can combine 

reality with elements of magic, mythology, and folklore to express the indescribable and represent 

that which cannot be represented. Thus, the purpose of this paper is not only to unpuzzle the 

intricacy of American identity but also to analyze how the literary genre of Magic Realism is used 

in the two selected works of Jonathan Safran Foer and Joseph Skibell in order to represent the 

trauma of the Holocaust.  

 



 
 

Main Chapters 

The four main chapters of the paper focus on how the selected writers use elements of 

Magic Realism to illustrate two relevant themes in literature: the theme of identity (the 

construction of Jewish identity) and the theme of memory and the past (the trauma of the 

Holocaust). The first chapter, Ethnicity and American Ethnic Literature, focuses on problems 

related to ethnicity in general and in the United States of America in particular. This chapter tries 

to answer questions related to the meaning of being part of an ethnicity and an ethnic group. This 

chapter also tries to analyze the origins of different ethnic groups and ethnicities in the United 

States. An analysis of the differences and similarities between ethnicity and race will also be 

considered while trying to understand these two terms and their shared features. In the end, this 

chapter will look at several ethnic groups in America, and it will be focused on the Jewish-

American ethnic group and community. Moreover, this chapter will also provide an overview of 

the literature produced by different ethnic groups in America, the characteristics and particularities 

of the ethnic literature, with focus on the literature produced by the Natives and by the first colonies 

and on the literature of the Jewish American community.  

The second chapter, entitled Identity in Jewish American Literature, will look at the 

concept of American identity and the way in which the theme of identity has been used in literature 

throughout time. This part of the thesis traces an overview of magic realism, its importance, and 

its usage by American ethnic writers. Starting from its origins, in Europe, with the influence of 

Franz Roh, the German art critic who coined the term in 1925, this section looks at how magic 

realism functions in different parts of the world and its importance worldwide, along with a 

classification of magic realism, classification which is also relevant for the works of Jonathan 

Safran Foer and Joseph Skibell. In addition, the second chapter discusses how the theme of identity 

was represented in the literature produced by African American, Mexican American (in particular 

Chicano/Chicana literature), and Jewish-American ethnic groups. The section entitled The Quest 

for Identity in Jewish-American Literature provides a detailed analysis of the several Jewish 

American novels, namely Cynthia Ozick’s The Shawl, Judy Budnitz’s If I Told You Once and the 

novels Everything is Illuminated by Jonathan Safran Foer and A Blessing on the Moon by Joseph 

Skibell, illustrating how the authors play with the concept of identity in a quicksand society.  



 
 

 The main characters of Foer and Skibell’s novels embark on journeys of discovery, self-

discovery, and self-acceptance, because, even if they do not truly realize it, these journeys are part 

of their quest for understanding and accepting their identities. Jonathan, the main character in 

Everything is Illuminated, like Foer, travels to Ukraine to track Augustine, the woman who 

supposedly saved his grandfather from the Nazis. With the aid of his Ukrainian translator, Alex, 

Jonathan searches for a village called Trachimbrod, only to be disappointed and to have his hopes 

shattered. The novel envelops a story created by the narrator, the imaginative account of 

Trachimbrod and its inhabitants, a part of the novel where he reconstructs the history of his 

grandfather and all those who came before him, combining fiction, imagination and history.  

 The novel and the story created by the protagonist both lack logical narration; they are 

fragmented and filled with gaps and inconsistencies. Foer uses elements of Magic Realism to 

describe amazing scenes and miraculous characters, along with mythological aspects from the 

Jewish cultural background. In the end, Jonathan, the narrator, does not manage to find his own 

identity, as he fails in his quest to discover the truth about his grandfather. His translator, however, 

is also on a quest towards illumination. At the end of the novel, Alex becomes a better man, he 

matures, and with Jonathan’s help, he manages to come to terms with his own identity, his past, 

and the dark secrets hidden in his own family.   

 A Blessing on the Moon tells the reader about the journey of Chaim, the protagonist, whom 

Skibell’s grandfather inspired. At the beginning of the novel, Chaim discovers that he is dead but 

that somehow, he has not passed into the World to Come. Confused, angry, and filled with anxiety, 

he wanders the earth aimlessly, encountering all sorts of troubles, facing dangerous talking 

animals, other dead (yet alive) Jews, and a magical, paradisiac hotel – at the same time, the Moon 

disappears from the sky. At the end of the novel, Chaim discovers that his purpose was to help 

restore the Moon to her proper place, and after completing this mission filled with symbolism, he 

comes to terms with his identity, accepts the trauma of his past, and passes into the World to Come, 

entering final rest.  

 Trauma and Literature is a chapter concerned with a detailed but not exhaustive analysis 

of trauma and with the usage and transcription of trauma into literature. Using concepts put forward 

by Sigmund Freud and focusing on the works of Cathy Caruth, I will try to analyze how trauma is 

connected to the identity of the individual – how the self is shaped and altered by trauma – and 



 
 

how trauma is connected to literature through story-telling and narration, with great focus on one 

of the most painful and horrific events in human history: the Holocaust. 

The three different generations of writers that the Holocaust has influenced are also 

important, for trauma and memory are differently approached, understood and accepted depending 

on the chronological unfolding of the events. The first generation is the generation of survivors, 

who give first-hand accounts of the horrors in Europe, in Jewish ghettos and concentration and 

extermination camps. The second generation is that of the children of the survivors, children 

haunted by the past, who grow up dealing with profound trauma. The third generation is 

represented by the grandchildren of those who have suffered experienced the Holocaust. It is 

characterized by uncertainty, inconsistencies, gaps, and a desire to rediscover the past. 

 Moreover, this chapter also tries to bridge magic realism, trauma, and literature, more 

specifically focusing on the importance of story-telling when dealing with trauma – Magic Realism 

is a literary genre well-suited for representing the unrepresentable aspects of trauma, of the past, 

and identity. Finally, Trauma and Literature takes a closer look at the literature of the Holocaust; 

this section will deal with aspects related to the mere existence of a novel about the Holocaust and 

the importance of language and silence in these types of writings.   

 The last chapter of the research on magic realism and Jewish American literature is entitled 

Memory and the Past in Jewish American Literature and it looks at the merging of memory and 

the past, at the ways in which they work together and at the mechanisms behind their assimilation, 

in the selected works of Cynthia Ozick, Judy Budnitz, Jonathan Safran Foer and Joseph Skibell. 

This chapter presents what role memory plays in literature and the connection between memory 

and the past; as memory represents an essential element when dealing with trauma, as the traumatic 

event is repeated endlessly in the survivor’s memory, this chapter also shines a light on how trauma 

and memory are connected and on the link between memory, the past, and story-telling, 

emphasizing the importance of narrating and telling the trauma, of putting it into a story-like shape. 

 This chapter contains a detailed analysis of the selected novels regarding the theme of 

memory and the reconstruction of the past, in the subsection entitled Narrating the trauma of the 

past in Jewish American Literature. Thus, for this analysis it is important to take into consideration 

the ways the authors use their characters to narrate the trauma of the Holocaust, how the authors 

become witnesses of the Holocaust, and the techniques employed to bring the readers closer to the 



 
 

traumatic histories. We note that the concept of postmemory (a term and idea put forward by 

Marianne Hirsch) is present in the novels but how is postmemory connected to the 

intergenerational transmission of trauma.  

The final chapter also discusses Jewish mythology and the elements of myths and fairy 

tales present in the texts, as mythology represents an essential part of the Jewish culture and there 

are some particular and symbolic elements from the Jewish mythology in both novels. In 

Everything is Illuminated, the author creates an entire world using different myths and stories, 

basing it on the creation myth, while in A Blessing on the Moon, the myth of the Moon is central 

in the novel, and the Moon represents the recurring motif of the entire story. Budnitz uses elements 

of fairytales and mythology in order to write the testimonies of four women haunted by trauma 

and by the memory of the past.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Conclusions 

Jonathan Safran Foer and Joseph Skibell (along with Cynthia Ozick and Judy Budnitz) 

come from the Jewish American ethnic background and use magic realism in their writing to 

represent the unrepresentable and blend magic and realism, history and fiction. Introducing 

moments of magic realism in their novels, they write about two crucial issues in the Jewish 

American community: the particularities of Jewish identity in modern America and the 

relationship between the contemporary Jewish individual and the trauma of the Holocaust. Their 

selected novels deal with problems related to Jewish American identity and memory in relationship 

with the collective trauma of the Jewish community, namely the Holocaust. Therefore, the close 

analysis of the novels Everything is Illuminated and A Blessing on the Moon, an analysis 

concerning identity, memory, and their relationship with the trauma transmitted from generation 

to generation, showed that Jonathan Safran Foer and Joseph Skibell convey in the selected books 

their perception of Jewish American identity through quests and adventures that force their 

characters to grow and change. Additionally, their interest in the history of their families is 

reflected in how they recreate this unknown past, filling it with elements of fiction and imagination.  

The analysis of the novels has also shown that both Foer and Skibell use different literary 

techniques along with the insertion of magic realist elements to reconstruct the Jewish American 

identity of the individual who still suffers from the consequences of the Holocaust. The trauma of 

the Holocaust was central in both novels through non-traditional means. The authors use various 

methods and techniques that enable the language and the writing to represent indescribable events, 

feelings, and actions. Both authors employ fragmentation: they fragment the novel’s plot, timeline, 

and setting. This disintegration in writing comes with the characters’ fragmentation of the mind as 

a byproduct of trauma. In addition, it could be concluded that both these novels are filled with gaps 

and inconsistencies. There is relevant information that is missing, the plot is not chronological, 

and the characters created seem to defy the logic of the natural world.  

Magic realism opens up a multitude of imaginative possibilities. It is a hybrid literary genre 

that facilitates breaking boundaries and exploring the limits, along with the co-existence of 

irreconcilable and paradoxical worlds. Magic realism represents the perfect opportunity for 

contemporary writers to introduce different agendas and tackle sensitive social issues. Latin 

America no longer holds the monopoly on magic realism, as it has become an international literary 

mode. The novels analyzed evidence that magic realism is multicultural and multiethnic, as writers 



 
 

from different social backgrounds use it to illustrate the characteristics of their mythologies, 

different opposing worldviews, and the cultural results of a long process of assimilation and 

transformation. Free from the restrictions of realism, these novels are dominated by mysterious 

appearances, living corpses, miraculous births, and healing rivers – all of which serve the purpose 

of representing the unrepresentable. 

 

Keywords: Magic Realism, Identity, Past, Memory, the Holocaust, Trauma, Jewish American 

Literature 

 


