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Abstract

Events with a traumatic dimension deviate from the traditional conceptual categories encoded in 
our capacity to articulate reality. The lack of linguistic means we have at our disposal for represent-
ing such events creates a challenge for the previous as well as the contemporary generation of writ-
ers attempting to visualize and preserve the knowledge of the traumatizing past through narrative. 
This paper will focus on Jonathan Safran Foer’s first novel Everything Is Illuminated, which will 
serve as a case study to exemplify the presence of the issues connected to the trauma of Holocaust 
survivors and the difficulties relating to its representation in the work of art. The concept of post-
memory and fragmentation of identity as a product of traumatic experience and subsequent trans-
mission will be elaborated. The paper will also emphasize the most significant themes presented 
in the trauma narrative – such as the concept of silence and memory – and will examine various 
alternative literary means applied in the novel to approach the past through new innovative modes. 
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The work of third-generation Jewish American novelists frequently involves an attempt 
to uncover the past via fiction. This endeavour to revive history has a commemorative 
purpose and emphasizes the importance of preserving knowledge and memory. These 
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practices, however, frequently evoke controversial responses, especially if they aim to 
deal with the history of the Shoah. An important issue associated with keeping the memory 
alive is the problem of ethics when finding the right means to represent trauma and its 
aftermath. The obsessive questions of many writers who have dealt with trauma narrative 
have included: how to give voice to something wordless? How to write about something 
indescribable such as the suffering of the European Jewry during the Second World War? 
Can we identify with stories of which we have no immediate experience? How can we 
represent the truly appalling atrocities that happened to our ancestors, and is it ethically 
justifiable to do so? The overwhelming majority of such questions cannot be resolved 
conclusively. It is, however, clear that restricting attention to the retellable aspects of the 
Holocaust poses a danger of undervaluing – and subsequently erasing the memory of – 
those events which cannot be expressed by applying standard approaches of naming. As 
Federman significantly states: “When the historians close their books, when the statisti-
cians stop counting and witnesses can no longer remember, then the poet, the novelist, 
the artist comes and surveys the devastated landscape left by the fire – the ashes. For if 
the essence, the meaning, or the meaninglessness of the Holocaust will survive our sordid 
history, it will be in works of art” (Federman). Foer respects Federman’s message and 
the importance of continual artistic reminiscence of the past. In his novel Everything Is 
Illuminated (2002), he probes into the accessibility of the Holocaust and trauma narrative 
as such, pointing out the uncertainty in representations of historical events. Moreover, by 
using alternative modes of writing and literary devices, he introduces new ways of under-
standing the disturbing past. 

When focusing on Foer’s novel from the point of view of trauma, some key terms 
should be elaborated. Trauma itself is a word of a Greek origin meaning wound, and dic-
tionaries mostly define it as “[a] bodily injury produced by an act of violence or some 
agency outside the body; the condition resulting from the injury; or a startling experience 
that has a lasting effect on mental life” (Borrowman 4). However, it should be realized that 
there is no general, clear-cut definition of the term, as it has frequently been redefined. The 
history of trauma studies dates back to the first half of the twentieth century and is associ-
ated with the work of Sigmund Freud, Pierre Janet and Jean Martin Charcot (Vickroy 15). 
What had previously been termed shell shock, describing the symptoms of the soldiers 
exposed to horrific experiences during the First World War, was redefined several times 
in the subsequent decades. The term PTSD (posttraumatic stress disorder) as an official 
diagnosis was introduced in 1980 by the American Psychiatric Association due to the Viet-
nam War veterans who were dissatisfied with the poor psychological treatment available 
upon their arrival from the war zone (Wilson 7). Trauma as such is not determined by time 
or place; however the Second World War and the atrocities perpetrated against European 
Jews have contributed to more intense research in this field and consequent efforts to rep-
resent trauma on the artistic level.

Foer’s novel Everything Is Illuminated probes into the very nature of trauma, working 
with the dark history of Eastern European Jews who were victims of mass murder by the 
Nazi forces during the Second World War. However, the book does not look into the lives 
of the traumatized exclusively; it goes further and touches on the complex phenomenon of 
trauma transmission – that is, the impact of traumatic experiences on later generations. The 
transmission of trauma operates on two levels. The direct descendants of the traumatized 
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people are within the category of intergenerational transmission. Hoffman calls this the 
hinge generation, in which the trauma lives on in a reshaped form to match the new sets 
of relationships within the contemporary world (Hoffman 103). Even more applicable in 
the context of the book is the concept of the transgenerational transmission of trauma, 
which describes the influence of an event with an immense traumatic dimension on the 
third generation – who did not live through trauma and most likely did not witness the tes-
timonies of their grandparents who are gradually passing away. These witnesses through 
imagination may have at their disposal only documents and relics, such as photographs of 
their ancestors’ past.

As has already been indicated, the transmission of trauma is based on the idea that the 
most terrifying incidents cannot and do not disappear on their own, but they contaminate 
other members of the family or close community. The subsequent generation, although 
having no right to appropriate the experiences of their ancestors, develops strikingly simi-
lar anxieties and other posttraumatic stress reactions. This process is often unconscious 
and the people do not realize that the past trauma still continues to live within them. These 
children in question are either constantly confronted with their parents’ testimonies, or 
they do not know their family past at all due to their parents’ muteness in the face of the 
traumatizing events. If the situation within the family follows the first pattern, the children 
usually develop identical symptoms with those of their parents, such as anxiety attacks, 
emotional instability, and feelings of guilt. There is also a danger that they may appro-
priate the horrific experiences and over-identify themselves with their parents’ burdens 
(Codde 675). However, the second occurrence is equally dangerous. Children who do not 
have access to family history are forced to live with a black hole, which they are unable 
to fill with anything meaningful. Their identity becomes as fragmented as the informa-
tion they have at their disposal. Marianne Hirsch has studied the aftermath of trauma for 
nearly two decades, coining the term postmemory to describe this relationship between the 
subsequent generation and the one which preceded it and lived through the trauma. The 
space of transmission is predominantly the family. However, Hirsch stresses that post-
memory reaches the national level too, as the Holocaust legacy is passed to the second and 
even third generation through various mediators – including photographs which have such 
inclusive power that they evoke within the viewer the impression of immediate proximity 
and the fear of a probable recurrence of the events they capture. Hirsch sees her concept 
of postmemory as indirect knowledge acquired through the inter- and transgenerational 
transmission of a traumatic event. As she states: “It is looking backward while defining the 
present in relation to a troubled past rather than initiating new paradigms” (Hirsch 106). 
Many scholars are occupied by the question how this sense of living connection between 
the generations continues to live when the generation of survivors becomes gradually lost 
in time. Hoffman and Hirsch believe it is the guardianship of the traumatizing past that 
forces the memories forward and enables them to pass into history (Hirsch 104). 

Everything Is Illuminated works with all of the above-mentioned realities, transferring 
them into a work of art. The novel is partly autobiographical as it follows the real search 
of the author, Jonathan Safran Foer, who set off to the Ukraine to find a woman who 
might have saved his grandfather from the Nazis. Just as in the story, Foer had only an old 
photograph of this mysterious woman and the name of the place where his father lived 
before the war, the shtetl Trachimbrod. Eventually, he found neither the woman nor the 
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shtetl. Literally the only thing left of the Jewish village was a memorial stone in an empty 
field devoted to the victims of the massacre. This fragmented information served him as 
the framework for the novel and inspired his many questions penetrating throughout the 
story: “My mind wanted to invent... But I wondered, is the Holocaust exactly that which 
cannot be imagined? What are one’s responsibilities to ‘the truth’ of a story, and what is 
‘the truth’? Can historical accuracy be replaced with imaginative accuracy? The eye with 
the mind’s eye?” (Mullan). Based on these contemplations, Foer created an immensely 
interesting and playful literary work in which he elaborates on frequently discussed issues 
associated with trauma and its above-mentioned aspects. 

The book itself consists of many layers, which are not presented chronologically. The 
story, which takes place in the present, depicts the journey of Jonathan Safran Foer in his 
search of Augustine. Jonathan is accompanied by a Ukrainian interpreter, Alex Perchov, 
the narrator of this section, and his grandfather. Alex’s letters to Jonathan are also incor-
porated within the story, although the reader is never given access to Jonathan’s letters. 
Their content is only implied in Alex’s responses to them. Jonathan, however, is given 
a voice in the no less important section about the history of the Jewish shtetl Trachimbrod. 
The reader is presented here with the life of the shtetl’s inhabitants, and the narration fol-
lows several generations in the family line of Jonathan’s grandfather. The depiction is 
interwoven with magical elements penetrating throughout the whole Trachimbrod section, 
which begins in 1791 and culminates in the pre-World War II period. The incorporation of 
supernatural features into the work of the contemporary writers portraying the Holocaust 
and other trauma-related subjects is not a rare occurrence. Joseph Skibell’s A Blessing on 
the Moon (1997) witnesses a dead Jew occupying his former house, now usurped by Polish 
peasants, and later wandering about his native country. Markus Zusak’s The Book Thief 
(2005), set in Nazi Germany, is narrated by Death, who gives an account of the experience 
of a young German girl providing shelter to a Jewish man. In the novel The World to Come 
(2006) by Dara Horn, the reader is presented with extra-terrestrial beings representing our 
deceased relatives, who pass their legacy on to not-yet-born children in the supernatural 
World to Come. The presence of imaginary features in a novel is referred to as magical 
realism. William Spindler explains magical realist texts as “[t]exts where two contrasting 
views of the world (one rational and one magical) are presented as if they were not con-
tradictory” (Spindler 78). The engagement of these distinct features operating on the same 
level creates in the reader an attitude of acceptance of the naturalness of the supernatural 
and improbable. Such practices may, however, raise moral questions. Brian McHale advo-
cates the legitimacy of gaps in history as adequate sources for fabulation. In the context 
of Everything is Illuminated, the destroyed Trachimbrod, which no longer exists on the 
maps and hardly exists in people’s minds, creates what McHale calls a dark area of history 
where it is ethically justifiable to incorporate imaginary elements (McHale 87). There are 
many instances of such practices in the Trachimbrod section: prophetic dreams, a glowing 
copulative voltage enabling Trachimbrod to be seen from space, the deceased philosopher 
Pinchas T. who continues to participate in the shtetl’s political affairs, Brod’s birth without 
the presence of an umbilical cord, and numerous other cases. The integration of magical 
realism makes it possible for the unreal mode to articulate the absences in the historical 
reality. Adams also suggests that applying supernatural features within the scope of the 
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text mainly implies “[t]he lack of ideological neutrality characterizing all narratives about 
the past, destabilizing the possibility of transparent historical knowledge” (Adams 64). 

This opens up another significant issue dealt with by the novel – the problem relating 
to the representation of historical events in general. As Christopher Blake rightly points 
out, historians can never come to an absolute agreement when giving accounts of what 
has happened, because no person can hold a completely objective standpoint independent 
of the customs and tastes of the period. Moreover, what is considered justifiable in one 
generation may end up being viewed as deplorable in the following generation (Blake 
61). Recording a historical event is always a matter of selection, suppression and prioritiz-
ing, where the role of a personal factor cannot be overlooked. Biased views and subjec-
tive choices of discourse result in a plural description of a single event. The omnipresent 
ambiguity veiling key events in the novel touches this complex question of the possibility 
of representing history impartially. This can be exemplified in the Trachimbrod people’s 
unreliable accounts of events as well as in Alex’s and Jonathan’s writings, upon which 
Alex himself comments:

 
we are being very nomadic with the truth, yes? Do you think that this is acceptable 
when we are writing about things that occurred? ... If your answer is yes, then it cre-
ates another question, which is if we are to be such nomads with the truth, why do we 
not make the story more premium than life?  (Foer 179) 

Most prominent, however, is the lack of clarity surrounding the Grandfather’s identity. 
An attentive reader anticipates right from the beginning of the story that the role of the 
Grandfather will be somehow significant for the further development of the events (his 
name starts with a capital letter; besides his sudden outbursts of anti-Semitic remarks he 
suffers from frequent melancholy and daydreaming). The unveiling of the Grandfather’s 
past culminates in his testimony, in which he confesses that before the war he lived in 
Kolki, a shtetl near Trachimbrod, and had a Jewish best friend called Herschel, whom he 
had to betray in order to save his and his family’s lives. In the sequence of information, the 
reader learns the Grandfather’s real name – Eli, which is of Hebrew origin and means God 
is my judge. In the Old Testament, the highest priest and the judge of Israel, teacher of the 
prophet Samuel, bore the name Eli (“Eli”). The metaphorical meaning of a judge is partic-
ularly interesting when we consider the Grandfather’s function during the Nazi interven-
tion. It is the judge’s role to decide about the fate of other people, as it was in the Grand-
father’s case when he had to point to Herschel, call him a Jew and therefore seal his fate. 
Together with other implicit remarks, the conclusion may be drawn that the Grandfather 
is also a Jew, who was forced into a so-called grey zone, a term which Primo Levi coined 
to explain the situation of numerous Jews who faced extreme ethical dilemmas and had 
to choose between impossibilities (Petropoulos xvii). This paradigmatic concept of moral 
dispute within the human has been accepted and elaborated by many scholars dealing with 
the Holocaust. To identify with this interpretation is therefore only logical, and within the 
context of the book, it explains various ambiguous moments of the story. However, it is 
vital to note that the Grandfather’s Jewish origin is nowhere stated explicitly. There are 
even passages where the reader works with the naturally deduced presumption that the 
Grandfather is one of many Ukrainian perpetrators. Grandfather is not the only character 
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in the book with a blurred and disunited identity. The subjective shaping of personality is 
also visible in Alex’s letters to Jonathan, in which he poses as a flamboyant philanderer 
describing his numerous premium experiences with women. It is only later in the novel, 
during Alex’s emotional transformation, that he reveals his true self and balances his inner 
duality. The fact that nothing in the book is truly definite and all the events and characters 
are veiled in ambiguity is tremendously important and meaningful in connection to the 
fragmented information we have at our disposal when learning about our ancestors’ past. 
Again, the reader is left with the same remnants and disputable accounts of events as the 
third generation when searching for their family legacy. 

The theme of the past’s invariability permeates the whole novel, as is apparent through 
the frequent impracticable efforts of the characters to reverse the events of the past. This 
phenomenon appears frequently in the work of young Jewish writers. As Codde says: 
“Because of their powerlessness in the face of the past, the creation of absent presences 
in the work of third-generation Jewish American novelists always involves an attempt 
to undo the past via fiction” (Codde 688). When Alex finds out about his Grandfather’s 
secret, he urges Jonathan to change the course of events in his novel to acquit the Grand-
father of the guilt of Herschel’s death. He even appropriates the Grandfather’s experience 
and feelings of guilt; this is apparent as he refers to a shared sin even though he personally 
has no direct experience of the particular events. In another passage he tries to persuade 
Jonathan to change the tragic fate of people in Trachimbrod and points out that Jonathan 
too has tried to alter the truth. In his letter, Alex also stresses that through writing people 
have second chances. However, Jonathan is unwilling to listen to Alex’s plea and rejects 
such alterations of the past. Jonathan, being a descendant of the victims, does not come to 
terms with the feelings of injustice and betrayal, and he does not forgive Alex – who, in 
Jonathan’s eyes, represents the perpetrators. When dealing with the concept of the endeav-
our to alter history, a typical passage can be found in the Trachimbrod section, which looks 
back into the life of Jonathan’s ancestors. When Jonathan’s Grandfather Safran writes 
secret love letters to a gypsy girl, he is looking for innovative ways to express his feelings 
towards her. Therefore he decides to cut out letters from newspapers describing the swift 
advances of the German army towards the Soviet border and uses them to create love 
letters. The same letters, assembled to form words of destruction such as army or Nazi, 
become parts of words with completely contradictory connotations. The reader witnesses 
a moving but nevertheless hopeless attempt by the two lovers to change a dreadful tragedy 
into a celebration of love and devotion. At the moment when Trachimbrod is being bombed 
by the Nazis, the passage purposefully freezes in time to give the people a chance to save 
themselves. However, the untouchability of the past becomes apparent as all attempts at 
reversing it fail and the course of events remains in motion in its natural sequence, just like 
it would in reality. The endeavour to manipulate history is not successful in terms of its 
influence on the past, but in terms of its effect on the future. It emphasizes the importance 
of preserving the knowledge of what has happened in order to shape what is yet to come.

Another issue arising from the problematic representation of history is the already-
mentioned concept of trauma writing. Adams stresses the lack of narrative schemata 
available for creating coherent historical narration, especially in the case of an event with 
a traumatic dimension, and draws attention to the integration of alternative features operat-
ing as a symbolic substitute to achieve a different mode of understanding (Adams 67). As 
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Mitchell adds, trauma narrative has to verbalize the visual language of dreams in order to 
enable the reader to infiltrate into the victim’s identity through the same illusive perception 
of events (Mitchell 132). To achieve such credible effects, Foer applies various writing 
approaches and strategies, such as breaking the linear structure of the story, repetition of 
words, the use of magical realism, frequent symbolic representations of reality, invoking 
visual images, and shifting the viewpoints of the narrators – among whom there is usually 
one who activates the victim’s suppressed memories. In the moment before the mass kill-
ing of Jews, Jonathan refuses to describe the event directly and employs devices such as 
nearly two pages of ellipses preceding the prophetic dream which gives the account of the 
subsequent (and at the same time ongoing) events:

Then they put all the Jews into the synagogue. (It was the same in every shtetl; it hap-
pened hundreds of times…). A young soldier tossed the nine volumes of The Book of 
Recurrent Dreams onto the bonfire of Jews, not noticing… that one of the pages fell 
out of the books and descended… on a child’s burnt face: 

9:613 – The dream of the end of the world. Bombs poured down from the sky explod-
ing across Trachimbrod in bursts of light… hundreds of bodies poured into the brod 
that river with my name I embraced them with open arms come to me come…  (Foer 
272)

The substitution of a conventional narrative style by the prophetic dream serves as 
a very effective device, as it gives the dream free range to communicate what the narrative 
itself would be unable to achieve by employing a plain depiction of the event. There is 
another powerful example where the deviation from the traditional schema in the portrayal 
of the events makes it possible to express trauma. The unveiling of the Grandfather’s past 
culminates in his testimony written as a stream of consciousness with decomposed syntax, 
in order to approach such traumatic testimony reliably and tangibly:

I felt Herschel’s hand again and I know that his hand was saying pleaseplease Eli 
please I don’t want to die please do not point at me do not point at me I’m afraid of 
dying I am soafraidofdying Iamsoafraidofdying who is a Jew the general asked me 
again and I felt on my other hand the hand of Grandmother and I knew she was hold-
ing your father and that he was holding you and that you were holding your children 
and I’m afraid of dying Iamsoafraidofdying and I said he is a Jew…  (Foer 250)

The story introduces another traumatized character unable to overcome the horrific 
images of the past. When Lista, a survivor of the Nazi attack on the shtetl, gives her testi-
mony of the incidents preceding the destruction of Trachimbrod and all its inhabitants, she 
replaces her persona with her sister’s, which enables her to speak about the trauma. This 
phenomenon occurs frequently in survivors’ testimonies; it relates to the fragmentation of 
identity which results from a traumatic experience. In psychology, fragmentation may be 
framed as “[a] lack of narrative identity which implies a continuity of the personal past, 
present and future and is essentially based on the capacity of persons to integrate contra-
dictory aspects and tendencies into a coherent overarching sense and view of themselves” 
(Alghamdi 182). In other words, it may be understood as a disoriented identity in multiple 
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selves. An individual’s disjointed memory causes different aspects of our identity to be 
in disharmony; this makes the person unable to perceive the experience through standard 
and stable patterns. That is why the traumatized person unconsciously splits the identity 
into “I” and “he/she”. Caruth claims that such splitting is a defence mechanism which 
enables the victim to prevent the past from preoccupying his/her mind by implementing 
an inner dualism (Caruth 3). However, as Caruth adds, the past will keep reappearing 
independently of the person’s will in uncontrollable flashbacks, nightmares or when some 
impulse – such as a particular smell, image or situation – triggers it. Again, Lista, who had 
experienced severe physical as well as psychological wounds, was unable to distinguish 
between past and present, and continued to live on the edge of reality, constantly haunted 
by her traumatic memories. This was apparent from her fixed belief that she was still tak-
ing care of her never-born child, as well as her obsessive inclination to hoard material 
remains. The reader comes to realize that the photographs and boxes she kept in her house, 
filled with memories of the deceased shtetl people, enable the past to be kept alive in the 
present. Lista’s collection evokes the perpetual availability of the past in the relatively 
approachable form of material traces. 

Foer’s novel also verbalizes the real phenomena invading the lives of traumatized peo-
ple – and that is the inability to express the trauma on the linguistic level. The unspeakabil-
ity of trauma is transparent in the passage where Lista informs Jonathan that his Grandfa-
ther visited her about a year later after the massacre in Trachimbrod. When they asked her 
what they were talking about, Lista replied:

“Nothing in truth… it was such a difficult time with talking. You were always afraid 
of saying the wrong thing, and usually it felt befitting not to say anything at all… I 
knew a man from Kolki who escaped and never said another word. It was like his lips 
were sewn shut with a needle and string. Just like that.”  (Foer 191)

Events that happened to European Jews during the Second World War are unimagi-
nable to those who do not have any direct experience of them. The survivors feel help-
lessness and anger that they could not reverse the course of events, which haunt them 
for the rest of their lives. Some of them overcame their fear and spoke out about their 
experience, but others decided to leave the past unexpressed and stayed mute. There is, 
however, another factor which contributes to the numbness of the traumatized – and that 
is the self-defensive repression of the traumatizing experience, which is of a biological 
nature and cannot be willingly overcome. Traumatic memory has a repetitive character, 
and is triggered by sudden impulses such as smells or particular images. This pattern, how-
ever, is realized subconsciously and prevents the victim from formulating his disjointed 
memories. Freud’s contemporary, Janet, stressed the importance of the transformation of 
such traumatic memory, where the victim is unable to communicate his experiences, into 
narrative memory, the stage where the event becomes integrated into the patient’s personal 
history. To achieve such transformation, an individual has to find a way to coherently 
verbalize his trauma, because memory as such should be activated by a question, not only 
subconsciously through random associations. Narrative truth therefore requires a listener, 
and is, unlike traumatic memory, a social act (Whitehead 140). 
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Muteness as a result of the inability to speak trauma becomes crucial when analyz-
ing the character of the Grandfather. The reader learns about the Grandfather’s pretended 
blindness at the very beginning. Further on it becomes clear that there is some inexplicable 
anxiety that makes him simulate being handicapped, a fear of collision with his long sup-
pressed memories. There is an obvious, although not yet known, reason for his strong dis-
inclination to join in the journey to Trachimbrod. This can be compared to Jonathan’s great 
effort to start out on his quest in order to find out more about his family legacy. The desire 
to know stands in striking contrast with the unwillingness to remember. Alex’s Grandfather 
has never trusted anyone with his experience from the war. Neither has he ever returned to 
Kolki, his home town. The reader has no doubt that the past haunts the Grandfather, as he 
has frequent nightmares and states of deep melancholy. The fact that he does not share his 
past with anyone may be caused by fear that no-one would understand, or – worse – that 
he would be rejected by the people he loves. He would also have to start dealing with his 
remorse as he still feels responsible for Herschel’s death. Grandfather’s story represents 
the feeling of guilt of thousands of people who survived while their families and friends 
were wiped out by the Nazis. The repetitive character of the traumatic symptoms and the 
reappearing past is typical of a process named acting-out, which LaCapra uses to describe 
the uncontrollable collision with the traumatizing experience, numbing the person’s abil-
ity to distinguish between the past, present and future by re-experiencing the event with 
a traumatic dimension. Acting-out stands in contrast to the process of working-through, 
where the traumatized person manages to mitigate the impact of the trauma on the per-
son’s psyche by gaining a critical distance from the trauma they suffered (LaCapra 119). 
In the context of the novel, the process of the Grandfather’s healing starts at the moment 
when he decides to share the trauma with his grandson Alex. Yet, the haunting memories 
consuming the Grandfather result in his suicide – which, as Buráková stresses, represents 
his inability to come to terms with the past, preventing him from completing the process 
of working-through (Buráková 75). 

In spite of the fact (as Kolář points out) that the novel mostly focuses on the transgener-
ational transmission of trauma, depicting the relationship of Alex and his Grandfather, the 
intergenerational transmission is also present in the role of an abusive father who ill-treats 
his children, especially Alex’s younger brother Igor (Kolář 47–48). A child apparently 
becomes affected by his ancestor’s past, being brought up in the dysfunctional family. The 
Grandfather’s confession at one point turns into the elucidation of his son’s despotism. 
He admits that because of the past events he was unable to express parental love towards 
his son, making love impossible because he loved him too much (Foer 251). Through the 
characters of the Grandfather, father and Alex, Foer demonstrates the expansive nature of 
trauma and its tendencies to contaminate other members of the family regardless of the 
time elapsed since the traumatizing event. 

Grandfather’s testimony and his subsequent suicide contributes to the completion of 
Alex’s mental transformation. It becomes obvious that Alex learns something invaluable 
when hearing his Grandfather’s confession:
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I didn’t listen to Grandfather, but to someone else, someone I had never encountered 
before, but whom I knew better than Grandfather. And the person who was listening 
to this person was not me but someone else, someone I had never been before but 
whom I knew better than myself.  (Foer 245)

There is an unconscious emptiness when people do not know about their family his-
tory, no matter how dark it may be. Alex, illuminated by uncovering his Grandfather’s 
past, decides to throw his father out of the house and so prevents his younger brother from 
adopting the pattern of carrying the burden of the past. Focusing on another significant 
character in the book, Jonathan and his personal enlightenment, Kolář states: “[his] ‘illu-
mination’ is achieved through the creative process, the result of which is Jonathan Safran 
Foer’s novel Everything is Illuminated” (Kolář 49). The concept of illumination which 
is vital to the book demonstrates how important it is to pass memory on to our children 
and the following generations. It also proves that the trauma from which an individual 
suffers has a direct impact on his descendants, and the only way to prevent the painful 
pattern from continuing is by gaining access to information which a person needs in order 
to exorcise the ghosts from the shared past. Schwab points to the concept of a phantom 
pain in connection to the offspring of the perpetrators. These children’s identity is nega-
tively marked by the crimes of their ancestors and creates an inherited legacy of violence. 
To come to terms with the family history, the second and third generation – because the 
process of healing is rarely completed within one generation – have to put the mourning 
of the Holocaust victims and the guilt of the perpetrators into words (Schwab 24). Foer’s 
book represents such an attempt. Moreover, his novel initiates another important type of 
progress – and that is the incorporation of both the victim’s and the perpetrator’s trauma 
within the scope of one work.  

The fact that even the muteness of survivors speaks for itself – silence is meaning-
ful – is apparent throughout the whole book. The positive attributes of silence become 
obvious in the passage where Alex and Jonathan are waiting outside the house for Lista 
and the Grandfather to come out. They are mutely peeling corn before Jonathan starts to 
open up and confides his early childhood memories to Alex. Alex rightly feels that tranquil 
moments are useful and silence is desirable as it creates a bridge for the other person’s 
thoughts to be expressed with no hindrances: 

I didn’t utter a thing, so that he would persevere. This was so difficult at times, 
because there existed so much silence. But I understanded understood that the silence 
was necessary for him to talk…with my silence, I gave him a space to fill.  (Foer 157)

Another moment where silence, although in its mediated form, performs an eloquent 
role is presented in the chapter where Lista leads Jonathan, Alex and the Grandfather to the 
site of Trachimbrod. As she has never before sat in any vehicle (which obviously frightens 
her), she prefers to walk the distance right in front of them, with frequent pauses caused 
by her exhaustion and old age. Therefore they are approaching the place very slowly. The 
three men are driving slowly behind Lista, watching her casting little rocks in front of her 
and then looking for them in order to cast them again. This powerfully depicted scene 
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creates an atmosphere of sacred silence and meditation preceding the revelation of the 
traumatic past. 

In respect to characters in the book haunted by their destructive memories, unable to 
articulate trauma, Foer repeatedly uses music as an alternative to speaking. In the passage 
from the Book of Antecedents (Foer 203) it is stated that Jews have always looked for 
ways to find a language which would represent no threat of misunderstanding. That is why 
the survivors of pogroms and traumatizing experiences did not give direct testimony but 
hummed instead. Music cannot be misinterpreted because it does not contain any linguis-
tic constructions and therefore is open to any interpretation. This concept is present in the 
novel in the passage where Alex interviews Lista having encountered her for the very first 
time. Alex inquires if she has ever heard of Trachimbrod or whether she has ever seen any 
of the people in the old photograph he shows to her. Alex, who anticipates that Lista knows 
more (even though she chooses not to reveal it), keeps asking her the same question over 
and over again. Lista’s negative replies are accompanied by humming, which intensifies in 
volume while she gradually opens herself up to long-suppressed memories. The humming 
may be understood as a self-protective shield which helps the traumatized to cope with the 
past invading the person’s mind. 

When dealing with the traumatizing past reaching far beyond the limits of possible lin-
guistic representation, Foer uses the above-mentioned devices and thus successfully fills 
up ‘dark’ historical areas which require different modes of treating the subject in order to 
approach narrative truth. And it is this distance from straightforward narration that helps 
the reader to extend his capacity of understanding and remodel the conventional modes 
through which he treats the historical reality. It is vital to find a way to express and remem-
ber the past in its original shape, not degenerated and fragmented by false interpretations 
or dehumanized informativeness. Art as an alternative lens for historical events creates 
a powerful transference for the subsequent generations. Schwab believes that the recipient 
of any form of art which portrays a traumatizing past is affected much more severely than 
one who is merely presented with plain historical facts (Schwab 23). Photographs as well 
as trauma narratives engage those who are dissociated from the events and so cut off from 
historical knowledge. It is for this very reason – the urgency to remember and offer the 
reader a new appreciation of the past, even through a mediator such as a novel – that young 
Jewish writers find new, inventive ways of perceiving history.
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