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When the Moon Was Ours is a captivating novel by Anna-Marie McLemore that explores themes
of identity, love, and the enchanting interplay between reality and fantasy. Set against a backdrop of
magical realism, this poignant story weaves together the lives of two young characters, Miel and
Sam, as they navigate their complex relationships and the societal pressures that seek to define
them. This article delves into the key elements of the novel, including its main themes, character
development, cultural significance, and the impact it has had on young adult literature.



Overview of the Novel

Published in 2016, "When the Moon Was Ours" is a young adult novel that combines elements of
magical realism with important social themes. The narrative follows Miel, a girl who has roses that
grow from her wrists and Sam, a boy who is grappling with his transgender identity. The
juxtaposition of Miel's magical abilities and Sam's journey of self-discovery creates a rich tapestry
that challenges conventional notions of normalcy and acceptance.

Plot Summary

The story unfolds in a small town where Miel has lived most of her life, grappling with her unique
gift and the expectations placed upon her by family and society. Sam, who has known Miel since
childhood, is fiercely protective of her. Together, they face various adversities, including the
mysterious group of witches who wish to control Miel's magical roses for their own gain. The
narrative intricately weaves their past experiences with their present struggles, making their bond
both a source of strength and a focal point of the challenges they encounter.

Main Themes

"When the Moon Was Ours" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, particularly
young adults. Understanding these themes can enhance the reading experience and unveil the layers
of meaning embedded within the narrative.

Identity and Self-Discovery

One of the central themes of the novel is the exploration of identity. Both Miel and Sam grapple with
their sense of self in a world that often imposes rigid definitions.

- Miel's Journey: Miel's magical roses symbolize her uniqueness and the struggles she faces in
embracing her identity. They serve as a physical manifestation of her emotional struggles and her
connection to her cultural heritage.

- Sam's Transformation: Sam's journey as a transgender boy highlights the challenges of self-
acceptance and societal acceptance. His experiences reflect the broader issues faced by many in the
LGBTQ+ community, portraying the internal and external battles one faces in the quest for
authenticity.

Love and Friendship

The bond between Miel and Sam is portrayed as a profound and transformative love. Their
relationship defies traditional labels and showcases the importance of acceptance and support.



- Romantic Love: The novel beautifully illustrates the nuances of romantic love, highlighting how it
can empower individuals to embrace their true selves.

- Friendship Dynamics: The strength of their friendship serves as a reminder of the importance of
companionship in overcoming life's obstacles and the societal pressures that seek to define them.

Culture and Heritage

Cultural background plays a crucial role in shaping the characters' identities and experiences. The
novel draws heavily on Mexican folklore, weaving cultural elements into the narrative.

- Magical Realism: The use of magical realism is emblematic of Latin American literature, and
McLemore's incorporation of this style enriches the storytelling.

- Cultural Challenges: The characters navigate the complexities of their cultural identities,
particularly how these identities intersect with their personal struggles and societal expectations.

Character Development

The characters in "When the Moon Was Ours" are multifaceted and undergo significant development
throughout the story. Their journeys are filled with trials that challenge their perceptions of
themselves and each other.

Miel

Miel is a character defined by her resilience and complexity. Her roses are not just a physical
attribute but also a metaphor for her emotional state. As she learns to embrace her abilities, she
grows from a girl seeking acceptance into a powerful young woman who understands the
importance of her identity.

Sam

Sam’s character represents the struggles of many transgender individuals as he learns to navigate a
world that often feels alien to him. His journey is one of courage, as he confronts societal
expectations while seeking to define his own identity. His protective nature towards Miel reveals his
deep emotional capacity and underlines the importance of love in the face of adversity.

Supporting Characters

The supporting characters, particularly the witches, add depth to the narrative. They represent
societal pressures and the darker aspects of desire and control. Their interactions with Miel and



Sam serve to heighten the stakes and illustrate the challenges the protagonists must overcome.

Cultural Significance

"When the Moon Was Ours" stands out as a significant contribution to young adult literature,
particularly within the context of diverse representation. McLemore's work highlights the
importance of visibility for marginalized communities, particularly in terms of gender identity and
cultural heritage.

Representation in Young Adult Literature

The novel adds to the growing body of work that seeks to represent diverse experiences in
literature. By centering characters from marginalized backgrounds, McLemore establishes a
narrative that resonates with readers who may feel unseen or unheard.

Impact on Readers

The themes of love, acceptance, and identity resonate deeply with readers, particularly young adults
navigating their paths. The portrayal of LGBTQ+ characters in a positive and multifaceted light
encourages discussions about diversity and acceptance in society.

Conclusion

"When the Moon Was Ours" is more than just a tale of love and magic; it is a profound exploration of
identity, acceptance, and the power of friendship. Anna-Marie McLemore's lyrical prose and
intricate storytelling invite readers into a world where the line between reality and fantasy blurs,
revealing deeper truths about the human experience. As the novel continues to inspire and resonate
with audiences, it serves as a testament to the importance of representation and the enduring power
of love in all its forms.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'When the Moon Was
Ours'?

The novel explores themes of identity, love, gender, and the intersection of reality and magic. It
delves into the struggles of its characters as they navigate their relationships and societal
expectations.



Who are the central characters in 'When the Moon Was Ours'?

The central characters are Miel, a young girl who grows roses from her wrists, and Sam, a boy who
hangs moons in trees. Their bond and experiences drive the narrative and highlight their unique
abilities.

What is the significance of the roses and moons in the novel?

The roses symbolize beauty, pain, and the complexity of identity, while the moons represent dreams,
magic, and the connection between the characters. Together, they embody the themes of
transformation and the power of love.

How does "When the Moon Was Ours' incorporate magical
realism?

The novel blends magical elements with real-world issues, creating a dreamlike atmosphere where
the extraordinary coexists with everyday life. This approach allows for a deeper exploration of the
characters' inner struggles and relationships.

What makes "When the Moon Was Ours' a unique coming-of-
age story?

The novel uniquely combines elements of magical realism with a poignant coming-of-age narrative,
focusing on the characters' journeys of self-discovery, acceptance, and the challenges they face in a
world that often feels hostile to their identities.
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