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Magic Realism:

Transformations and Migrations
of a Disputed Critical Category

Abstract

Magic realism is a disputed critical category. Because of its migration across artistic and
geographical contexts, the critical value of magic realism remains somewhat uncertain.
The term, first applied to European pictorial art, is now most frequently applied to Latin
American literary texts within the context of postcolonial thought. For many critics,
magic realism should only be discussed in this context. Yet, the term is increasingly
linked to other sorts of texts and different theoretical perspectives — though the
usefulness of doing so remains largely unexplored. Uncertainty also surrounds the
supposed formal qualities described by magic realism. Magic realism 1s most commonly
linked to the fantastic and placed in opposition to realism. Some critics, however, cast
doubts upon its usefulness when linked so closely to the fantastic while others call for

its dismissal.

Central to this thesis 1s the argument that, despite the uncertainty associated with the
term and calls for its abandonment, magic realism 1s an important and valuable critical
term. I explore this value by applying the term to four key texts frequently referred to as
magic realist works: Franz Katka’s Metamorphosis (1916), Glinter Grass’s The Tin
Drum (1959), Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus (1984) and Salman Rushdie’s The
Satanic Verses (1988). These references, moreover, link magic realism to a number of
different theoretical perspectives: psychoanalytical thought, historiography, feminism
and postcolonialism. The usefulness of linking magic realism to such perspectives, with

the exception of postcolonialism, remains unexamined.

This thesis, indeed, represents the only full-length and dedicated discussion of these
novels and the theory associated with them in relation to magic realism. It argues that
these four novels indicate that magic realism may be used productively, but that its full
critical value lies in a more complex understanding of the category in terms of the

formal qualities and relations it might describe and the theoretical perspectives it might

be linked to.



Introduction

Thousands of web sites, hundreds of articles and dozens of books point to the existence
of a critical category termed “magic realism”. These sources comprise an enormous
body of criticism with a history that can be traced back to the 1920s. The critical value
of magic realism, however, remains somewhat uncertain. Fredric Jameson, for example,
points to magic realism’s ‘terminological complexities — which might be grounds for
abandoning the concept altogether’.' Some critics go so far as to describe magic realism
as a ‘theoretical void’,” in danger of becoming a ‘cheap cliché’.” For opponents of the
term such as Emir Rodriguez Monegal, magic realism is not only a term lacking

precision, but is used by ‘lazy novelists and still lazier critics’.”

In this thesis, I argue that though there are certainly problems associated with the term,
magic realism can be used productively as a critical category. I do so by applying the
term to four key texts chosen for the frequency with which they are described as magic
realist works: Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis (1916), Gilnter Grass’s The Tin Drum
(1959), Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus (1984) and Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic
Verses (1988). These novels present particularly interesting opportunities for an
exploration of the critical value of the term magic realism. For, despite the numerous
references to them as examples of magic realism, there are no full-length studies of them
as such. References to these novels, moreover, place magic realism in relation to a
number of different theoretical perspectives: psychoanalytical thought, historiography,
feminism and postcolonialism. Yet, the usefulness of linking magic realism to such

perspectives, with the exception ot postcolonialism, 1s similarly unexamined. This

' Fredric Jameson, ‘On Magic Realism in Film’, Critical Inquiry, 12.2 (1986), p. 302.

* This description was first applied to magic realism by Roberto Gonzalez Echevarri, quoted in Amaryll
Chanady, ‘The Origins and Development of Magic Realism in Latin American Fiction’, in Magic Realism
and Canadian Literature: Essays and Stories, eds Peter Hinchcliff and Ed Jewinski (Waterloo: University
of Waterloo Press, 1986), p. 49.

* Peter Carey. quoted in Laura Moss, ““Forget those damnfool realists!” Salman Rushdie’s Self-Parody as
the Magic Realist’s “"Last Sigh™’, Ariel: A Review of International English Literature, 29.4 (1998), p. 121.
* Emir Rodriguez Monegal, ‘Surrealism, Magical Realism, Magical Fiction: A Study in Confusion’, in
Surrealismo/Surrealismos Latinoamerica y Espana, eds Peter G. Earle and German Gullon (Department

of Romance Languages: University of Pennsylvania, 1980). p. 27.



thesis, indeed, represents the only full-length and dedicated discussion of these novels

and the theory associated with them in relation to magic realism.

The central question addressed by this thesis is: is there any value in reading
Metamorphosis, The Tin Drum, Nights at the Circus and The Satanic Verses as magic
realist works in the light of the theory associated with them? The significance of this
question lies in two related aspects of the uncertainty surrounding magic realism — those

of context of use and of the proper formal understanding of the term.

“Magic realism” was first coined by the German art critic Franz Roh in his work Nach-
Expressionismus, Magischer Realismus: Probleme der neuesten Europdischen Malerei
(Post-Expressionism, Magic Realism: Problems of the Newest European Painting).” In
this work, Roh applies magic realism to the realm of European pictorial art ot the inter-
war years and to artists such as Otto Dix, Carl Grossberg, George Grosz, Christian
Schad, Georg Schrimpf, Franz Radziwill and Adolt Ziegler. For critics such as Seymour
Menton, the 1925 publication of Roh’s book serves to position magic realism 1n relation
to a specific geographical, political and historical context. According to Menton, Roh’s
study reveals a post-war ‘search for an alternative to the limitations of an overly rational
and technological society.”® Magic realism, for Menton, represents a European response
to the horror of the world’s first truly industrial war, and a specifically German response
to the bitterness of defeat and the enormous political, social and economic turmoil

resulting from the conditions of surrender.

The manner in which magic realist artists responded to this turmoil, however, varied
enormously. During the inter-war years, magic realist works expressed different
responses to the social and political context of their production ranging from the overtly
political, through to conservative, even sentimental works of art. Artists such as Dix and

Grosz represent two of the most politicised painters of magic realism during this period.

> Franz Roh, Nach-Expressionismus, Magischer Realismus: Probleme der neuesten Europdischen
Malerei (Leipzig: Klinkhardt & Biermann, 1925), (my translation of title). For English translation with
additions, see: Franz Roh, German Art in the Twentieth Century, trans. Juliene Roh (New York: Graphic
Society, 1968).

° Seymour Menton, Magic Realism Rediscovered: 1918-1981 (London: Associated University Presses,
1983). p. 10.



Dix’s images of post-war desolation and mutilation alongside bourgeois excess and
decadence contained in ‘Metropolis’ (1927/28), and Grosz’s depiction of the human
suffering caused by capital accumulation in works such as ‘Gray Day’ (1921), for
example, clearly point to their involvement in left wing political organisations. Artists
such as Carl Grossberg, Franz Radziwill and Georg Schrimpf, however, adopted a more
strictly conservative tone, depicting finely detailed, but nostalgic, urban and rural

landscapes that revealed nothing of the German post-war experience.

Despite their obvious thematic differences, according to Roh such artists share qualities
that go beyond the specific geographical and historical context of their production. Roh
locates their works, and consequently the critical category of magic realism, within a
larger cycle, or “breathing rhythm’ of art history best understood 1n terms of an historical
struggle between representation and abstraction.” For Roh, the term magic realism
describes a broad artistic movement, a general shift in emphasis, against what he
considers the formal excesses of Expressionism and towards a more faithful rendering
of the object of representation. Roh describes this shift in emphasis as a reintegration of
‘reality into the heart of visibility’.® This is achieved, Roh argues, through use of sharp
focus, objectivity (in the sense of not privileging a single view or perspective over
another), coldness or soberness in the act of representation and the effacement of the
painting process by avoiding the expressiveness of heavy brushstrokes. Yet, though such
techniques are well suited to creating images that create the 1llusion of a photograph,
Roh warns against what he terms ‘simple external imitation’.” Such an attempt, he
argues, would drain painting of its artistic significance — 1t would ‘find itself trampled to
death by those marvellous machines (photography and film) that imitate reality so

incomparably well”."

" Franz Roh, “Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism’, trans. Wendy B. Faris, in Magical Realism: Theory,
History, Community, eds Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris (Durham and London: Duke
University Press, 1995), p. 17.

® Franz Roh, ‘Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism’, p. 18.

’ Franz Roh, ‘Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism’, p. 25.

'Y Franz Roh, *Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism’, p. 25 (Roh’s parentheses).



Roh’s formulation of magic realism is designed to situate the term within formal
debates. Magic realism is intended to designate, Roh suggests, a ‘New Realism’.!" For
Roh, realism is a constantly evolving form and the critical category of magic realism 1s
intended to signal a significant stage in that evolution.'* Although it is supposed to
describe an artistic movement towards a faithful rendering of the object of
representation, Roh conceives magic realism as an ‘intuitive’ realism, one that
represents ‘betore our eyes, in an intuitive way, the fact, the interior figure, of the
exterior world’."” 1t is, therefore, a term that might also be applied to works that present
distorted versions of the real if that distortion ultimately leads to greater clarity. For
Roh, magic realism 1s a form of realism rooted as much in acts of imagination as in
representation. Roh suggests that magic realism 1s a realism that may be located between
two philosophical poles — one seeking to remain 1n relation to reality as something
clearly existing and knowable, and another passing beyond such knowledge to fantastic
constructions of its own. Roh, describing magic realism as a new philosophical position,
argues that 1t ‘will exist on a middle ground not through weakness but, on the contrary,

through energy and awareness of its strength. It will be a sharp edge, a narrow ledge

between two chasms on the right and the left’.'*

Magic realism is still discussed in the context of pictornal art.”> It is, however. within a
literary context that most contemporary criticism chooses to make use of the term. '
This usage has traditionally side-stepped the problem of applying a term developed in

the plastic arts to a literary realm, preferring instead to locate magic realism within a

'! Franz Roh, ‘Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism’, p. 19.

'> Franz Roh, ‘Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism’, p. 24.

" Franz Roh, ‘Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism’, p. 24 (Roh’s italic).

'Y Franz Roh, ‘Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism’, p. 23.

"> For examples of this discussion, see: Seymour Menton, Magic Realism Rediscovered, Wechsler,
Jeffrey, ‘Magic Realism: Defining the Indefintte’, Art Journal, 45.4 (1985), 293-298; Nancy-Lou
Patterson, ‘The Spiritual Eye: Magic Realism in Art’, in Hinchclitf, Peter, and Ed Jewinski eds, Magic
Realism and Canadian Literature: Essays and Stories (Waterloo: University of Waterloo Press, 1986) 23-
33: Eunice Agar, ‘Tradition and Innovation’, American Artist, 54.578 (1990), pp. 56-86.

' Roh briefly mentioned magic realism in a literary context, dedicating just a few lines to authors such as
Arthur Rimbaud, Emile Zola, Carl Sternheim, Heinrich Mann, Georg Kaiser. Berthold Brecht and Walter
Mehring. See: Irene Guenther, ‘Magic Realism, New Objectivity, and the Arts during the Weimar
Republic’, p. 57.



specific geographical literary context — that of Latin American fiction.'” In doing so,
moreover, such criticism also restricts usage of the category to the theoretical and
literary context of postcolonialism.'® James Irish, for example, argues that literary magic
realism ‘must be evaluated in the context of the general attempt by nineteenth and
twentieth century Latin American thinkers to discover, analyse and define the truly
characteristic features of the Latin American reality’."” Irish charts magic realism’s
literary history in terms of the struggle of Latin American writers to gain freedom from
European artistic influence so they might establish an indigenous literary mode capable
of fully expressing what he describes as the ‘transcendental values ot our reality’.”
Above all, for Irish, this 1s a mysterious reality, too enormous, too complex, for

traditional European forms to encompass. Similarly, Cynthia Duncan argues that the

early part of the twentieth century witnessed an increasing sense that:

Words, 1deas and literary traditions that had given voice to European thought for
centuries no longer served to express American reality. Even the concept of
‘reality’ seemed to vary from one hemisphere to another, for what seemed a

commonplace practice or belief in indigenous Mexico struck the Spaniard as

. . 21
fantastic or bizarre.

Debate continues as to the precise origins of magic realism within a Latin American
literary context. Angel Flores, perhaps the most intfluential critic on magic realism,

points to the 1935 publication of Jorge Luis Borges™ collection Historia universal de la

- — — - i

'" It remains unclear why critics adopted the term magic realism and applied it to this geographical
context. Some critics, however, point to the translation of Roh’s work into Spanish as one possible
explanation for the migration and transformation ot the term. For example, see: Enrique Anderson Imbert,
““Magical Realism” in Spanish-American Fiction’, The International Fiction Review, Vol. 2 (1975), p. 2.
'® My use of the term postcolonialism is intended to indicate a broad range of different theoretical and
artistic engagements with the experience and legacy of European colonialism and the relations that are

continuing to develop between the colonial powers and their former colonies.

1% James Irish, ‘Magical Realism: A Search for Caribbean and Latin American Roots’, The Literary Half-
Yearly, 11.2 (1970), p. 127.

Y James Irish, ‘Magical Realism: A Search for Caribbean and Latin American Roots’, p. 138.

2] Cynthia Duncan, The Fantastic and Magic Realism in the Contemporary Mexican Short Story as a
Reflection of Lo Mexicana” (University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign. Ph.D.: University Microfilms
International, 1983), p. 39.



infamia as ‘the point of departure of this new phase of Latin American literature of
magical realism’.”* Luis Leal, however, responding to Flores’ article, points to the
Venezuelan Arturo Uslar Pietri as the writer responsible for first applying the term to a
Latin American Literary context.” Pietri writes: ‘What became prominent in the short
story and left an indelible mark there was the consideration of man as a mystery
surrounded by realistic facts. A poetic predilection or a poetic denial of reality. What for

lack of another name could be called a magic realism.”**

For most critics, however, the Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier supplies the first fully
developed combination of magic realist theory and practice to the Latin American
literary context. Carpentier certainly allows for such a reading of his work when 1n the
prologue to his novel The Kingdom of this World (1949) he describes his writing in
relation to a specifically Latin American form of literary expression he termed the

marvellous real. Carpentier writes:

After sensing the unmistakable witchery of Haiti, and having found sign of
magic along the red roads of the Central Plateau, and after hearing the drums of
the Petro and the Rada, I found myself comparing this recently experienced,
marvellous reality with the exhausting presumption of evoking the marvellous

which characterized certain European literatures of the last thirty years.”

When Carpentier writes that in Haiti he ‘found the marvellous real at every turn’, he 1s
describing his freshly awakened awareness of the rich historical and cultural heritage of
the Latin American continent. According to Carpentier, ‘the presence and vitality of this
marvellous real was not the unique privilege of Hait1 but the heritage of all of America,

where we have not yet begun to establish an inventory of our cosmogonies’.*°

*> Angel Flores, ‘Magic Realism in Spanish American Fiction’, Hispania, 38 (1955), p. 189.

> Luis Leal, ‘Magical Realism in Spanish American Literature’, trans. Wendy B. Faris, in Magical
Realism: Theory, History, Community. p. 120.

4 Arturo Uslar Pietri, Letras y Hombres de Venezuala (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Economica,
1949), pp. 161-2. Translated by Wendy B. Faris, in Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris eds,
Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community. p. 120.

> Alejo Carpentier, ‘On the Marvellous Real in America’, trans. Tanya Huntington and Lois Parkinson
Zamora, in Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, p. 84.

26 Alejo Carpentier, ‘On the Marvellous Real in America’, p. 87.



Through an understanding of Latin American reality as marvellous, Carpentier claims to
re-discover a world he can call his own. Carpentier argues, moreover, that it 1s through
the marvellous real that a distinctly Latin American literary style finds expression. The
marvellous real represents. for Carpentier, an authentic expression of a Latin America
breaking away from European artistic models that serve only to express a European
world-view. In his attack upon European art, Carpentier 1s especially critical of the
Surrealists. Though Carpentier was himself for a time 1n the late 1920s and early 1930s
closely associated with the French Surrealist movement, he attacks the Surrealists as
‘dream technicians become bureaucrats’.?’ For Carpentier, the Surrealist juxtaposing of
differences, their appeal to myths and dreams, expressed little more than a contrived
sense of the marvellous when compared to the actualities of such juxtapositions found in

the marvellous reality of the Latin American continent.

Carpentier, 1n his essay ‘The Baroque and the Marvellous Real’, seems to suggest that
his conception of the marvellous real should not be confused with magic realism.*® The
great majority of critics, however, insist upon conflating the two terms. Irish, for
example, uses the marvellous real and magic realism as though they were
interchangeable terms. Leal, even as he points to the critical confusion arising from the
conflation of the two terms, discusses Carpentier’s The Kingdom of this World in terms
of its magic realist qualities.” Enrique Anderson Imbert points to the sense of
strangeness generated by Carpentier’s The Lost Steps (1953) and positions it as
‘characteristic of “magical realism™.”” Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris

introduce Carpentier’s marvellous real as ‘a uniquely American form of magic

: 3]
realism’.

Yet it was not until 1955, with the publication of Angel Flores’ paper ‘Magic Realism in

Spanish American Fiction’, that the actual term ‘magic realism’ was formally linked to

*” Alejo Carpentier, ‘On the Marvellous Real in America’, p. 85.

28 Alejo Carpentier, ‘The Baroque and the Marvellous Real’, trans. Tanya Huntington and Lois Parkinson
Zamora in Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, pp.102-3.

*? Luis Leal, ‘Magical Realism in Spanish American Literature’, p. 121.

*? Enrique Anderson Imbert, ‘“Magical Realism” in Spanish-American Fiction’, p. 2.

*! Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris eds, Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community. p. 75.



Latin American literature. In this article, Flores makes no mention of Carpentier or the
marvellous real. Like Carpentier, however, Flores describes a distinctly Latin American
literature — one that represents a more authentic response by Latin American authors to
their continent. Flores uses the term magic realism to indicate ‘a genuinely Latin
American fiction’, and goes on to declare that ‘we may now claim, without apologies,
that Latin America is no longer 1n search of its expression, [...| we may now claim that

Latin America possesses an authentic expre':ssion’..3 :

Flores 1s writing in response to criticism of Latin American fiction as second-rate and 1s
clearly attempting to establish the credibility of Latin American literature by describing
it as magic realist.”” Flores points to the qualities of writers such as Borges, Silvina O
Campo, Adolfo Bioy Casares and Enrique Anderson Imbert, and describes them in
terms of a core of excellence from which Latin America’s literary future might develop.
For more contemporary critics, the notion of a core of excellence culminates in the
works of ‘Boom’ writers such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Mario Vargas Llosa and Julio
Cortazar and 1s still very evident in the works of authors such as Isabel Allende and
Laura Esquival.”* As Doris Sommer observes, the Latin American ‘Boom’ sensation
established the notion that Latin American authors had ‘invented a truly proper
language, it seemed that the Adamic dream had come true. Latin Americans could
finally (re)name the world and, in doing so, name themselves. Caliban could at last

: : 5
possess his own kingdom.”

*2 Angel Flores, ‘Magic Realism in Spanish American Fiction’, p. 192.

3 Angel Flores, ‘Magic Realism in Spanish American Fiction’, p. 192.

** According to Gerald Martin, the Latin American ‘boom’ started with the publication of Carlos Fuentes’
Where the Air is Clear (1958) and reached its climax with Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years
of Solitude (1967). For Martin, the term ‘boom’ describes a period of self-conscious literary production in
Latin America fuelled by a sense of cultural emancipation from European intluence. He discusses One
Hundred Years of Solitude, for example, as a text that ‘is perfectly aware of its own literary-historical
significance, one whose implicit claim is that the ‘boom’ itself was a proof of the end of neo-colonialism
and the beginning of true liberation’. See: Gerald Martin, Journeys through the Labyrinth: Latin
American Fiction in the Twentieth Century (London: Verso, 1989), p. 233.

3> Doris Sommer., ‘Irresistible Romance: The Foundational Fictions of Latin America’, in Homi K.

Bhabha (ed.), Nation and Narration (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 71, (Sommer’s italic and parentheses).
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When critics apply the term to early Latin American magic realists such as Alejo
Carpentier, echoes of the category’s origins in realist debates remain. For Carpentier’s
description of a Latin American reality as marvellous 1s one that stays rooted 1n a very
real and tangible experience of that reality — unimpaired by what Carpentier considers a
European response to Latin America 1n terms of the fantastic.”® Leal, for example,
conflates Carpentier’s term ‘lo real maravilloso americano’ (the marvellous real in
America) with magic realism, and in doing so argues that the magic realist writer
‘doesn’t create imaginary worlds in which we can hide from everyday reality. In magical
realism the writer confronts reality and tries to untangle 1t, to discover what 1s
mysterious in things, in life, in human acts’.”’ For Leal, magic realist writers such as
Carpentier seek ‘to seize the mystery that breathes behind things’.”® Such a description

of magic realism clearly resembles Roh’s original conception of the term.

The migration of magic realism, from the realm of pictorial art to that of literature, has
however, since Flores’ article, involved a shift in formal emphasis from realism towards
the fantastic. Flores suggests that magic realism 1s best understood as an ‘amalgamation
of realism and fantasy’.”” Yet, For Flores, magic realism’s reference to the real serves
only a secondary function. He argues that ‘the practitioners of magical realism cling to
reality as if to prevent “literature” from getting in their way’, to prevent their works
‘from flying off, as in fairy tales, to supernatural realms’ * Flores, however, clearly
privileges the fantastic elements of a magic realist work.* He does so by elevating the
fantastic elements of magic realist works, and by placing these elements in direct

opposition to what he terms the ‘blind alley’ of realism.*

*® Alejo Carpentier, ‘On the Marvellous Real in America’, pp. 84-86.

>’ Luis Leal, ‘Magical Realism in Spanish American Literature’, p. 121.

*® Luis Leal, ‘Magical Realism in Spanish American Literature’, p. 123.

37 Angel Flores, ‘Magic Realism in Spanish American Fiction’, p. 189.

*» Angel Flores, ‘Magic Realism in Spanish American Fiction’, p. 191.

*'Indeed, as Imbert observes of Flores: ‘In 1959, he was to replace the term “magical realism” with that
of “fantastic literature”: for him they were one and the same.’” See: Enrique Anderson Imbert, ‘““Magical
Realism™ in Spanish American Fiction’, p. 2. Imbert gives the reference for Flores’ ‘conversion’ as Angel
Flores, Historia v antologia del cuento v la novela en hispanoamerica (New York: Las Americas, 1959),

pp. 386-388.

*> Angel Flores, ‘Magic Realism in Spanish American Fiction’, p. 188.
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Flores™ conception of magic realism continues to influence critical understanding of
magic realism. Magic realism is, for most critics, a blending of fantasy with realism — an
oxymoronic combination of formal opposites. Flores’ conception of magic realism as
anti-realist, moreover, still dominates discussion of the category and critics continue to
describe magic realism in similar terms. Robert Wilson, for example, also clearly
privileges the fantastic in his understanding of magic realism, going so far as to describe
1t ‘as a mode of fantasy’ and claims that, as a form of fantasy, magic realism seeks to
subvert the conventions of realism.”’ Similarly, Faris employs Tzvetan Todorov’s
formulation of the fantastic to establish a similarity between i1t and magic realism. Faris
stresses Todorov’s suggestion that hesitancy is a defining feature of the fantastic and
that a similar quality can be observed in magic realist texts.”* Faris states that the reader
of a magic realist text “‘may hesitate (at one point or another) between two contradictory
understandings of events. Much of magic realism 1s thus encompassed by Tzvetan
Todorov’s well-known formulation of the fantastic’.*> This is, moreover, according to

Faris, a magic realism expressing a ‘narrative freedom from realism’.*°

Discussion of magic realism in the context of Latin American fiction and postcolomal
thought is dominated by the i1dea that magic realism may be linked to the fantastic and
placed in opposition to realism. Critics frequently discuss the tantastic elements of
magic realist works in terms of a challenge to the authority of the former colonial
centres through a formal challenge to realism intimately allied to such authority.
Duncan, for example, describes Latin American magic realism as postcolonial literature
that aims to ‘explore new points of view and unusual facets of reality overlooked by
traditional realism’.*’ Faris not only suggests that magic realism represents a ‘desire for
narrative freedom from realism’, but clearly links realism to colonial oppression
observing ‘that realism has been a European, or first world, export, 1n conjunction with

its mimetic program, its claims to fashioning an accurate portrait of the world has in

* Robert Wilson, ‘Magic Realism’, Quarry, 32.2 (1983), p. 88.

** Todorov’s conception of the fantastic will be discussed in the following chapter of this thesis.

*> Wendy B. Faris, ‘Scheherazade’s Children: Magical Realism and Postmodern Fiction’, in Magical
Realism: Theory, History, Community, p. 171, (Faris’s parentheses).

¢ Wendy B. Faris, *Scheherazade’s Children’, p. 180.

*" Cynthia Duncan, The Fantastic and Magic Realism in the Contemporary Mexican Short Story as a
Reflection of “Lo Mexicana”, p. 537.
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some 1nstances tended to ally 1t to imperialism’.*® Similarly, Linda Hutcheon defines
magic realism as a postcolonial literature of resistance that in formal terms enacts that
resistance through a challenge ‘to genre distinction and to the conventions ot realism’ »
Likewise, Stephen Slemon, in his examination of magic realism’s relationship to
postcolonial debate, suggests that “1n a magic realist text, a battle between two
oppositional systems takes place, each working towards the creation of a different kind

of fictional world from the other’.”” For Slemon, the two different systems are those of

the fantastic and realism.

However, despite its dominance within magic realist debate, this shift in formal
emphasis towards the fantastic, in opposition to realism, has contributed enormously to
the uncertainty associated with the critical value of magic realism. Imbert, for example,
points to a significant number of magic realist critics who fail to ‘distinguish between
“magical realism” and “fantastic literature”’.”’ Stephen Slemon goes further when he
argues that “in none of its applications to literature has the concept of magic realism ever
successtully differentiated between 1tself and neighbouring genres such as fabulation,
metafiction, the baroque, the fantastic, the uncanny, or the marvellous’ > Even critics
who propose a direct relationship between magic realism and the fantastic will
occasionally identify problems arising from such an association. Wilson, for example,
while conflating magic realism with the fantastic and celebrating its attack upon realism,
feels obliged to concede that such fictions may have only a limited potential to effect
change or even illuminate. Wilson points to magic realism’s (fantastic) ‘unconventional
conventions [that] perhaps excite and challenge, but can tell us about ourselves (at best)
only indirectly [...] a literature of pure speculation, ot mere conceptual exploration’.”>

Slemon makes a similar point in his discussion of magic realism as postcolonial writing.

Slemon identifies a tendency among writers and critics to position magic realism as a

* Wendy B. Faris, ‘Scheherazade’s Children’, p. 180.

* Linda Hutcheon, ‘“Circling the Downspout of Empire”: Post-Colonialism and Postmodernism’, Ariel: 4
Review of International English Literature 20.4 (1989), p. 151.

*” Stephen Slemon, ‘Magical Realism as Post-Colonial Discourse’, Canadian Literature, 116 (1988), pp.
10-11.

>l Enrique Anderson Imbert, ‘““Magical Realism” in Spanish-American Fiction’, p. 2.

>% Stephen Slemon, ‘Magic Realism as Post-Colonial Discourse’, p. 9.

>> Robert Wilson, ‘On the Boundary of The Magic and The Real’, p. 38, (Wilson’s parentheses).



[3

mode operating from the margins, in opposition to a still dominant imperial centre. In
such a configuration, the margins represent a site of fantastic potential, free from the
restraints of the more formally rigid centre. Slemon argues, however, that this very
tendency makes magic realism attractive to an imperial publishing industry. For,
according to Slemon, this is a centre wishing to confirm its position of dominance by
promulgating a view of the margins as ‘sites of the bizarre or fantastic’.”* Guillermo
Cabrera Infante makes a similar point and suggests a rather extreme solution: ‘Listen
reader, if you ever come across one of those third world angels, do me a tavour, will

§5 v~ * : : : .
"~ Discussion of magic realism’s opposition to

you: Shoot the hairy bird on sight.
realism through the fantastic, moreover, is similarly vulnerable to criticism. Though
such opposition 1s central to contemporary usage of the term, barely any consideration 1s
given to what is meant by the term realism. Except, that 1s, to broadly identity it as an
artistic form that 1s fundamentally limited 1n its application and historically

compromised.

So, because of its migration across artistic and geographical contexts and because of
shifts in formal emphasis, the critical worth of magic realism remains somewhat
uncertain. The term was first applied to European pictorial art of the inter-wars years. It
is still occasionally discussed in relation to pictorial art. It 1s now, however, more
frequently applied to Latin American literary texts within the context of postcolonial
thought. It is within this context that the vast majority of critics still make use of the
category. For many critics, indeed, magic realism should only be discussed in this
context. Yet, the term is increasingly linked to other sorts of texts and different
theoretical perspectives — though the usetulness ot doing so remains largely unexplored.
Uncertainty also surrounds the supposed formal qualities of magic realist works. First
conceived of as a form of realism, magic realism 1s now commonly linked to the
fantastic and placed in opposition to realism. Some critics, however, cast doubts upon
its usefulness when linked so closely to the fantastic while others call for its dismissal.
What then is the value of reading Metamorphosis, The 1in Drum, Nights at the Circus
and The Satanic Verses as magic realist works? In response to this question, this thesis

argues that such an exercise very valuably reveals the possibility of a much more

>* Stephen Slemon, ‘Cultural Alterity and Colonial Discourse’. Southern Review, 20 (1987), p. 102.

>> Guillermo Cabrera Infante, ‘Pifiera’s Virgil’, Review: Latin American Literature and Art, 35 (1985), p.

19.



14

complicated understanding of magic realism as a literary critical category both in terms
of context of use and formal conception of the term. It also argues that such an
understanding, in turn, allows for the most interesting connections and points of
comparison to be drawn between them in terms of their thematic content and their

relationship to theory.

There 1s no reason to believe that magic realism must only be discussed 1n relation to
Latin American fiction and postcolonial thought. There exists within magic realist
criticism references to a number of works that clearly emerge out of different
geographical and theoretical contexts. The four novels examined 1n this thesis fall into
this category. Though references to these novels are for the most part briet and fail to
fully explore the manner in which magic realism might be productively applied to them,

they clearly indicate the need for such exploration.”

Flores was the first critic to discuss Metamorphosis as a magic realist novel.”’ After first
linking Kafka to writers such as Nikolait Gogol and Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Flores points
to Katka’s influence in the works of Latin American magic realists such as Borges and
Casares.”® Though Flores refers to Kafka to establish the credibility of Latin American
magic realism in a postcolonial context, in doing so he also points to the existence ot a
very different sort of magic realism. For Flores’ reading ot Metamorphosis appears to
place the novel and magic realism in relation to psychoanalytical thought when he
describes Kafka’s ‘difficult art of mingling his drab reality with the phantasmal world of
his nightmares’.’ ’ Subsequent criticism occasionally echoes this approach to Kafka’s

novel. Faris, for example, goes so far as to argue that Kafka’s examination of

>® This is not to say that I will ignore the manner in which magic realism evolved as a critical term in
relation to Latin American fiction and postcolonial debate. This remains the dominant understanding of
the term. This thesis will, therefore, examine ways in which these novels, and the theoretical perspectives
associated with them, may be discussed as magic realist works in relation to such an understanding of the
term. It will, however, also indicate important areas of difference.

>! Flores also edited several collections of essays on Kafka. See: The Kafka Problem, ed. Angel Flores
(New York: New Directions, 1946); Franz Kafka Today, eds Angel Flores and Homer Swander (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1958); The Kafka Debate: New Perspectives for Our Time, ed. Angel
Flores (New York: Gordian Press, 1977).

*8 Angel Flores, ‘Magic Realism in Spanish American Fiction’, pp. 189-190.

>> Angel Flores, ‘Magical Realism in Spanish American Fiction’, p. 189.
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psychological motivations in Metamorphosis actually distinguishes this novel as a
magic realist work, in contrast to what she describes as the unmotivated ‘magical

. . 5 60
images constructed by surrealism’.

Within magic realist criticism, a number of different connections are suggested between
magic realism and psychoanalytical thought. Menton, for example, in his discussion of
magic realism’s inception within the realm of pictorial art, links the 1deas of Carl Jung
to magic realism.’’ Menton argues, ‘consciously or unconsciously, the practitioners of
this tendency have been in tune with Carl Jung’s ideas about the modern human being’s
need to rediscover the elements of magic that little by little have been lost through the
centuries’.®” For Menton, magic realist painters incline towards the Jungian concepts of
the collective unconscious and mythic archetypes as they attempt to explore in their
work a less solitary mode of being in the world. This 1s a conception of magic realism as
an artistic practice working to overcome the solitude of an overly rational twentieth
century. Jung’s 1deas are also applied to literary magic realism. Martin Bakker provides
a reading of the works of the Flemish author Hubert Lampo to demonstrate the link

between magic realist literature and Jung’s work on the collective unconscious.®

Stephen F. Walker applies a similar reading to Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses.**
David Mikics adopts a comparable position to Menton when he argues that magic
realism expresses a ‘twentieth-century preoccupation with how our ways of being in the

world resist capture by the traditional logic of the waking mind’s reason’.®> Mikics,

°® Wendy B. Faris, ‘Scheherazade’s Children’, p. 171.

°! Although Jung has been criticised for his interest in the supernatural and the mystical and so not
received the full acceptance of the intellectual establishment, he remains a key figure in the attempt ‘to
establish the professional credentials of psychoanalysis’. See: J. J. Clarke, /n Search of Jung (London:
Routledge, 1992), p. 5. Jung himself, moreover, claims ‘my endeavours in psychology have been
essentially pioneer work, leaving me neither time nor opportunity to present them systematically’. See:
Carl Jung, ‘Foreword’, in The Psychology of C. G. Jung, Dr. Jolan Jacob1 (London: Keegan Paul, 1942),
p. V.

°> Seymour Menton, Magic Realism Rediscovered, p. 10.

® Martin Bakker, ‘Magic Realism and the Archetype in Hubert Lampo’s Work’, Canadian Journal of
Netherlandic Studies, 12.2 (1991), pp. 17-21.

% Steven F. Walker, ‘Magical Archetypes: Midlife Miracles in The Satanic Verses’, in Magical Realism:
Theory, History, Community, pp. 347-369.

%> David Mikics, ‘Derek Walcott and Alejo Carpentier: Nature, History, and the Caribbean Writer'. in

Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, p. 372.
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however, in his examination of Derek Walcott and Alejo Carpentier, links magic
realism to Sigmund Freud’s notion of the uncanny. For Mikics, magic realism 1s not
only similar to the uncanny in that both “narrate fantastic events not merely alongside
real ones, but as if they were real’, but goes on to argue that ‘magical realism 1s a mode
or subset of the uncanny in which the uncanny exposes itself as a historical and cultural
phenomenon’.?® In the absence of any full-length study, however, the nature of the
relationship between magic realism and Freudian thought, and the usefulness of placing

the term 1n relation to such thought remains somewhat undecided.

History and historical debate have played a central role in the evolution of literary magic
realism. Early Latin American magic realism, indeed, emerged out of a response to a
specific period 1in European history. It was the rise of European fascism that led
Carpentier to turn away from Europe and return to Latin America where he developed
his concept of the marvellous real. The marvellous real, however, 1s not simply a
physical turning away from Europe. It 1s as Edwin Williamson observes, more
fundamentally, a call ‘for a new model of history’.®’ This new model, according to
Carpentier, allows for a broader appreciation of the artist’s role in relation to history,
one where ‘the novelists of Latin America, are the witnesses, historians, and interpreters
of our great Latin American reality’.®® In the third chapter of this thesis, [ examine
Grass’s The Tin Drum as a magic realist novel and explore the manner 1n which 1t might
be seen to operate in similar fashion in relation to the German experience of World War
Two. For a number of critics wishing to discuss connections between magic realism and
historiography indicate that The Tin Drum may be read 1n just this way. Robert Alter,
for example, identifies in Grass’s novel a magic realism concerned with ‘the horrors of
the Hitler years’.®” Patricia Merivale, in her examination of the relationship between

Grass and Rushdie as magic realists, observes that Oskar’s “vision of the world 1s also a

e — L —

°® David Mikics, ‘Derek Walcott and Alejo Carpentier’, pp. 372, 373.
*" Edwin Williamson, ‘Coming to Terms with Modernity: Magic Realism and the Historical Process in the

Novels of Alejo Carpentier’, in Modern Latin American Fiction: A Survey, ed. John King (London: Faber

and Faber, 1987), p. 83.
°® Alejo Carpentier, ‘The Baroque and the Marvellous Real’, p. 107.

°? Robert Alter, ‘Magic Realism in the Israeli Novel’, Prooftexts: A Journal of Jewish Literary History,
16.2 (1996), p. 153.
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vision of world war’.”’ Born out of the desolation of post-war Germany and received by
a literary establishment stunned by the holocaust, The Tin Drum is a novel published
just when writers such as Theodor Adorno regarded literature as being incapable ot
expressing the horror of such a period.”' The Tin Drum clearly engages with a specific
period of European history. but also raises issues of literature’s relationship to history

and so might also signal the presence of magic realism within such debates.

In the fourth chapter of this thesis, I examine Carter’s Nights at the Circus. Of all the
authors examined 1n this thesis, Carter 1s the one most frequently described as a writer
of magic realism. As Joseph Bristow and Trevor Lynn Broughton observe, from the
1980s, a period during which the term gained a great deal of currency in literary debate,
Carter’s fictions have increasingly ‘become associated with the label “magic realism””."*
John Haffenden i1s rather more extravagant when he opens his account of his interview
with Carter with the bold declaration that ‘the term “magical realist” might well have
been invented to describe Angela Carter’.”” For her part, Carter claims a ‘family talent

- - 74
for magic realism’.

In her essay, ‘Notes From the Front Line’, Carter discusses the importance of the
Women’s Movement to her life and its effect upon her writing. Carter declares: ‘I would
regard myself as a feminist writer, because I’'m a feminist 1n everything else and one
can’t compartmentalise these things in one’s life.”” In this essay, she charts her

development as a feminist writer and the changes in her emotional development and

0 patricia Merivale, ‘Saleem Fathered by Oskar: Midnight’s Children, Magic Realism, and The Tin

Drum’, in Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, p. 334.

"' am referring here to his famous line: “Man kann nach Auschwitz keine Gedichte mehr schreiben”
(One cannot write poetry after Auschwitz). Quoted in Heinrich Boll, Frankfurter Vorlesungen (Koln:
Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 1966), p. 26 (my translation).

"2 Joseph Bristow and Trev Lynn Broughton, ‘Introduction’, The Infernal Desires of Angela Carter:
Fiction, Femininity, Feminism, eds Joseph Bristow and Trev Lynn Broughton (London: Longman, 1997),
p. 3.

3 John Haffenden, ‘Angela Carter’, Novelists in Interview (London: Methuen, 1985), p. 76.

™ Angela Carter, ‘The Mother Lode’, Nothing Sacred: Selected Writings, 2ﬁnd edn (London: Virago Press,
1992), p. 4.

> Angela Carter, ‘Notes from the Front Line’, in On Gender and Writing, ed. Michelene Wandor
(London: Pandora Press, 1983), p. 69.
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how those changes have been reflected in her fictions. Carter observes, however, that

despite such changes, the driving force behind her feminism remains that of an ongoing

project to question:

How that social fiction of my ‘femininity’ was created by means outside my
control, and palmed off to me as the real thing [...] This investigation of the
social fictions that regulate our lives — what Blake called the ‘mind-forg’d
manacles — 1s what I’ve concerned myself with consciously since that time. [...]
[ realise, now, I must always have sensed that something was badly wrong with
the versions of reality I was offered that took certain aspects of my being as a

woman for granted.’®

In this chapter, I investigate the usefulness of reading Carter’s Nights at the Circus as a
magic realist novel in relation to such a project. Few articles discuss magic realist
novels 1n the light of feminist debate. Even when such discussion occurs, the feminism
of such novels is seen to emerge out of a postcolonial context.”’ Carter’s use of magic
realism cannot be said to emerge out of such a context. Carter’s claim that she is a
feminist writer, and her description of herself as a magic realist one at that, however,

demand that the relationship between the two be explored.’®

The fifth chapter of this thesis examines Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses as a magic realist
novel engaging with postcolonial thought outside the context of Latin America. Such an
examination 1s clearly at odds with the dominant usage of the term. However, as this
chapter seeks to demonstrate, magic realism is a critical term that might usefully be
applied to a range of different geographical colonial and postcolonial contexts. Indeed,

according to Homi K. Bhabha, ‘‘magical realism’ after the Latin American Boom,

' Angela Carter, ‘Notes from the Front Line’, p. 70 (Carter’s italic).

"’ See: Brenda Cooper, ‘Does Marxism Allow for the Magical Side of Things? Magical Realism and a
Comparison Between One Hundred Years of Solitude and The House ot the Spir<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>