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1. Introduction: “Proliferations of Being: The Persistence of Magical Realism in Twenty-First Century Literature and Culture”

Richard Perez1  and Victoria A. Chevalier2
(1)John Jay College of Criminal Justice, City University of New York, New York, NY, USA

(2)Medgar Evers College, City University of New York, Brooklyn, NY, USA

 


This anthology tracks the persistence of magical realism in literatures from around the globe and its implications for twenty-first-century politics, aesthetics, identity, and social/national formations. In convening a diverse group of critics that include scholars from the Americas, Europe, Africa, the Middle East, and Australia, the essays employ multiple theoretical approaches. The essays herein demonstrate that the use of magical realism in literature has transitioned to a global practice, indicating a new stage in the history and development of the genre.1 Specifically, the essays in this anthology argue that magical realism in literature has proliferated globally partly due to continual travel and migrations, with the shrinking of time and space through technology, with the growing encroachment of human life on nature, and the contact between and within cultures, which has exponentially increased, effectively changing how communities and nations imagine themselves. Therefore, global literatures offer the reimagining of spaces and shifting populations within continually reconfigured worlds. The concerns of contemporary magical realist literatures, then, consist in revealing how many worlds and many beings fold into each other as a result of peoples living in close relation. This confluence of bodies and cultures, now part of a variety of social contexts, makes the fantastic claims that the “magical” is woven into the everyday lives of the characters populating global literatures.
In this sense, contemporary magical realism engages, without organizing or annulling, the density of experience where even the most quotidian boundaries of the self are crossed by strange and dynamic encounters. The text is organized, following this interweaving of the magical and real, into six sections representative of the new avenues developed in magical realist scholarship over the last two decades, while also offering fresh readings of the important texts written in the twentieth century. Thus, the anthology begins with a section on the critical turn of magical realism to a global genre to serve as a springboard into the field as a 21st Century literary phenomenon. It is followed, in section two, by the aesthetic dimensions of magical realism and its exploration of the negative as an animating force in contemporary artistic practices. Section three examines the psychic aspects of magic realism from trauma in film to the insurgent features of black magical deontology that privileges the black human and non-human animal, the black living and the black dead in a critique of post-humanist Anthropocene.
Furthermore, the fourth and fifth sections look at the changing contours of race, ethnicity, and migratory displacements precipitated by economic instability and social upheavals in recent decades, which led to innovative approaches in magical realist fiction. The anthology concludes, in section six, with a return to the remaking of storytelling through a magical realist lens that includes satire, fairy tales, and the pedagogical impact of the genre on contemporary students and classrooms.
This anthology calls for a refocusing of the magical in the real for the twenty-first century. The magical, we claim, charges reality with an excess of presence that invites different traditions to enter and coexist in their own expressive modalities. As a narrative surplus, magical realism broadens the view into the future beyond the concrete architecture of postcolonial and post-plantation realities making room for strange emergences, ghostly manifestations, affective overflows, and constitutively different literary models. These bursts of animation display cracks in the hegemonic surfaces of normativity, making known, as Fanon puts it, the presence of the other. But the question becomes what function does the magical still hold in a twenty-first-century world where technology has converted the paranormal into a simple amusement? Where colonialism has formed into an omnipresent normativity and impressed itself on the world through global capital, racial hierarchies, and weak forms of diversity? This phenomenon, the utilizing, sanitizing, and appropriating of the magic of the other, emblematic of colonial practices around the world, serves to extract the vitality of the other’s magic, and its capacity to shock and reconfigure established realities. The impact of magical realism lays precisely in the fact that another power, what Avery Gordon calls “seething presences,” is hidden in plain sight.2 Literature and the arts, we claim, document these extra-visionary moments to reveal marginalized presences seething within and outside of colonial structures, tearing at the seams of social perception to manifest contestatory and innovative possibilities. Magical realism guarantees that something else exists, a dark matter or source, whose decolonial energies cannot be fully tamed, even by colonialism’s most thorough and violent practices. How can the magical not only manifest presences sitting at the boundaries between life and death, past and present, difference and continuity, but still articulate the realities of these potentialities as subversive markers from which the cues of a more ample future can be experienced and lived? It is the gift of magical realism to extend temporally and spatially into decolonial realms and convert liminal Beings into productive vitalities. Interestingly, magic in 21st Century literature has expanded into a global trope, as if the oppressed everywhere sense, in its irruptive potential, an imaginative practice from which one may break (out of and down and through) the rigid structures of colonial society.
Among the breaks magical realism offers then is (de)ontological, a reorienting of Being. This new stage in the genre, we submit, is characterized by a focus on Being. By Being, we refer to its most rudimentary definitions as a force or energy that signals the existence of a vital presence within a body, place, or thing. However, colonial contexts warp this sense of Being by reducing it to spectral versions of itself through continued social and political dominance. What is colonialism if not the assertion of Being through the concomitant diminution of (other) beings? An ontological assault that denies the power and presence of nature and diverse cultural expressions, the violent coopting of resources, systematic abuse of racial difference, and the circumscription of gender and sexuality within the prohibitive structure of heterosexuality? In this context, magical realism calls for the reimagining of experience beyond categories associated with traditional ideas of Being by calling attention to difference and multiplicity. Thus, the radical gesture of twenty-first-century magical realism consists not in a more traditional act of identifying and narrativizing presence, bound by the hegemonic eye/I of a rational observer, and molding it into a prescriptive identity. Rather, magic offers a multi-dimensional view into the layers of existence compressed within the logic of colonial societies. In this sense, magical realism functions as an assertive social and political feature that calls for the reimagining of Being, in a decidedly decolonial manner of speaking, in the twenty-first century. Indeed, the task of magic in the twenty-first century is no longer to reveal Being, but to revel in it, to re-experience Being in all its openness, multiplicity, and potentiality.
Thus, contemporary magical realism springs from a twentieth-century context where the question of being comes under close analysis from varying disciplines. Ontology comes from the Greek: onto means existence, or being real; logia means science or study. Ontology, in short, is the study of what exists, what is being, what is real, and the relation between these entities. From Parmenides and Plato in ancient Greece, to Rene Descartes and Immanuel Kant in Enlightenment Europe, to religious practices in Africa, Australia, and the Americas; ontology has defined this quest to recognize and come to terms with the existence of objects, nature, spiritual realms, and multiple human modes of reality. Yet, magical realism emerges in a twentieth-century philosophical context when intellectual movements start to prioritize embodiment and the senses (Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-Ponty), question the meaning of existence (Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone De Beauvoir), and openly challenge the authority of presence, knowledge, and identity (Jacque Derrida, Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze). In addition, Marxism and psychoanalysis investigate states of being—for workers, soldiers, women, and migrants—that figuratively turn people into ghosts of themselves in theories that, on the one hand, elaborate on the exploitative erasure of the laborer (the manipulation of her value that results in a zombie-like alienation) and, on the other hand, capture the violent experience of trauma, the death drive, and the uncanny that can disrupt and stall narrative representation. Moreover, postcolonial movements and theories craft an analysis of colonialism throughout the twentieth century, making arguments for political independence, the reassertion of indigenous traditions, and economic equality. Lastly, race and feminist discourses gave specific detail to the presence and manifestation of difference. The essays collected here focus on many kinds of beings living and flourishing in increasing awareness of one another, having inherited these historical, social, and theoretical contestations and developments.
By using “Being” as our general frame for the book, we address a central concern of magical realist literary practice. Magical realism presents points of contact by engaging forms of otherness that constitute our social world. Our emphasis on Being, therefore, enables the scholars in the anthology to cast a wide theoretical net, making available a range of analytic categories such as nature, history, religion, economics, psychology, and forms of identity (race/gender/sexuality/class). Being, then, creates a hospitable site of analysis for scholars interested in magical realism globally as it proffers diverse scholarly approaches tailored to specific contexts and modes of existence.
Thus, Handbook to Magical Realisms in the Twenty-First Century analyzes different modes of being by questioning the hierarchy between self and other, the human and animal, the human and nature, the living and the dead. While Alejo Carpentier’s “marvelous real” is not meant to be collapsed completely into Angel Flores’s “magical realism,” nevertheless the two categories share important aspects. In particular, Carpentier’s argument punctuates precisely the quotidian aspect of the marvelous real “found at every turn.”3 Magical realism in the Americas gives back to the world a syncretic and creolized notion of being. Beings existing in social conditions marked by radically divergent traditions become the ground for new kinds of magically infused stories. This syncretism which initiated magical realism in the Americas becomes a model for writers around the world to explore what we are calling the proliferation of being. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, magical realism grew into a viable genre beyond the Americas becoming a popular form in postcolonial literatures (Salman Rushdie, J. M. Coetzee, Andre Brink); in feminist literatures (Lyn Hejinian, Assia Djebar, Arundhati Roy, Mahasweta Devi); and for transnational writers (Mohsin Hamid, Julie Otsuka, Rajia Hassib).
As the contemporary moment takes shape, magical realism has become a global boom with writers from every continent participating in the genre. Indeed, the uncanny surprise prevalent in earlier readings of magical realism has shifted into a full-fledged rebellion against the texture and fabric of the composed world4—where being human from diverse points of contact was once relegated to the margins of culture. The rebellion the essays compiled here identify reflects Mariano Siskind’s claim that “[g]enres and texts belong to world literature not because of what they are but rather because of what they do: because they perform global desires, because they further transcultural goals, and because they resist the immediacy of meaning as a function of the local, whether national or regional…[t]his is why I insist on the notion of world literary interventions, world literary disruptions that alter the epistemic geographies of literary history to produce new, contingent (ephemeral or not) large scale spatial assemblages, redrawing boundaries of the world with each utterance.”5
In addressing the ostensible transparency of realist narratives and “redrawing boundaries of the world with each utterance,” magic introduces ghosts, spirits, animals, and other phenomena that “other” the comforts of realism. In short, magical realism has altered the geography of narratives, reframing how stories are formed, told, and taught. As the contemporary moment takes shape, magical realism has expanded into a global boom with writers from every continent participating in the genre, forcing scholars to rethink magical realism from a global perspective and even extending the application of the genre to authors and literary modes of other time periods. Such are the seeds planted in the last century, which bear literary and artistic fruit in our contemporary moment. These various turns of the marvelous real are repeatedly expressed in social aspects of American rituals like Santeria and the African version of the Corpus festival. Further, Carpentier argues for an “entire mythology,” and an ontology, of lo real maravilloso. If the “entire history of America” is a “chronicle of the marvelous real” and magical realism, we argue that in our contemporary moment, this “chronicle” extends itself globally to literary expressions that challenge traditional notions of Being. Such challenges provide further referential force that disrupt, and disengage from that which these writers and artists consider normative in their specific, global contexts.
Indeed, as several of the essays found here attest, the presence of magic has existed in the global arts for centuries. Global cultures, from the Tibetan Book of the Dead to epic literatures of India and Greece, from Medieval to Gothic literatures in Europe and oral forms of storytelling in Africa and Native American cultures, all have deployed different versions of magical, otherworldly phenomena to represent mysteries and experiences beyond everyday comprehension. However, magical realism as a twentieth-century genre has its roots in the Surrealist movements of the 1920s, the religious syncretism of the Americas, and decolonial movements following the Second World War. The term magic realism first appears in an art historical context when in 1925 German critic Franz Roh used the term Magischer Realismus, or magic realism, to describe the work of painter Neue Sachlichkeit. For Roh, writing in the midst of the surrealist movement, the use of magical elements in certain painters depicted the uncanny dynamic of modernity, where “mystery hides and palpitates behind” an increasingly technological world.6 Magic breaches what Theodor Adorno calls the “administered world” to reveal its brash and shameless constructedness. In the twenty-first century, magical realism marked a new awareness of alternative presences hidden and subdued under the cover of the real. In magical realism, presences irrupt to make themselves known in social and historical contexts rigidly bifurcated by an “intolerance” to otherness. Indeed, the New World emerges as a magical space, through wondrous voyages in search of, among other things, markets, religious tolerance, and social freedoms.7 The ethno and Eurocentric, patriarchal and homophobic, and economically exploitative conditions, all served as ideological hallmarks of a colonial period that reached its apotheosis in the fascism of the Second World War.8 The literary movement of magical realism emerges in the aftermath of the “great wars” and directs its decolonial attention to recovering and manifesting different forms of Being lost in the abyss of New World histories (slavery, for instance).9 Thus, magic reimagines subjects obscured by colonial histories through narrative irruptions that reveal marginalized presences. For example, the early essence of magic established in Alejo Carpentier and Gabriel García Márquez unveiled hidden, seething presences that shocked the social into new modes of awareness.
While magical realism has, for some critics such as Princeton Professor Arcadio Diaz-Quinones, devolved into a cliché, a titillating narrative trick bereft of rigor or substance, the essays in this anthology demonstrate the continued necessity of magic as a record and testimony of presence. For magical realism displays, in an otherwise conformed world, the existence of counter-forces and counter-realities thriving within societies as potentialities. Authors across different continents all deploy the magical real to tell stories about difference, in many different ways, from a multitudinous ground of Being. In this sense, magical realism in the twenty-first century indicates an expansion of perception, obligating the reader to reevaluate what might be considered ordinary and normative. Magic in contemporary global literatures, we claim, serves to produce what Wendy Faris calls “ordinary enchantments” in magical realist literatures.10 This interrogation necessarily invites the question: what counts as human experience? What is “ordinary,” and what counts as an “ordinary enchantment” in our contemporary times? This capacity for expansion, for generating movement and interconnection between human subjects from diverse global contexts, we contend, marks one of the important distinctions between magic in its earlier forms and magic realism in the twenty-first century. For one, earlier readings of magic tilt toward the past, revealing traumatic histories obscured by the normalizing project of realism. Indeed, the uncanny surprise prevalent in earlier readings of magical realism has shifted, we claim, from the jolt of revelation in an otherwise realist text to the demand of a more expansive reimagining of Being throughout the realist text. This reimagining marks, we submit, the iterative challenge posed by magical realism in the twenty-first century. In the twenty-first century, the ghost not only stands in for the trauma of the past, but as the expansion of Being, beckoning us toward the potential of a more just and imaginative future.11
Toni Morrison understands the danger of getting seized by, and therefore remaining in the narrative grammar of the past. At the end of her magical novel Beloved, Morrison provides this caution and exhortation, “This is not a story to pass on,” one which seems to look forward to a twenty-first-century mode of magical realism. Here, Morrison seems to recommend a judicious relation to a toxic history of violence and exploitation that may serve to normalize itself in the present. Literally, her injunction means: this is not a story to miss hearing about or reading or sharing, and yet, this is also not a story one should bequeath. This is only possible if one understands that the function of this story is to open up other grounds and new foundations, in new metaphors and new allegories, from which to narrate an experience and to tell a story. While the story we inherit discloses the inequities of the past, it should also open a horizon from which we may create, imagine, and conjure a future where violence loses its grip on our capacity to be. This is not to say that magic represses or forgets past traumas, it rather alters our experience of the present and our experience of the past, so that our relation to time itself is changed from a homogenous or linear account to multidimensional routes with different, decolonial ends.12 Magic compels us to envision the future as a beloved time and space in which beings share, give, and participate in the reformation of their respective social and political worlds. However, the ground of that definition is the very problem for the “minority” subject whose relationship to the West demands subjugation to a symbolic order that too often understands magic as madness, external to reason, and therefore ubiquitously reduced to “mere superstition.” Our anthology asks what is magic were it not “mere superstition,” or “madness,” but simply another ground from which to experience the world?
An example in contemporary literature of this shift from “mere superstition” to another ground of representation is exemplified by Lyn Di Iorio’s novel Outside the Bones (2011), where magic represents a sustained engagement with a part of the Santería ritual known as palo monte possession. In its focus on what Western representation defines as the “trance,” and what palo monte, among other non-Western religious rituals, defines as “possession,” Outside the Bones creates a dissonance between a realist structure that represents a non-realist experience. This focus on “trance/possession” is the tension that actually threatens to overturn, or swallow, the realism that initiates the story. Outside the Bones advances the argument that another experience of the world, perhaps another experience of language itself, exists; this space is “outside” the symbolic order of representation which would define the racial, gender, and sexual other as barbaric, inhuman, uncivilized, and slave. The Puerto Rican protagonist, Josefina Mata, embodies another narrative expression in her body through palo monte. Each one of Fina’s possessions is organized by a trance. Fina’s spiritual intoxication literally exists in the nfuiri—the ancestor-spirits—whom she finally allows to possess her after full initiation, via a physical “cutting,” into palo monte. Through the nfuiri, Fina embodies her “self,” in order that she can no longer be “herself.” The communal rituals of palo monte which palero Tata Victor initiates Fina into act as a communal message to Fina, whose illness is primarily an illness of language (the symbolic) and her always already present yet repressed history; the ritual provides the “freedom” and the healing Fina finally feels in her body, her voice, and her being. Indeed, in contesting traditional notions of ontology, the magic of the trance challenges the symbolic order itself.13 Magic travels well as a literary trope precisely because it functions ontologically as a signifier of social presences and as a substance that does not allow human experience to congeal into a sociopolitical norm. Instead, magic manifests, as Di Iorio demonstrates in her use of the trance, the opening and expansion of human experience.
Magical realism in the twenty-first century not only takes up this past, a past about which it is now largely conscious, but also invokes novel passages into democratized futures. For this version of magical realism, we contend, is oriented toward the future. In calling attention to Being in its complex forms, magic aims to reformulate reality and widen the cultural parameters of the social world. It insists on new forms of Being by providing a grammar, if you will, for how to recognize and interpret alternative narrative strategies, different definitions and experiences of life and death, and different iterative structures. The work of aboriginal Australian writer Alexis Wright is a good example of how writers in the twenty-first century reimagine the contours of its existent social world. Her award-winning novel Carpentaria (2013) tells the story of the three groups or families who all stake a claim to the land. The novel dramatizes the impossibility of assimilation into colonial social order and provides a non-settler version of Australia. Carpentaria creates a time and space where beings intermingle and coexist. When the spectral figure Elias Smith walks out of the sea and is murdered, renewed violence engulfs the communities. It is as if the death of the mythical Elias Smith becomes a threat to magic, multiplicity, and life itself. For the impact of magical realism lays precisely in the fact that another power is present and demands to be recognized. When the aptly named Norm Phantom, an Aboriginal mystic, takes the body of Elias Smith out to burial, he is surrounded by spirits enmeshed in the wind and water. On the one hand, they rage as if wailing for the dead Elias, but also as a sign that the spirit world persists, and speaks. In Carpentaria, the interrelation of difference, spirits, and nature speaks to a dynamic layering of Being. It conjures an awareness to what can(not) be seen, felt, and experienced through more traditional notions of self and other, subject and object.
If magical realism attunes us to hauntings as different versions of what constitutes life and death, it does so to shock and recalibrate Being out of narrow singularities, to compel us to redefine ourselves in relation to untold and repressed histories, and hurl us into deep forms of multiplicity. Magical realism then speaks to us from, as Wright’s work demonstrates, a reworked ontological order. This desirous injunction to Be—to feel, to experience, to demand, to embody, to issue forth—confirms that magic serves as a non-dominative source of vitality. The ghost, therefore, exhorts us to come radically alive by cultivating a receptivity to the future as a time to live now. Twenty-first-century magical realism engages and animates narratively a variety of discourses shaped by giving voice to the marginalized. As Tina Campt argues, “The grammar of black feminist futurity is a performance of a future that hasn’t yet happened but must…It is the power to imagine beyond current fact and to envision that which is not, but must be. It’s a politics of prefiguration that involves living the future now – as imperative rather than subjunctive – as a striving for the future you want to see, right now, in the present.”14 In magic, an animative force compels the subject to put the senses in political and aesthetic motion on behalf of decolonial change by imagining a different future in the present.
The essays in this anthology explore how magic subverts the empiricism of colonial culture by summoning existences that circumvent the ontological requirements for social presence through the sheer persistence of ritual, tradition, and culture. Indeed, the literature and art of magical realism, not only offers a narrative trompe l’ oeil, but also introduces supernatural forces—the vision of a Shaman, possession of Afro-religious priests, specter of a slave murdered by her mother—to make what colonial culture has disappeared, appear. The point here is those entities subjugated in everyday life do not merely vanish, submit, or die off, but occupy Being otherwise and find a way, over and against the colonial reality we inhabit, to thrive and persist. Thus, magic generates a nonlinear structure that cannot be framed within a stated normativity nor reified through historical discourse. Rather, magic functions as an extra-archival practice of what Edouard Glissant has called non-history, an expressive context, which constitutes a repository of emergent narratives lingering in and around the social through orality, interaction with nature, the endurance of ancestors, and visionary exercises. As such, magic radically surprises and rearranges our sensory capacities opening thresholds to othered presences and forms of knowing that braid reality into dynamic entanglements. The essays in this anthology explore how the literature of magical realism subverts the mandate of the rational in colonial traditions and invoke existences that holler, when unleashed, throughout the real.
This holler throughout the real takes on the form of magic, ghosts, and other spiritual forms at a global level in contemporary magical realisms.15 Indeed, the power of magical realism exists in the way it calls our attention to the myriad forms of vibrant matter within which we exist, which blur the boundaries between human and spirit, human and animal, human and objects.16 This dynamism has spread into the parlance of global narratives that now tailor the genre to their particular contexts; for example, Haruki Murakami in Japan, Alexis Wright in Australia, and Ahmad Saadawi in the Middle East, all elaborate on their specific social, aesthetic, and political imaginaries.

The first part of the book reviews the global turns of magical realism. We begin with a reprint of Mariano Siskind’s essay, “The Global Life of Genres and the Material Travels of Magical Realism.” This essay chronicles the global breadth of magical realism and its capacity to address and accommodate specified narratives from varying cultures of color from around the world. For Siskind, the genre of magical realism satisfies an aesthetic demand by local artists and writers of color who find in the genre a plasticity that incorporates different imaginary modalities allowing multiple articulations of being to materialize. In many ways, this essay marks the critical starting point of magical realism in the twenty-first century. His essay is followed by Lydie Moudileno, who offers a more geographically focused reading by revisiting magical realism in African fiction. Moudileno’s essay “Magical Realism, Afrofuturism, and Afrosurrealism: The Entanglement of Categories in African Fiction” measures the scale and aesthetic significance of the magical in light of new fiction that has emerged from the Congo and Francophone Africa. In particular, Moudileno examines the work of Sony Labou Tansi to demonstrate how African literature fuse and complicates genre categories bringing new hermeneutic dimensions to magical realism. For Moudileno, magical realism enabled African writers pull away from a realist French tradition while serving as a bridge into other literary modes such as speculative fiction and Afrofuturism. Meanwhile, Roanne Kantor’s work, “Magical Realism in South Asia,” asserts that Latin American genealogy is essential to explaining Salman Rushdie’s rise as a “magical realist” author—only this avenue leads to a historiography based on continuity, and not just rupture, and one based on “tangled roots.” In the final essay of this section, Oxford Professor Maria del Pilar Blanco, “Magical Realism and the Descriptive Turn in Literary Studies,” reads several texts by Gabriel García Márquez for descriptive tendencies and strategies to demonstrate how the emphasis on description serves magical realist narratives. Her essay examines the role description plays in the scholarship of the genre from which she gleans a series of political and ideological effects.
In this vein, the second part of the anthology explores the practice of negative aesthetics as a characteristic sensibility in magical realist artistic forms. This section begins with an essay by Richard Perez, “Harboring Spirits: Deontological Time, Magic, and Race in Gods Go Begging by Alfredo Vea,” which offers a theory of deontological time. For Perez, time in the novel undergoes a process of violation that depletes time’s animating properties and reduces being to a ghostly iteration. His reading of the novel examines how the text reconfigures time in deontological terms presenting being in more expansive, magical ways. Thus, Gods Go Begging not only narrates the temporal mortification experienced by the racialized subject in the ghetto, prison, and war, but creates deontological alternatives that animate time and space, to form new modalities of experience. Similarly, the relationship between alienation and magic serves as a productive frame in Nicholas Radel’s analysis of the queer novelist Andrew Holleran. In his essay “1978, The Year of Magical Thinking: Magical Realism and the Paradoxes of White Gay Ontology in Andrew Holleran’s Dancer from the Dance and Edmund White’s Nocturnes for the King of Naples,” Holleran deconstructs the mythic embodiment of privileged gay whiteness
, which attempts to align itself with the symbolic power and social guarantee of whiteness. This desire, Radel argues, is magically disrupted in the novel giving way, through fantasy, to a multi-ethnic gay ontology and sensibility. The next essay of this section, “Magical Realism and Indigenous Survivance in Australia: The Literature of Alexis Wright” by Maria Takolander explores the work of Australian author Alexis Wright through Gerald Vizenor’s theory of survivance as a description of the ironic aesthetic of magical realism. Takolander probes the ironical figuration of Wright’s work, which operates as a strategy intrinsic to postcolonial politics in her fiction. For Takolander, the magic of irony is central to Wright’s work insofar as it serves as a revision of colonial histories by transcending authenticating narratives about Aboriginal identities. In so doing, it opens up Aboriginal futures and upholds, through an aesthetic of survivance, Aboriginal agency, and sovereignty. Carine Mardorossian and Angela Veronica Wong argue in “Magical ‘Terrestrealism’ in Edwidge Danticat’s Claire of the Sea Light” that Danticat’s 2013 novel, the first written after the devastating 2010 Haitian earthquake, be read as a template for the uneven development of the genre from the hybrid space of the Haitian Caribbean.
The third part of the anthology, “Magical Conditions,” examines the visceral and psychic dimensions of magic and their wide-ranging effects on the subject. In the first essay entitled “The Multiplicity of This World: Troubling Origins in Twenty-First Century African American Magical Realism,” Victoria A. Chevalier explores magical realism in Jesmyn Ward’s Sing, Unburied, to show that Ward employs magical realist literary strategies that worry received notions of life and death, human and animal experience. Additionally, Chevalier argues that Sing, Unburied, Sing establishes a critique of post-humanism and the Anthropocene that deconstructs (assumed) white human being. It shifts perception and being—literally it “unburies” the ground of Western universalisms—into a non-binary relationship that simultaneously privileges the black human and non-human animal, the black living and the black dead, the earth and its ecosystems. Ward’s text also insists that the apocalyptic variants of the Anthropocene can only be remedied through addressing the social and political injuries wrought on black humanity and black suffering made invisible by such apocalyptic visions. Sing, Unburied, Sing recenters black humanity, in Chevalier’s view, by deconstructing universalist, Western-oriented perceptions of Being, and their attendant anti-black racisms, to show that these foundations structurally abject black subjects, other species of living being, and the earth itself. Chevalier asserts that the only way to forge an ecological responsibility that fosters sustenance for all life on earth is to dismantle anti-black racism, the postcolony, and the afterlives of enslavement through a black magical deontology.17 Decentering the literary text, Eugene Arva’s essay “The Analogical Legacy of Ground Zero: Magical Realism in Post-9/11 Literary and Filmic Trauma Narratives” makes use of the theoretical concepts of “traumatic imagination” and “shock chronotope” in post-9/11 novels and films that employ magical realist images and narrative techniques. He explores magical realism as an analytic mode employed by cinematic narratives that attempt to convey the ineffable of traumatic memories. Where the written word may struggle to recreate a traumatic reality, the visual image artistically insinuates itself as reality. Particularly in the case of extreme experiences, such a conflation of the medium with the message might, in fact, carry the benefit of facilitating working through trauma. Far from suggesting that magical realism should work in identical ways in a moving picture, a novel, or a painting, Arva focuses, instead, on the ekphrastic synergy between word (text) and image (film) that makes the most popular artistic medium of our days so suitable to convey the ineffable of the traumatic void. The third essay of this section, “The Uses of Enchantment: Instances of Magical Realism in Toni Morrison’s Later Writing” by French scholar Claudine Raynaud, looks at later works of Toni Morrison written in the twenty-first century. According to Raynaud, Morrison’s twenty-first-century work further breaks away from the conventions of “realism” because such a narrow view not only fails to account for African American’s discredited knowledge and cosmology, but these breaches with the constraints of realistic narrative fiction (mimesis) have been necessary in the rendering of traumatic experience. For Raynaud, this turn to magical realism in Morrison’s work marks the exploration of a poetic mode of writing that transcends the believable. Thus, the poetic imagination sits at the core of Morrison’s own version of magical realism and remains faithful to the representation of inner lives and the perception of a world where “animals talk and butterflies cry.”

Md Abu Shahid Abdullah follows Raynaud’s chapter with an essay on Gioconda Belli’s The Inhabited Woman. This novel, set in an imaginary country called Faguas, relates the personal stories of Nicaraguan women who have experienced social and political violence of Nicaragua in the 1970s. According to Abdullah, the protagonist Lavinia reconstructs her personal identity through her struggle for liberation from a male-dominated society and the social and political violence of her country. Her personal experiences add alternate narratives to the official history propagated by the government. Abdullah argues that by employing magical realist elements, Belli not only reconstructs history with native belief and norms, thereby re-establishing connections between the past and the present, but also shows the influence of communal memory on individuals fighting against oppression. In the case of Lavinia, her present and past memories intertwine to empower her journey for a more complex gendered and national identity. In the final essay, scholar Joshua Lam focuses on ontology and “Black magic” in the work of Ishmael Reed. This essay demonstrates the increasingly global and multicultural scope of Reed’s aesthetic, indicated by his most recent novel, Conjugating Hindi (2018), which articulates the struggles of African and Indian diasporas in a decolonial context. Lam argues that Reed uses “conjure” to juxtapose distinct historical periods, often colliding more distant traumatic pasts with the present in order to dramatize how their legacies live on in the current political climate. For Lam, Reed turns what racialized Western accounts would call black pathology and hysteria into a curative for pervasive monotheistic technoculture. Thus, Reed, according to Lam, seeks to formulate a black ontology through his aesthetic experimentation, an endeavor that ultimately aims to use “black magic” to curse/cure an oppressive culture founded on anti-black violence

.
The fourth part of the anthology shifts from “magical conditions” to ethnic and racialized imaginaries. Caroline Rody begins the section by reading what she calls the “book-within-the-book” in contemporary Jewish fiction. Her essay examines the recurrent magical conceit of the book-within-the-book in which an old, mysterious text is positioned within the contemporary fictive setting as object of wonder or longing, source of knowledge, and access point to Jewish traditions of the sacred. This chapter surveys the work of Isaac Bashevis Singer, Bruno Schultz, as well as Myla Goldberg, Steve Stern, Dara Horn, Jonathan Safran Foer, Nicole Krauss, Cynthia Ozick, and David Grossman to show how Jewish writers practice magical realism as an imaginative response to history at its most hideous. Nicole Rizzuto’s essay, on the other hand, focuses on the work of one author, Bessie Head. This piece evaluates three novels by the South African writer—When Rain Clouds Gather (1969); Maru (1971); and A Question of Power (1973)—as texts that deploy modes of magical realism toward ethico-political ends. For Rizzuto, Head’s fiction elaborates the possibilities of an eco-critical consciousness geared toward sustainability and development by rethinking the agential possibilities of the subaltern through the imaginative resources of artistic creation. In the third essay in this section, “The Magical and Paradigmatic Intimacy of Blackness and Indianness in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao,” Chad Infante focuses on what he calls the “intimacy” of Blackness and Indianness in the work of Junot Diaz. Infante offers a detailed reading of Beli and her mother, La Inca. For Infante, their relationship generates a “formula of magical and paradigmatic intimacy in and out of colonial violence” that emerges from a political, social, and theoretical intimacy between Indianness and Blackness. In Keming Liu’s essay, “Fiction on the Verge: Testing Taboos in The Republic of Wine,” the nature of truth and history is examined against a contradictory backdrop of economic prosperity, on the one hand, and the rumors of famine, on the other. For Liu, Chinese author Mo Yan employs magic to illuminate a paradigmatic case of “cannibalism and corruption” that becomes an archetypical, in a Jungian sense, instance of the times. Magic, dreams, and ideological realities play off each other to create alternating viewpoints to accepted social and political realities. The final essay in this section, “Magical Embodiment: Strategic Deontology in Toni Morrison’s Fiction” by Johanna Garvey, explores the fiction of Toni Morrison. This essay theorizes what Garvey calls “magical embodiment,” which serves as a means to disrupt ontologies that have informed the Atlantic world, via colonization and plantation logics, for over five centuries. Garvey’s reflections on Morrison suggest decolonial ways to think past the human to a coexistence of possible worlds that incorporates life on this planet


.
The fifth section addresses life in global terms, focusing on transnationalism, refugees, and migration. The section begins with an essay by Lorna Pérez, “Out of Time: Resisting the Nation in One Hundred Years of Solitude,” which analyzes the nation as a magical construct. However, rather than reading the nation in symbolic or allegorical terms, Perez’s reading of the nation challenges colonial and imperial logics and the primacy of the nation-state through magical realist techniques. For Perez, magical realism draws attention to the failures of the nation by revealing its mythic and magical nature. In this sense, magical realism does not simply construct the nation, but instead shatters and expands it. Mai-Linh K. Hong’s essay, “‘The Deep Root Snapped’: Reproductive Violence and Family Un/making in Quan Barry’s She Weeps Each Time You’re Born,” examines the work of the Black/Asian poet and novelist Quan Barry, born in Vietnam in 1973 and raised in the United States by an adoptive family. In her essay on Barry’s groundbreaking novel She Weeps Each Time You’re Born (2015), which is rooted in the aftermath of the US-involved wars in Southeast Asia, Hong explores Barry’s use of magical tropes (impossible mothering acts; communication with the dead) as a critical and imaginative response to multigenerational traumas of colonialism, war, sexual violence, and forced migration. Hong is especially interested in how Barry’s position as a biracial, transnational adoptee may inspire/enable her fashioning of (supernatural) surrogate families and communities, which operate against the grain of Vietnam’s highly divisive, traumatic modern history. Similarly, Marion Rohrleitner’s piece, “Undocumented Magic: Magical Realism as ‘Aesthetic Turbulence’ in Salvador Plascencia’s The People of Paper,” focuses on the undocumented in Plascencia’s text. As Rohrleitner argues, the text defies audience expectations of the autobiographically inspired realist immigrant novel by using a highly experimental, metafictional narrative mode. As such, Rohrleitner asserts that the text focuses on the discursive opposition between two strong female leads to reveal the commodification of their story by the narrator/author. Plascencia, therefore, reinvents magical realism as a mode of active resistance to the multiple exploitations of undocumented immigrants from the Southern Hemisphere. The final essay in section five, “Flying Over the Abyss: Magical Realism in Salim Barakat’s The Captives of Sinjar” by Middle Eastern scholar Fadia F. Suyoufie, looks at the function of magical realism as a narrative mode in Salim Barakat’s novel The Captive Women of Sinjar (2016). The novel addresses the recent history of Iraq to provide a space for the representation of violence and atrocities perpetrated against Yazidi women by “the soldiers of the caliphate.” The narrative portrays the traumatic experiences through the imaginative conjuring of the victims as ghosts. In this new form, the spectral figures are given a voice where their testimonies, Suyoufie argues, may be disclosed
.
In the sixth and final section of the anthology, “Magical Crossings: Pedagogy, Genres, Fairy Tales,” addresses magical realism as pedagogy, and as utilized in different genres. For Kim Sasser and Rachel Mariboho in their essay, “Pedagogical Magic: Magical Realism’s Appeal for the Twenty-First Century Classroom,” magical realism serves as a dynamic pedagogic feature for the twenty-first-century classroom. Sasser and Mariboho point to the affective impact of magical realism on readers. The fact that it is now being utilized in different languages by writers from around the world points to its sheer diversification and prompts an array of uses to which the mode continues to be put. This range makes magical realism a literature from which teachers might reap rich benefits. As teachers introduce divergent examples of magical realism, Sasser contends, they resonate with diverse student populations that make up their classrooms, inviting students to participate in urgent twenty-first-century global literary conversations. The following essay, “Outrageous Humour: Satircial Magical Realism,” by Maggie Ann Bowers explores authors who combine magical realism and political satire. This essay compares the political satire of writers like Nikolai Gogol, Mikhail Bulgakov, and Günter Grass to magical realist authors such as Ngūgī wa Thiong’o and Salman Rushdie. For Bowers, magical realism utilizes the destabilizing force of the comedic to open social visions and political possibilities.
Our penultimate contribution, an essay by Lorna Robinson, author of Gabriel García Márquez and Ovid: Magical and Monstrous Realities, continues the dialogue she began in her book between classical literature and magical realism. Her essay, “Winged Words and Gods as Birds: Magical Realism and Nature in the Homeric Epics,” stretches the contemporary genre across time and space and reads the magic realist elements in the work of Homer. In doing so, Robinson establishes new parameters for the genre beyond its historically periodic confinement and claims that this temporal and global shift marks an expansive use of magical realism for the twenty-first century. In the final essay of the anthology, Dana Del George also invokes the premodern in her essay, “Streaming from the Past: Magical Realism as Postmodern Fairy Tale,” which makes the provocative claim that magical realism has replaced the traditional fairy tale. Informing her argument are key voices from the field of fairy-tale studies, primarily those of Maria Tatar and Jack Zipes, who describe how fairy tales were censored in the modern era, reducing their emotional range and confining them to the category of children’s literature. To demonstrate that magical realism recovers the full emotional range of the premodern fairy tale, Del George discusses the ways that George Saunders’s magical realist stories dismantle the “Disneyfication” of the fairy tale while preserving its sentiment. For Del George, magical realism may be considered the fairy tale’s successor because it does not flinch in depicting cruel and ugly realities on the one hand, and on the other, it does not shy away from sincere and sentimental portrayals of hope and justice. This, she claims, is an essential trait that magical realism inherits from fairy tale, and the verisimilitude of shared beliefs in these narratives offers important challenges to modern ontology
.
These essays display an expansive movement and interconnection between human subjects from diverse global contexts and, as such, mark one of the important distinctions between magical realism in its earlier forms and contemporary magical realism. This anthology examines how certain literatures resignify the magical in the real in an attempt to remake the world in the image of a variety of differences at the level of language, the body, spirit, colonial violence, ritual, orality, and the undead. To the extent that magic deontologizes Being, it does so in order to multiply aesthetic and cultural forms that express human experience of the world differently and to release presence from the tyranny of the essential. The work of magic, we claim, opens thought and sense to a manifold conception of existence.18 In this regard, the essays collected here compose persuasive interpretations of contemporary magical realist literature that magnify earlier, twentieth-century concerns with a proliferation of Being. Perhaps, the potential of magical realism as a genre and metaphor for the 21st Century is one that posits dense forms of diversity that cannot be captured, tamed, or fully understood, but that open out into new social and imaginary terrains. Magical realism in the 21st century then, compels readers to imagine globally, to orient themselves to broadened forms of experience in all their rich, unpredictable possibilities.
Notes

	1.Magical realism has inspired varied critical and theoretical approaches. See, for instance: Eva Aldea, Magical Realism and Deleuze: The Indiscernibility of Difference in Postcolonial Literature (Oxford: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013); David K. Danow, The Spirit of Carnival: Magical Realism and the Grotesque (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1995); Kim Sasser, Magical Realism and Cosmopolitanism: Strategizing Belonging (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); Shannin Schroeder, Rediscovering Magical Realism in the Americas (Santa Barbara: Praeger Press, 2004); Brenda Cooper, Magical Realism in West African Fiction: Sensing with a Third Eye (New York: Routledge, 2004); Taner Can, Magical Realism in Postcolonial British Fiction: History, Nation, and Narration (Stuttgart: Ibidem Press, 2015).

 

	2.Avery F. Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 195.

 

	3.Carpentier, Alejo, “On the Marvelous Real in America,” in Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community (Duke University Press, 1995), 87.

 

	4.Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris discuss the disruptive capacity of magic to create “space for interactions of diversity” in Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 3. Our anthology builds on this desire for diversity by focusing on ontological implications of magic. How does a sustained engagement with “diversity” challenge and change how we understand being itself? Magical Realism in the Twenty-First Century, we claim, addresses and restructures the power relations of being in diversity.

 

	5.Mariano Siskind’s signal account of magical realism in the twenty-first century is located in “The Global Life of Genres and the Material Travels of Magical Realism,” in Cosmopolitan Desires: Global Modernity and World Literature in Latin America (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2014).

 

	6.See Franz Roh, “Magical Realism: Post-expressionism,” in Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, eds. Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy Faris (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 15–31.

 

	7.For an interesting discussion of affect, wonder, and the foundations of the Americas in relation to magical realism, see Jeronimo Arellano, Magical Realism and the History of the Emotions in Latin America (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2015).

 

	8.For the roots of magical realism, see Angel Flores’s seminal essay “Magical Realism in Spanish American Fiction,” Hispania, vol. 38, no. 2: 187–192. Web. Source.

 

	9.For an interesting book on culture, ethnicity, and haunting, see Kathleen Brogan, Cultural Haunting: Ghosts and Ethnicity in Recent American Literature (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1998).

 

	10.Wendy Faris, Ordinary Enchantments: Magical Realism and the Remystification of Narrative (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2004).

 

	11.As Derrida puts it in Specters of Marx: “If he loves justice at least, the ‘scholar’ of the future, the ‘intellectual’ of tomorrow should learn it and from the ghost.”(176).

 

	12.Darieck Scott, Extravagant Abjection: Blackness, Power, and Sexuality in the African American Literary Imagination (New York: New York University Press), 253.

 

	13.Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen, The Emotional Tie: Psychoanalysis, Mimesis, and Affect, trans. Douglas Brick (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), 98–120. Borch-Jacobsen argues that the trance circumvents the marginalizing language of the symbolic.

 

	14.Tina M. Campt, Listening to Images (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017), 17.

 

	15.For an interesting elaboration on the importance of focusing our attention on ghosts, see Maria Del Pilar Blanco, Ghost-Watching American Modernity: Haunting, Landscape, and the Hemispheric Imagination (New York: Fordham University Press, 2012).

 

	16.For a brilliant analysis of the relation of being and matter, see Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010).

 

	17.For a sustained reading of magical deontology in Ishmael Reed’s work, see Joshua Lam’s essay in this collection, “Black Magic: Conjure, Syncretism, and Satire in Ishmael Reed.”

 

	18.As Zamora and Faris argue: “Magical realism often facilitates the fusion, or coexistence, of possible worlds, spaces, systems that would be irreconcilable in other modes of fiction. The propensity of magical realist texts to admit a plurality of worlds means that they often situate themselves on liminal territory between or among those worlds – in phenomenal and spiritual regions where transformation, metamorphosis, dissolution are common, where magic is a branch of naturalism, or pragmatism.” In Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 3.
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How Does a Genre Go Global?
Magical realism occupies a paradoxical space at the center of the relation between Latin America and the discourse of world literature. On the one hand, it has been portrayed (and still is today, after its aesthetic and cultural power has been manifestly exhausted) as the most local, most particular aesthetic form: that is, the aesthetic form that best expresses the cultural tensions and historical ethos of the region. On the other, as evidenced by its ubiquity in syllabi, anthologies, and corpora, it is the most established and stable world literary genre, the world literary genre par excellence, indeed, a global form, particularly since its rebranding as “the literary language of the postcolonial world” (Bhabha, “Introduction” 7). As analyzed in the previous chapter, the institutionalization of world literary reason solves this paradox by producing mappings of the discipline whereby the world’s peripheries are represented by supposedly typical aesthetic forms, whose typicality needs to be naturalized in order to express the totality of the region or nation it is meant to represent. Here, then, is a first (albeit, immensely dissatisfactory) answer to the question that opens this section: magical realism goes global as a particularistic aesthetic that satisfies a demand for local color from marginal cultures in the global field of world literature.

But the triad of magical realism, postcolonialism, and world literature is a rather new development that dates back to the 1990s. Before that, in the 1970 and 1980, magical realism was seen as a characteristically Latin American literary code. Critics like Josefina Ludmer, Enrique Anderson Imbert (Realismo magico), and Ángel Rama, among many others, read Alejo Carpentier’s lo real maravilloso and Gabriel Garcia Márquez’s realismo mágico as overcoming the apparent contradiction between the region’s desire for cultural modernity in sync with Europe and the United States, and the recuperation of its cultural particularity. Since the 1990s, however, several academics have denounced magical realism as the “reification of alterity” (Moreiras 145–146), consumed by metropolitan audiences that affirm their sense of superiority in their rejoicing in magical realist gimmicks because that “doesn’t happen, couldn’t happen, here” (Molloy, “Postcolonial Latin America” 375): magical realism as a form of critical domestication (Kadir, Other Writing 26).
These affirmations of, and this resistance to, the identification of magical realism with the putative cultural essence of the region coincide in their perception of magical realism as conspicuously Latin American. But since the 1990s, from quite different subject positions and with markedly distinct implications, a number of comparative literature scholars have characterized magical realism as the emblematic genre of a postcolonial world literature and, more generally, as a global literary currency (which would then include metropolitan texts like Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus, Peter Carey’s Illywhacker, and Marie Darrieussecq’s Truismes), now emancipated from the Latin American determinations that launched it onto the world scene. Besides Homi Bhabha’s identification of magical realism with the postcolonial world that I quoted above, Gayatri Spivak describes it as a Latin American aesthetic form that “has been used to great effect by some expatriate or diasporic subcontinentals writing in English” (“Post-structuralism” 57); Fredric Jameson portrays it as an “alternative to the narrative logic of contemporary postmodernism” (“On Magic Realism” 129); Lois Parkinson Zamora
 and Wendy Faris, who edited the most ambitious critical compendium on the global scope of magical realism, consider it “an international commodity” (2); David Damrosch links it to the expansion of world literary markets from Latin America to India and the Balkans (How to Read 106–107); Franco Moretti calls it a liminal aesthetic of the modern world epic (Modern Epic 233); Michael Denning sees it as a part of a global tradition of proletarian, committed, and progressive literature (703); and Jean-Pierre Durix writes that it is “a new multicultural artistic reality” (162).
In spite of so many declarations certifying the perfect triple marriage between world literature, postcolonialism, and magical realism, this ménage-à-trois needs to be unpacked, denaturalized, and historicized. Indeed, the making of a new world literature—a new understanding of its critical discourse and the texts that interact in the most productive ways with it—calls for accounts of the global status of aesthetic forms that are invested in foregrounding the historical and hegemonic mediations that make up the global space where world literary discourses inscribe their cosmopolitan desires. We need to interrogate precisely the process through which an aesthetic formation becomes a world literary genre. How does a certain literary protocol, recognized beyond its singularity as a genre, become universally available as a productive and interpretative device? Only a historical narrative of the actual spread of a given genre across the globe, an account of material and concrete encounters, appropriations, resignifications, and transformations, can inform its world literary stature. Genres and texts belong to world literature not because of what they are but rather because of what they do: because they perform global desires, because they further transcultural goals, and because they resist the immediacy of meaning as a function of the local, whether national or regional. Or rather, they are made to behave like this, under the gaze of world literary critics. This is why I insist on the notion of world literary interventions and world literary disruptions that alter the epistemic geographies of literary history to produce new, contingent (ephemeral or not) large-scale spatial assemblages, redrawing the boundaries of the world with each utterance
.1
Along the lines of the globalization of the novel that I proposed in the previous chapter, here I suggest that the world literary nature of magical realism should be sought, not in its formal generic traits, but in its concrete global trajectories from the 1920s to the 1990 and in the traces it leaves behind in the translations and rewritings that make up the literary materiality of its world: from the coining of the term magical realism by German art critic Franz Roh as a modality of postexpressionist art, to the essays and narratives of the Venezuelan Arturo Uslar Pietri, the Cuban Alejo Carpentier, and the Guatemalan Miguel Ángel Asturias, to the so-called Boom of Latin American literature and the worldwide cult developed around Gabriel Garcia Márquez’s Cien años de soledad (One Hundred Years of Solitude) and its rewritings between the 1970s and 1990s in Africa, South and East Asia, Eastern Europe, and the US South. Each of these global dislocations reconfigured magical realism according to the cultural politics of its appropriations: from avant-garde psychologism to Latin Americanism as a redemptive discourse of cultural identity, to its global postcolonialization (or its postcolonial globalization), and finally, to its commodification and the deactivation of its historico-political potential.
This global historical narrative is missing from the vast multilingual bibliography on magical realism that has grown exponentially since the 1980s and consists, for the most part, of formalistic and taxonomic analyses that try to define the genre through its difference from fantasy, science fiction, horror narratives, and other genres. Debates and divergence about the ways in which to characterize the term seem to be a central part of the aesthetic and critical tradition of magical realism. The proliferation of conflicting definitions does not have to do with the apparent oxymoron implied in the articulation of the realms of the marvelous and extraordinary within a conventionally conceived reality. Almost without exception, critics agree that magical realist narratives attempt to bridge the contradiction between its two terms—to depict magic and other phenomena that ordinary common sense cannot explain as naturally intervening in reality. The world of magical realist texts is one where the ordinary and extraordinary coexist without conflict, without even calling attention to each other’s Otherness. In this sense, most critics would agree with Brazilian critic Irlemar Chiampi’s working definition of magical realism as “a naturalização do irreal e a sobrenaturalização do real” (Realismo maravilhoso 26) (“the naturalisation of the marvelous and the denaturalisation of the real”).
But the agreement on the definition of magical realism ends with this dialectic of estrangement and normalization. Specialists are divided as to whether magical realism is (1) an ability of artists (inherited from a romantic lineage that conceives the poet as seer) to unveil the spiritual determinations of the real in order to shed light on the marvelous that constitutes it, so that it cannot be explained through a rational logic of cause and effect; or (2) a code of representation that accounts for particular cultural formations where the historical experience of modernity coexists with a perception of the supernatural, understood in the broadest possible sense. To state it another way: Is magical realism a universal aesthetic that unveils the supernatural core of the real everywhere thanks to its universal antipositivistic (transhistorical and often ahistorical) appeal? Or is it an aesthetic that belongs organically to marginal cultures marked by traumatic collective experiences of oppression (colonial or otherwise)? Most of the bibliography on magical realism and world literature tends to explain the genre’s globality in terms of the first formulation, while those critics (like Bhabha and Spivak, among many others) that identify the coupling of magical realism and postcolonialism opt for the second argument. In this chapter, I attempt to historicize the gap that separates these two questions about the world literary nature of the genre.
Tales of Origins
If origins are historically determined, fictional, retrospective, and conventional constructions, it is not surprising that literary history assigns two different starting points to magical realism, each corresponding to one of the two ways of defining this narrative form described in the previous section: magical realism as the result of a universally available aesthetic perception of the intersections of the marvelous and the real, and magical realism as a narrative mode that contains the particular cultural experience of the underdeveloped world. Franz Roh, on the one hand, and Arturo Uslar Pietri and Alejo Carpentier, on the other, lay out the discursive matrices for each of these understandings of the cultural politics of magical realism.
In 1925, Franz Roh was the first to give critical substance to the concept of magical realism, albeit to interpret postexpressionist works of art, not narrative. Roh, an art historian, wrote a book/catalog on and for an exhibition of paintings that Gustav Hartlaub had organized in Mannheim, Germany, under the title Neue Sachlichkeit (alternately translated as “New Objectivity,” “New Realism,” or “Post-Expressionism”), with works by Otto Dix, George Grosz, and Max Beckmann among others. Roh saw Neue Sachlichkeit as a resolution of the historical opposition between impressionism and expressionism. In Nach-Expressionismus, Magischer Realismus: Probleme der neusten eropäischen Malerei (Post-Expressionism, Magical Realism: Problems of the Most Recent European PaintingMalerei [Post-Expressionism, Magical Realism
Problems of the Most Recent European Painting]), Roh explains that whereas impressionist artists were concerned with objective representations, “giving maximal value and meaning to chromatic texture” (“Magic Realism” 19), “expressionism shows an exaggerated preference for fantastic, extraterrestrial, remote objects” (16). He saw this new school of Neue Sachlichkeit as an attempt to reconcile the referentiality of impressionism with the expressionist attempt to uncover the spiritual and mystical nucleus of reality: “Post-expressionism sought to reintegrate reality into the heart of visibility” while trying to “discover a more general and deeper basis [for it]. … This [art offers a] calm admiration of the magic of being, of the discovery that things already have their own faces” (18, 20). But this is as far as Roh went. He never gave a precise and cogent definition of magical realism, and because he limited himself to the reference in the title of his book, it could be said that it is only as a result of posterior elaborations on the concept that we recognize a foundational moment of the conceptual history of magical realism in his interpretation of postexpressionist art. In fact, Roh himself dropped the concept when he published Geschichte der Deutschen Kunst von 1900 his zur Gegenwart (German Art in the Twentieth Century) in 1958 “in recognition that his terms Magischer Realismus and Nach-Expressionismus had been eclipsed by Hartlaub’s
 Neue Sachlichkeit” (Guenther 35).
According to critics such as Irene Guenther and Chris Warnes, Roh inscribes his interpretation of postexpressionist painting in a Germanist philosophical tradition inaugurated by Novalis (Friedrich Freiherr von Hardenberg), who first delineated the concept of magical realism in 1798. Warnes explains that the German romantic Novalis envisioned in his notebooks the figure of a prophetic intellectual, whom he referred to as magischer Idealist and magischer Realist (Schriften 384): the prophet poet who lives outside the boundaries of enlightened discourse without losing touch with the real, grounding his poetic idealism in reality. “What Novalis and Roh have in common, then, is a concern with the limits of mimesis and a reliance on dialectics of inwardness and outwardness, subject and object, spirit and the world in their formulations of this concern. While each responded to the circumstances of his own times, and these dialectics are pronounced features of the post-Kantian tradition in general, the striking point of overlap lies in the two thinkers’ attempts to synthesize such dialectical opposites through their uses of the term magical realism” (Warnes, Magical Realism
 26).2
From the mid-1920s to the 1940s, Roh’s concept of magical realism traveled through the marginal channels of Europe’s avant-garde landscape. In 1927, Massimo Bontempelli, writer and director (with Curzio Malaparte) of “900” Cahiers d’Italie et d’Europe, published several articles (in French and Italian) calling for a magical realist aesthetic that would reinforce the role of imagination in literature and art: “Unico strumento del nostro lavoro sarà l’immaginazione; ocorre rim-parare l’arte di costruire, per inventare i miti freschi onde possa sca-turire la nuova atmosfera di cui abbiamo bisogno per respirare” (750) (“The only instrument of our work will be the imagination. We have to relearn the art of creating; to invent fresh myths from which the new atmosphere we long to breathe in will emerge”). Erik Camayd-Freixas explains that Bontempelli’s “magical realism sought to overcome futurism, but also a pastless primitivism, that zero degree of culture proposed by surrealist artists. From the very beginning, then, the literary concept of magical realism was contaminated with primitivism” (34). Bontempelli’s proposal coincided with Roh’s in the estimation that the roots of magical realism could be found in realism proper, but they differed in that Bontempelli wanted to broaden the scope of magical realism in order to include the representation of magical occurrences with realist techniques (Menton 213). The bilingual nature of Bontempelli’s journal helped spread the concept throughout Europe.3 When it reached Paris in the late 1920s, the history of magical realism merged with surrealism’s attempt to reach deeper truths through nonrational, oneiric associations and the unexpected encounter of dissimilar objects and worlds.
This European elaboration of the concept of magical realism is construed in ahistorical terms. Neither Roh nor the romantic tradition he recuperated, nor Bontempelli and the avant-garde appropriations that followed suit, thought of a magical realist aesthetic defined and conditioned in its specificity by the cultural particularities of its differential spaces of emergence. Magical realism was born unbound by specific social relations; it was a discourse whose universality was determined by an epochal antipositivist exploration of the limits of rational approaches to the real. Only in its later displacement to the Caribbean does Carpentier conceptualize it as the aesthetic particularity of Latin America, opening the theoretical horizon to include its relation to marginality, subalternity, and postcolonialism
.
Theories of the Latin American Marvelous
Magical realism came of age when a group of Caribbean and Central American writers—Arturo Uslar Pietri, Alejo Carpentier, and Miguel Ángel Asturias, who had befriended one another in Paris in the late 1920s and early 1930s—reformulated the concept into an aesthetic form derived from the hybrid nature of Latin American culture and society. In essays and novels from the late 1940s, they present magical realism as a way to achieve Latin America’s aesthetic emancipation, when the region first gives itself a literary identity of its own, markedly differentiated from those translated from Europe. Carpentier made the most significant contribution to the redefinition of the concept, which he renamed “lo real maravilloso” (“the marvelous real”) in the preface to his novel El reino de este mundo (The Kingdom of This World) (1949). However, when they met in Paris, the three writers were primarily concerned with conceiving a cogent aesthetic program capable of expressing their Latin American cultural particularity, and it was the Venezuelan novelist Uslar Pietri who first produced, albeit tentatively, a Latin American appropriation of the concept. In a 1986 essay, Uslar Pietri reminisces about those years:Desde 1929 y por algunos años tres jóvenes escritores his-panoamericanos se reunian, con cotidiana frecuencia, en alguna terraza de un café de Paris para hablar sin término de lo que más les importaba que era la literatura de la hora y la situación politica de la América Latina que, en el fondo, era una misma y sola cosa. … En Asturias se manifestaba, de manera casi obsesiva, el mundo disuelto de la cultura maya, en una mezcla fabulosa en la que aparecian, como extrañas figuras de un drama de guiñol, los esbirros del Dictador, los contrastes inverosimiles de situaciones y con-cepciones y una visión casi sobrenatural de una realidad casi irreal. Carpentier sentia pasión por los elementos negros en la cultura cubana. Podia hablar por horas de los santeros, de los ñáñigos, de los ritos del vudú, de la mágica mentali-dad del cubano medio en presencia de muchos pasados y herencias. Yo, por mi parte, venia de un pais en el que no predominaban ni lo indigena, ni lo negro, sino la rica mez-cla inclasificable de un mestizaje cultural contradictorio. La politica venia a resultar un aspecto, acaso el más visible, de esas situaciones de peculiaridad que poco tenia que ver con los patrones europeos. (“Realismo mágico” 135)
For a few years beginning in 1929, three young Hispanic American writers gathered frequently on the terrace of one Parisian café or another to talk endlessly of the things they cared most about, the literature of the moment, and the political situation in Latin America, which ultimately, were one and the same thing. … In Asturias there was an almost obsessive display of the destroyed world of Mayan culture: The dictator’s henchmen, the improbable contrast of situations and conceptions, and an almost supernatural vision of an unreal reality, appeared in a fabulous mix as if they were strange figures in a Guignol drama. Carpentier felt passionate about the black elements of Cuban culture. He could talk for hours about santeros, voodoo rites, the magical mentality of the average Cuban faced with many pasts and heritages. I, on the other hand, was coming from a country where neither the indigenous nor the African predominated; a country marked by the unclassifiable mix of a contradictory cultural hybridity. … What came out of all those stories and evocations was the notion of the peculiar condition of the American world, which was irreducible to any European model
.



These concerns (or obsessions, as Uslar Pietri calls them) about the cultural difference of Latin America, along with an exoticizing primitivist and ethnographic aesthetic, defined the early literary work of all three writers. In 1927, Asturias published (with the Mexican J. M. González de Mendoza) a Spanish translation of the Mayan sacred book, the Popol Vuh (“The Book of the Community” in Quiche—although their translation was from the French version their professor Georges Reynaud had published in 1925), followed in 1930 by Leyendas de Guatemala (Legends of Guatemala), a reinvention of the Mayan civilization, and of the mythical elements in its culture, written with an avant-gardist consciousness of the need to work with the inherited language (Yepes-Boscán 675).4 During those same years, Carpentier published his first novel Ecué-Yamba-ó (“Praised be God” in Yoruba) (1933), which he had begun writing while imprisoned in Cuba in 1927. The novel depicts the reality of Afro-Cuban populations in Cuba, with special attention to the sorcery and mystical elements of the religious ceremonies of black ñáñigo groups, which the text presents in striking contrast to Havana’s urban modernity. Uslar Pietri’s novel Las lanzas coloradas (The Red Lances) (1931) does not attempt to give a voice to marginalized subjects; rather, it retells the history of the Venezuelan wars of independence interspersed with popular myths, in an attempt to code the Latin American particularity in national rather than ethnic terms. Shortly after, the Venezuelan wrote “La lluvia” (“The Rain”) (1935), a short story that is often included in anthologies as an example of this incipient magical realist period and that deals with the everyday and apparently banal lives of two old rural peasants and their interaction with an environment that turns eerie during a drought.5 Mario Roberto Morales explains that Asturias, Carpentier, and Uslar Pietri belonged to “todo un movimiento vanguardista lati-noamericano de apropiación, inclusión, resignificación y fusión de las culturas subalternas al proyecto moderno de nación que comenzaba a prefigurarse sobre todo en las mentalidades de intelectuales liberals … la apropriación recreadora de la cultura popular tradicional, vista como insumo básico para crear versiones estéticas de identidades mestizas para diversos países de América Latina, yendo más allá, por supuesto, de toda suerte de negrismos e indigenismos asimilacionistas” (570–571) (“a whole Latin American avant-garde that appropriated, included, resignified, and fused subaltern cultures into the project of the modern nation-state that was beginning to take shape above all in the minds of liberal intellectuals … an appropriation that reinvented traditional popular cultures, seen as raw material to create aesthetic versions of hybrid identities for different Latin American countries, transcending, of course, any type of assimilationist negrismos and indigenisms”). If these three authors share the drive to redefine Latin America’s historical specificity in terms of popular and subaltern subjectivities, they nonetheless appeal to different poetic strategies that, grouped together, establish the foundation of a certain Latin American narrative of marvels articulated around an incipient postcolonial consciousness of the need to remap and retell the history of a region whose narrative had been told from the perspective of the hegemonic cultura criolla.6 Writing about mythical tales of talking animals that interact with archetypal human beings, Asturias recasts the place of Mayan culture in Guatemala. Depicting the Afro-Cuban world in his ethnographic account of Ecué-Yamba-ó’s main character, Menegildo Cué, and his religious and cultural practices (from music to rites of initiation), as well as his incursions into an urban world that marginalizes him, Carpentier begins the inquiry into what he sees as the magical dimension of Afro-Cuban reality, and the constitutive antagonism of hegemonic and subaltern subject positions as the entire region’s trademark.7 Defamiliarizing a received and unquestioned national culture and local mores by weaving together popular myths and a strikingly modernist style, Uslar Pietri explores the cultural potential of effecting the encounter of universally modern narrative techniques with local histories, narratives, and subjects. “Se trataba, evidentemente, de una reacción,” wrote Uslar Pietri many years later, “reacción contra la lit-eratura descriptiva e imitativa que se hacia en la América hispana, y también reacción contra la sumisión tradicional a modas y escuelas europeas” (“Realismo mágico” 136) (“It was a clearly a reaction. A reaction against the descriptive and imitative literature that was being written in Hispanic America, but also a reaction against the usual submission to European trends and schools”). In the same essay, Uslar Pietri defines the literature that he and his colleagues were writing in the 1930s and 1940s as an apprenticeship in learning to see Latin America with Latin American eyes, or, to put it differently, learning to naturalize a strangeness that was specific to Latin American because of its hybrid culture:Si uno lee, con ojos europeos, una novela de Asturias o de Carpentier, puede creer que se trata de una visión artificial o de una anomalia desconcertante y nada familiar. No se trataba de un añadido de personajes y sucesos fantásticos, de los que hay muchos y buenos ejemplos desde los inicios de la literatura, sino de la revelación de una situación dife-rente, no habitual, que chocaba con los patrones aceptados del realismo. Para los mismos hispanoamericanos era como un redescubrimiento de su situación cultural. Esta linea va desde Las leyendas de Guatemala hasta Cien años de sole-dad. Lo que Garcia Márquez describe y que parece pura invención, no es otra cosa que el retrato de una situación peculiar, vista con los ojos de la gente que la viven y la crean, casi sin alteraciones. El mundo criollo está lleno de magia en el sentido de lo inhabitual y lo extraño. (139)

Read with European eyes, a novel by Asturias or Carpentier might be seen as representing an artificial or a disconcerting and unfamiliar anomaly. It was not a mix of characters and fantastic events, of which there are many good examples since the beginning of literature, but the revelation of a different, unusual situation that clashed with accepted modes of realism. For Latin Americans themselves it was a rediscovery of their cultural position. This trajectory goes from Legends of Guatemala to One Hundred Years of Solitude. What Garcia Márquez describes, which seems like pure invention, is none other than the portrayal of a peculiar situation, seen from the eyes of the people that live and create it, almost without alterations. The criollo world is full of magic in the sense of the strange and the unusual.



This 1986 essay has the retrospective benefit of posterior definitions and the general consolidation of magical realism as a clearly designated non-European aesthetic form. Uslar Pietri emphasizes that the Latin American writer’s ability to perceive the magical core of the region’s cultural reality was a rediscovery enabled by distance from that reality. Indeed, the two crucial factors that explain why these Latin American expatriates produced—out of anxiety around Latin America’s historical specificity—proto-magical realist fiction, and would later fully develop the concept, must be found in the type of transcultural artistic interactions made possible by the coincidence of émigrés in Paris during the 1920s and 1930s. Carpentier had arrived in Paris in 1928 thanks to the help of a friend, the poet Robert Desnos, who pushed the Cuban on board the ship España with Desnos’s own passport to help him escape an asphyxiating and dangerous political situation in Havana. Carpentier arrived in Paris at the exact moment when Desnos and others were breaking away from André Breton’s brand of surrealism. With Desnos’s aid, Carpentier befriended the surrealist dissidents (while also frequently visiting Breton and Aragon), joined the chorus of reactions against Breton, and started collaborating on the journals Documents (1929–1930) and Bifur (1929–1931), which were edited by Georges Bataille and other former surrealists (Fass Emery 24–25). Breton’s
 Surrealist Manifesto (1924) and its antirealist, antipositivistic aesthetic through which the artist would gain access to a superior reality had clearly made an impact on Carpentier, especially the investment of the marvel with aesthetic and even extra-aesthetic potential: “Tranchons-en: le merveilleux est toujours beau, n’importe quel merveilleux est beau, il n’y a même que le merveill eux qui soit beau” (Manifestes 22) (“Let us not mince words: the marvelous is always beautiful, anything marvelous is beautiful, in fact only the marvelous is beautiful”; Manifestoes 14). Within months of his arrival, Carpentier had written an article on the surrealists for the Cuban magazine Social, and it is apparent that his relationship with the movement “marked a turning point in his literary development. … It brought him a greater sense of the role of faith in the magical, in the noncausal, the supernatural, as a factor in artistic creation” (Shaw 17). Together with the theorization of the marvel, the ethnographic and primitivist dimension present in the artistic practice of many surrealists (what James Clifford has termed “the ethnographic surrealism of the Parisian Avant-Garde,” 118) resonated with Carpentier’s sensibility and, evidently, coincided with the writing of Ecué-Yamba-ó. This cultural climate certainly favored the warm reception of his novel (as well as Asturias’s Leyendas) in Paris.8
Neither Carpentier nor Uslar Pietri wrote about Latin American marvels or magical realism as a defining aesthetic of the region until 1948–1949. The Venezuelan writer was the first to do so, in an otherwise forgettable book-length essay, Letras y hombres de Venezuela (The Literature and Men of Venezuela) (1948). Reflecting on narrative written in his country and throughout the continent since 1930, he tries to delineate a defining trait of this group of texts: “Lo que vino a predominar en el cuento y a marcar su huella de una manera perdurable fue la consideración del hombre como misterio en medio de los datos realistas. Una adivinación poética o una negación poética de la realidad. Lo que a falta de otra palabra podría llamarse un realismo mágico” (162) (“What became prominent in the short story and left an indelible mark was the consideration of man as a mystery surrounded by realistic facts. A poetic prediction or a poetic denial of reality. What for lack of another name could be called magical realism”). The definition is ambiguous and fails to provide a path for aesthetic innovations, underscoring the need to concentrate on the mysterious nature of the empirical world and mandating a critical-aesthetical attitude toward the real. In Uslar Pietri, as in his European predecessors, magical realism is an individual, historically undetermined (and, in that sense, potentially universal, universally applicable) attitude toward a given reality. There are still no traces of a conceptualization of magical realism as an aesthetic dictated by the particular nature of Latin American culture and society. But even though his introduction of the concept into the Latin American literary field and imaginary did not contribute greatly to its critical definition (not nearly as much as Carpentier’s later explanation of the marvelous real), Uslar Pietri was in fact the first to connect, more than two decades after Roh’s initial conceptualization of magical realism, its European and Latin American incarnations. He later described how the concept came back to him, many years after he had taken part in discussions about magical realism in Paris. “De dónde vino aquel nombre que iba a correr con buena suerte? Del oscuro caldo del subconsciente. Por el final de los años 20 yo había leído un breve estudio del crítico del arte alemán Franz Roh sobre la pintura postexpresionista europea, que llevaba el título de ‘Realismo mágico.’ Ya no me acordaba del lejano libro pero algún oscuro mecanismo de la mente me lo hizo surgir espontáneamente” (“Realismo mágico” 140) (“Where did a name that would have such an impact come from? From the dark depths of the unconscious. In the late 1920s I had read a brief study by the German art critic Franz Roh about postexpressionist European painting titled ‘Magical Realism.’ I had long forgotten that book, some obscure mechanism in my mind brought it back spontaneously”). According to Roberto González Echevarría, the repressed concept might not have returned “spontaneously,” given that the concept was present in the writings of many New York art critics at the time (Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim 109). In any event, what is important about Uslar Pietri’s quotation is that it puts to rest the critical speculations about where he (and most likely, Carpentier and Asturias) got the notion of magical realism. The answer: in Paris, in 1927, in Fernando Vela’s Spanish translation of Roh’s piece that was published in the influential Revista de Occidente (Western Journal), edited by José Ortega y Gasset and widely circulated in European and Latin American circles


.9
Marvels and Novels
The true breakthrough in this global history of magical realism’s conceptualizations was Carpentier’s article “Lo real maravilloso de América” (“The Marvelous Real in America”) (1948), later published as the preface to El reino de este mundo (1949).10 The novel, based on historical events that took place in Haiti between 1751 and 1822, spans the chronological arc of the rise and slow demise of the Haitian Revolution: from the scheming voodoo priest François Macandal and the uprising led by the Jamaican shaman Bouckman to the Napoleonic invasion of the island and the failed institutionalization of the revolution under King Henri Christophe. Carpentier weaves these different moments together, narrating the story from the point of view of a fictional character, Ti Noel, a slave that starts out as a witness to the rebellion and ends up the delusional hero of his own imaginary kingdom. Magical realism is intrinsically linked to the narration of historical events. Perhaps as a residue of the surrealist influence, Carpentier’s marvelous real appears as an account of the real history of Latin America, an interpellation of the Truth (to put it in Hegelian terms) of the region’s history. The unearthing, manipulation, and rewriting of historical references is an omnipresent strategy in magical realism in Latin America and elsewhere.
During the eleven years he spent in Paris (returning to Cuba in 1939, as World War II loomed on the horizon), Carpentier worked as a correspondent for Latin American publications and also as a radio technician and editor. Yet intellectually, he was invested mainly in his quest to rediscover Latin American culture through Ecué-Yamba-ó, his journalistic practice, and his research and reading: “Senti ardiente-mente el deseo de expresar el mundo americano. Aún no sabia cómo. Me alentaba lo dificil de la tarea por el desconocimiento de las esen-cias americanas. Me dediqué durante largos años a leer todo lo que podia sobre América desde las Cartas de Cristóbal Colón pasando por el Inca Gracilaso, hasta los autores del siglo dieciocho. Por espacio de ocho años creo que no hice otra cosa que leer textos americanos” (qtd. in Arias 63) (“I felt an ardent desire to express the [Latin] American world. I still did not know how. I was attracted by the difficulty of the task because of the lack of knowledge of American essences. I devoted myself for long years to read[ing] everything I could about [Latin] America, from the letters of Christopher Columbus through the Inca Garcilaso to the eighteenth-century authors. For the space of eight years I don’t think I did anything except read [Latin] American texts”). Back in Latin America, he poured these energies into writing El reino de este mundo and constructing the concept of the marvelous real. In the preface to El reino de este mundo, Carpentier explains that it was during a 1943 trip to Haiti from exile in Venezuela that he started to delineate the concept that, in his eyes, defined Latin American reality. He explains that in Haiti he encountered a kind of marvel he had never seen or thought of before, made of the ruins of Henri Christophe’s kingdom with its shattered palace of Sans-Souci and the bulk of the Citadel of La Ferrière, and the colonial Cap Français, where black men lived like the rulers of Versailles for a short period in the nineteenth century. Carpentier saw the marvel that gave access to a “superior reality” (according to the surrealist mandate that he had absorbed in Paris) to be the result of the hybridization of cultures, religions, and polities.11 The very modern desire for freedom was articulated in terms of magical emancipations: “una tierra donde millares de hombres ansiosos de libertad creyeron en los poderes licantrópicos de Mackandal, a punto de que esa fe colectiva produjera un milagro el dia de su ejecución” (“Prólogo” 5) (“a land where thousands of men, anxious for freedom, believed in Macandal’s lycanthropic power to the extent that their collective faith produced a miracle on the day of his execution”; “Marvelous Real” 87). These remnants of a kingdom of slaves were a miniature Latin America, a region where the marvelous arises “de una revelación privilegiada de la realidad, de una iluminación inhabitual o singular-mente favorecedora de las inadvertidas riquezas de la realidad, de una ampliación de las escalas y categorias de la realidad, percibidas con particular intensidad en virtud de una exaltación del espiritu que lo conduce a un modo de ‘estado limite’” (4–5) (“from a privileged revelation of reality, an unaccustomed insight that is singularly favored by the unexpected richness of reality or an amplification of the scale and categories of reality, perceived with particular intensity by virtue of an exaltation of the spirit that leads it to a kind of extreme state”; 86
).
The key contribution of Carpentier’s essay—one that would open up the possibility of conceptually linking magical realism and postcolonialism—lies in the notion of an “unexpected richness” of Latin American reality that favors “privileged revelation[s].” There was something about Haitian and Latin American culture that was different from the cultures of other regions of the world, particularly Europe. Other cultures may have experienced the marvelous (he cites Marco Polo’s belief in birds that could carry elephants in their claws, Luther’s vision of the devil and throwing an inkwell at it, and Victor Hugo’s belief in ghosts and apparitions), but these were the fantastic imaginations of a hyper-rationalist culture that longed to compensate for a lack of magic, like people who “admiran el supermacho por impotencia” (“Prólogo” 5) (“admire the supermacho because of their own impotence”; “Marvelous Real” 86). In Latin America, according to Carpentier, the marvelous was a constitutive, organic element of reality. “A cada paso hallaba lo real maravilloso. Pero pensaba, además, que esa presencia y vigencia de lo real maravilloso no era privilegio único de Haiti, sino patrimonio de la America entera, donde todavia no se ha terminado de establ-ecer, por ejemplo, un recuento de cosmogonias. Lo real maravilloso se encuentra a cada paso en las vidas de hombres que inscribieron fechas en la historia del Continente” (5) (“I found the marvelous real at every turn. Furthermore, I thought, the presence and vitality of the marvelous real was not a privilege unique to Haiti but the heritage of all of America, where we have not yet begun to establish an inventory of our cosmogonies. The marvelous real is found at every stage in the lives of men who inscribed dates in the history of the continent”; 87).
Carpentier formulates a novel idea—indeed, foundational—that was not present in Roh, Bontempelli, or Uslar Pietri: the marvelous real is a cultural condition and not a universally available aesthetic perception of reality; it is the defining trait of Latin American reality. According to Carpentier, if Latin America had a literary and artistic tradition that, in the past, had dealt with the marvelous nature of the region (from the chronicles of conquest to his own Ecué-Yamba-ó and now El reino de este mundo), it was because these narratives stemmed directly, immediately, from a naturalized experience of the reconciliation of the real and the marvelous in the region.
This proposition of a marvelous Latin American cultural specificity allows Carpentier to criticize Breton’s
 brand of surrealism and to burn the bridges that could have led critics to think of the marvelous real as a Third World offspring of surrealist aesthetics. If in Latin America the marvelous is an organic, omnipresent component of reality, in Europe and metropolitan cultures in general it is a mere artifice, an entertaining gimmick, a “agotante pretensión de suscitar lo maravilloso que caracterizó a ciertas literaturas europeas de estos últimos treinta años” (“Prólogo” 4) (“tiresome pretension of creating the marvelous that has characterized certain European literatures over the past thirty years”; “Marvelous Real” 84). Carpentier continues: “Lo maravilloso, pobre-mente sugerido por los oficios y deformidades de los personajes de feria — ¿no se cansarán los jóvenes poetas franceses de los fenómenos y paya-sos de la fête foraine, de los que ya Rimbaud se había despedido en su Alquimia del Verbo?—. Lo maravilloso, obtenido con trucos de pres-tidigitación, reuniéndose objetos que para riada suelen encontrarse: la vieja y embustera historia del encuentro fortuito del paraguas y de la máquina de coser sobre una mesa de disección, generador de las cucha-ras de armiño, los caracoles en el taxi pluvioso, la cabeza de león en la pelvis de una viuda, de las exposiciones surrealistas” (4) (“The marvelous, inadequately evoked by the roles and deformities of festival characters—won’t young French poets ever get tired of the fête foraine with its wonders and clowns, which Rimbaud dismissed long ago in his Alche-mie du verbe? The marvelous, manufactured by tricks of prestidigitation, by juxtaposing objects unlikely ever to be found together: that old deceitful story of the fortuitous encounter of the umbrella and the sewing machine on the dissecting table that led to ermine spoons, the snail in the rainy taxi, the lion’s head on the pelvis of a widow, the Surrealist exhibitions”; 84–85). In Latin America, according to Carpentier, the marvelous does not have to be invented by poets because it can be found “at every turn” (87), and therefore, its literary presentation results from an apparently simple mimetic operation. In Europe, in contrast, where a positivistic social structure lacking in magic is preeminent, the marvelous can only be artificially invoked through the mediation of aesthetic artifice determined by its own historical horizon.12 Uslar Pietri also emphasized this difference between magical realism and surrealism. The European avant-garde, on the one hand, was merely “el juego otoñal de una literatura aparentemente agotada. … Era pintar relojes derretidos, jirafas incendiadas, ciudades sin hombres, o poner juntos las nociones y los objetos más ajenos y disparatados, como el revólver de cabellos blancos, o el paraguas sobre la mesa del quirófano … un juego que ter-minaba en una fórmula artificial y fácil” (“Realismo mágico” 137) (“an autumnal game of a literature that seemed exhausted. … It was painting melted watches, burning giraffes, cities without men, or putting together the most dissimilar and ludicrous notions and objects, like the white-haired gun, or the umbrella on the dissecting table … a game ending in an artificial and easy formula”); but the marvelous real and magical realism of Carpentier, Asturias, and Uslar Pietri himself aimed at “reve-lar, descubrir, expresar, en toda su plenitud inusitada esa realidad casi desconocida y casi alucinatoria que era la de la America Latina para pen-etrar el gran misterio creador del mestizaje cultural” (137) (“revealing, discovering, expressing in all of its rare splendor that almost unknown and almost delusional Latin American reality, to penetrate the great creative mystery of cultural hybridity”).
But the importance of Carpentier’s marvelous real to postcolonial determinations of the definition of magical realism may be said to reside in the contradiction between what the preface of El reino de este mundo says and what the novel does. While the preface stresses the lack of mediations in the way aesthetic formations—such as these new marvelous novels—express a Latin American social reality constituted by marvelous phenomena visible “at every turn,” the novel itself performs the cultural presence of the marvelous as a result of mediation marked by the socially bound perspective of the spectator. Nowhere is this more evident than in the famous scene of Macandal’s miracle, in the closing pages of the first chapter.
Macandal, mentor of Ti Noel and leader of a slave uprising, has gone into hiding. He has been coordinating a clandestine network that sought to terrorize whites by poisoning them and their animals, and has been recognized by slaves as a houngán, a voodoo priest in contact with Radá divinities. Slaves have attributed the success of Macandal’s conspiracy to the fact that he operated under animal disguises that enabled him to be at different plantations simultaneously.13 Following his capture, the French colonial authorities sentence the leader of the revolt to a spectacular exemplary punishment and set out to burn him on a pyre in the central square of the Cap Français. For Ti Noel, the sentence is meaningless, as Macandal is going to metamorphose into a mosquito and escape:Eso era lo que ignoraban los amos; por ello habían despilfar-rado tanto dinero en organizar aquel espectáculo inútil, que revelaba su total impotencia para luchar contra el hombre ungido por los grandes Loas. Mackandal estaba ya adosado al poste de torturas. El verdugo había agarrado un rescoldo con las tenazas. Repitiendo un gesto estudiado la víspera frente al espejo, el gobernador desenvainó su espada de corte y dio orden de que se cumpliera la sentencia. El fuego comenzó a subir hacia el manco, sollamándole las piernas. En ese momento Mackandal agitó su muñón que no habían podido atar, en un gesto combinatorio que no por men-guado era menos terrible, aullando conjuros desconocidos y echando violentamente el torso hacia adelante. Sus ataduras cayeron, y el cuerpo del negro se espigó en el aire, volando por sobre las cabezas, antes de hundirse en las ondas negras de la masa de esclavos. Un solo grito llenó la plaza.
—Mackandal sauvé!
Y fue la confusión y el estruendo. Los guardias se lan-zaron, a culatazos, sobre la negrada aullante, que ya no parecía caber entre las casas y trepaba hacia los balcones. Y a tanto llegó el estrépito y la grita y la turbamulta, que muy pocos vieron que Mackandal, agarrado por diez soldados, era metido decabeza en el fuego, y que una llama crecida por el pelo encendido ahogaba su último grito. Cuando las dotaciones se aplacaron, la hoguera ardía normalmente, como cualquiera hoguera de buena leña. (El reino de este mundo 18)




This was what their masters did not know; for that reason they had squandered so much money putting on this useless show, which would prove how completely helpless they were against a man chrismed by the great Loas. Macandal was now lashed to the post. The executioner had picked up an ember with the tongs. With a gesture rehearsed the evening before in front of a mirror, the Governor unsheathed his dress sword and gave the order for the sentence to be carried out. The fire began to rise towards the Mandigue, licking his legs. At that moment Macandal moved the stump of his arms, which they have been unable to tie up, in a threatening gesture which was none the less terrible for being partial, howling unknown spells and violently thrusting his torso forwards. The bonds fell off and the body of the Negro rose in the air, flying overhead, until it plunged into the black waves of the sea of slaves. A single cry filled the square:
“Macandal saved!”
Pandemonium followed. The guards fell with rifle butts on the howling blacks, who now seemed to overflow the streets, climbing toward the windows. And the noise and screaming and uproar were such that very few saw that Macandal, held by ten soldiers, had been thrust head first into the fire, and that a flame fed by his burning hair had drowned his last cry. When the slaves were restored to order, the fire was burning normally like any fire of good wood. (Kingdom 31–32)




This scene, the one most often cited as a perfect narrative performance of the marvelous real, is structured as an irreconcilable opposition of the rational, positivistic point of view of the white colonialists and the magical conception of the real of the slaves. González Echeverría first conceptualized the interpretative matrix that remains a constant in the criticism of magical realism; according to him, magical realist narratives conceived the marvel either as an ontological or as an epistemological construction. In these terms, then, Carpentier’s foundational El reino de este mundo presents a clear tension between these two notions and inaugurates the Latin American genre that would later spread throughout the postcolonial world. If in the anthropological discourse of the preface the marvel is defined as an ontological condition of Latin American culture, in the novel magic is an effect of a particular and socially determined worldview. In the scene of Macandal’s execution, the narrative voice is identified with the slaves’ belief in his power to ridicule the French and escape; accordingly, the narrator describes with ostensible objectivity how he turns into smoke to escape the pyre. Were the chapter to end there, it would have been a literal demonstration of the preface’s idea of the marvelous found at every turn in Latin America. But the production of a “naturalização do irreal” (Chiampi, Real-ismo maravilhoso 26) (“naturalization of the unreal”) is interrupted when the narrator whispers that the crowd was so busy believing in Macandal’s miracle “that very few saw that Macandal, held by ten soldiers, had been thrust head first into the fire, and that a flame fed by his burning hair had drowned his last cry” (Carpentier, Kingdom 32). The novel performs a marvelous real discourse very different from the one put forth in the preface/manifesto. The marvelous is no longer the constitutive core of Latin American reality, no longer its objective truth, but the predicate of the worldview of Latin American marginalized, subaltern populations. The narrator explains what really happened and thus reterritorializes the marvelous real as the delusion of an oppressed class that needs reassurance in order to survive hardship needs to believe that “Macandal had kept his word, remaining in the Kingdom of This World” (32). The novel gives the reader a version of the marvelous real as a classical form of ideology, as a veil that deforms a perceived reality: the marvelous real as sociocultural pathology.
The chapter ends with Monsieur Lenormand de Mezy going to bed and thinking about the lack of sensibility of the black men, and with Ti Noel going back to work in the barn, suggesting a clear hierarchy between these opposing “fenomenologias da percepção” (Chiampi, Realismo maravilhoso 23) (“phenomenologies of perception”): actuality lies on the side of the French colonizers, while the marvelous is an epistemology of the oppressed, a willful projection of a subaltern who is motivated by the need to anchor hope in a better future. By discrediting the point of view of the slaves, Carpentier contradicts the proposal of his preface and reinscribes his conception of the marvelous within the frame of the primitivist mind-set of the French avant-garde. He also opens up the meaning of magical realism to future postcolonial self-conscious appropriations of the genre.
Within months of the appearance of El reino de este mundo in 1949, Asturias published Hombres de maíz (Men of Maize), a novel that explores the marvelous cultural practices of Mayan communities and their modern descendants.14 In 1946, Asturias had published El señor presidente (Mr. President), a crucial text in the genealogy of the Latin American novel about the figure of the dictator, but Hombres de maíz returned to the exploration that Asturias had begun in Ley-endas de Guatemala: the aesthetic and political potential of magical and ritualistic legends of wonders, which are also presented both as the constitutive ground of the community’s cultural identity and self-representation and as an alternative to Western, bourgeois modernism.
The novel’s plot deals with the impact of the process of colonial and neocolonial modernization between 1899 (the year of Asturias’s birth) and the 1940s on the lives of Mayan Indian characters that are represented through archetypical elements of the culture’s mythology. Gaspar Ilóm, for example, the hero of the first part of the novel, has supernatural powers that he uses to defend the hills and forests where his people live from the encroachment of capitalist planters backed by the state. Contrary to what Carpentier’s narrator does with Macandal in El reino de este mundo, the narrator of Hombres de maíz does not seem to think that the psychological, mythological, or cultural source of these powers requires an explanation external to it; he adopts the characters’ cultural point of view and never breaks with it. Asturias’s novel contains no space of enunciation exterior to the universe of the indigenous characters; even the narrator’s language reproduces a popular Guatemalan rural dialect. This is in stark contrast to the erudite, baroque tone of Carpentier’s narrator. Asturias shows how the foundational narrative of the Mayas, the Popol Vuh sacred text, is at work in the lives of the twentieth-century descendants of the Mayas who once ruled Central America. For instance, the rural mailman Nicho Aquino’s fall down a deep well after losing his wife is represented as an archetypical descent into the underworld, during which he witnesses the creation of the first man out of maize as it had been narrated in the Popol Vuh and the Book of Chilam Balam. But Asturias’s is an eminently modern magical realism: he rewrites these classical Mayan texts with key modern theories in mind, from surrealism to Marxism and psychoanalysis (Martin, “Introduction” xxiv).15 According to René Prieto, the pivotal elements of the story, such as corn, water, and fire, are linked with colors, animals, and numbers “in keeping with their ascribed spheres of action in Mayan cosmogony,” and he affirms that these materials are in fact “the unifying principle of a novel which develops neither chronologically nor through its protagonists but, rather, through a character substitution principle that is based on clusters of elements interlinked amongst themselves” (155).16 But the novel’s specificity in comparison with Asturias’s previous versions of the Popol Vuh in Leyendas de Guatemala reveals his intention to articulate the mythical and the cultural in the context of the dual challenges posed to them by the loss of the links to the earth that ensure their vitality and the social disruption of the colonialism of the nation-state
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After Carpentier and Asturias set up theoretical and narrative practices of magical realism as the literary identity politics of Latin America, the Haitian novelist Jacques Stéphen Alexis gave a lecture at the first Congress of Black Writers in 1956 at the Sorbonne, “Du réalisme mer-veilleux des Haïtiens” (“On the Marvelous Realism of the Haitians”). He proposed an aesthetic capable of representing the social totality of a Caribbean culture that he saw deeply rooted in the living tradition of the mythic, the legendary, and the marvelous.18 Amaryll Chanady points out that the crucial difference between Carpentier’s and Alexis’s approach is the latter’s emphasis on the merveilleux as the language of non-Europeanized Haitians and Latin Americans. While Carpentier attempted to recreate the worldview of the Other from a position of exteriority, Alexis searches for an expressive form that springs from the local culture (Chanady, Entre inclusion et exclusion 109–121). Drawing from his formation in the context of the French Communist Party, Alexis proposed magical realism as the Caribbean’s réalisme social, a narrative form capable of unveiling to the people their own political struggles (247). Alexis’s specific contribution to the theorization of lo real maravilloso americano was to wed the aesthetic potential of this literary practice to an explicitly stated revolutionary goal. Magical realism was for Alexis a fully fleshed postcolonial, emancipatory aesthetic form and not merely a self-affirming discourse that sought to create a new aesthetic identity.19
In or Out? the Postcolonial Limits of Magical Realism
If the first formulations of magical realism in Europe were marked by its relation to the historical avant-garde of the 1920s, it was in Latin America, between 1949 and 1970, that the concept became identified as an emancipatory cultural discourse capable of expressing the region’s historical particularity and desire to establish an aesthetic rhetoric independent of European modernism. In many cases, these attempts were formulated in rather explicit postcolonial terms; in others, the postcolonial cultural politics were a retrospective theoretical attribution; and in yet a third group, magical realism was described in purely formal terms, without any allusion to its potential relation to the political and cultural projects of an imagined collectivity. It was a scholar, Ángel Flores, in a famous lecture given in 1954 and published a year later, “El realismo mágico en la narrativa hispanoamericana” (“Magical Realism in Spanish American Fiction”), who returned to a structuralist definition of magical realism that valued the concept for its “intrinsically aesthetic merits” (109) as a formal “amalgamation of realism and fantasy” (112). This tendency to define magical realism in strictly formal terms that overlook its historical, cultural, and political determinations has led many critics to include almost any text featuring a fantastic episode not explainable by the laws of physics, regardless of when or where it may have been produced, within the flexible boundaries of magical realism. Devoid of the specific historical context and cultural politics that differentiate it from mere fantasy and other forms of narrative that defy the “rational, linear worldview of Western realist fiction” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, Post-colonial Studies 133), magical realism became an empty signifier that fit practically every text to critique the stability of the referential world and the possibility of accessing it in a transparent and direct manner.
This ahistorical definition of the concept led Flores to declare a misguided Latin American genealogy of magical realism composed of authors whose texts could not be furthered from Carpentier’s proposal or Asturias’s practice. Flores’s genealogy begins with Jorge Luis Borges’s Historia universal de la infamia (A Universal History of Infamy) (1935) and El jardín de los senderos que se bifurcan (The Garden of Forking Paths) (1941) and continues with Maria Luisa Bombal’s La última nie-bla (House of Mist) (1935), Silvina Ocampo’s Viaje Olvidado (Forgotten Journey) (1937), Adolfo Bioy Casares’s La invención de Morel (The Invention of Morel) (1942), Jose Bianco’s Sombras suele vestir (Shadow Play) (1944), and other texts that simply cannot be read under the rubric of magical realism.20 Flores’s missteps open up a critical question about the limits of a magical realist rhetoric that has been tested since the 1950s by liminal texts whose inclusion in the genre is undecidable at best. This is the case of Juan Rulfo’s Pedro Páramo (1955), the story of Juan Preciado, a poor rural peasant whose mother sends him back to her home town of Comala in the Jalisco desert to claim what’s owed to them, lo nuestro (“what’s ours” [3]) from his father, the powerful landowner and local chieftain Pedro Páramo. Preciado eventually realizes that the people relating the stories of their suffering at the hands of Pedro Páramo are dead. Is a novel written about a character who talks to the dead without realizing it an unmistakable example of magical realism? It would be easy to see it this way, especially when magical realism is conceived as a discourse that emerges from the historical experience of a collective drama. On the other hand, a narrative so firmly grounded in the Mexican tradition of communing with the dead (the Day of the Dead, or All Saints’ Day, occurs between November 1 and 2), whose backdrop is a tapestry of meticulous historical references to the social universe of postrevolutionary Mexico, can legitimately be read as allegorical.
In the 1980s, this same dehistoricizing move took hold of the notion of magical realism in the English-speaking world. After Gabriel Garcia Márquez’s 1982 Nobel Prize, David Young and Keith Holloman edited an anthology, Magical Realist Fiction, that defined the concept of magical realism in similarly vague terms and yet immediately became a textbook in classrooms worldwide:Whatever its limitations—and all such terms have them— we found the term and what it implied extremely useful in defining for ourselves a category of fiction that could be distinguished from traditional realistic and naturalistic fiction, on the one hand, and from recognized categories of the fantastic: ghost story, science fiction, gothic novel, and fairy tale. … The recent increase in popularity of the term has made us feel less defensive about our decision to stick with it, but there is also the fact that any other term, such as “fiction of the marvelous,” or “fiction of conflicting realities,” would be both more cumbersome and less expressive. (1)



This way of broadening the scope of magical realism, together with the lack of interest in its cultural, historical, and geopolitical determinations, permits the inclusion of texts by thirty-five writers (among them, Gogol, Tolstoy, Mann, Kafka, Mandelstam, Nabokov, Faulkner, Borges, Cheever, Reyes, Cortázar, Calvino, and Kundera), of which only Carpentier’s and Garcia Márquez’s texts could productively be counted as marvelous and magical realist. The affirmation of the difference of magical realism from the merely fantastic that would determine a much more rigorous anthology is both formal and historical. Ato Quayson provides the most convincing definition of the formal specificity of the rhetoric of magical realism, distinguishing it from the fantastic by describing the differential relation it establishes between the real and the extraordinary in terms of a “principle of equivalence”: “It is not that magical realism does not share elements of the fantastic with other genres, but that in confounding any simple or clear sense of spatial, ethical, or motivational hierarchies between the real and the fantastic, magical realism generates a scrupulous equivalence between the two domains” (“Fecundities” 728). This principle of equivalence, which recalls Chiampi’s idea of the denaturalization of the real and the naturalization of the marvelous cited at the beginning of the chapter, is not at work in fantasy, where the abnormal and the marvelous are never normalized. On the contrary, in texts like Kafka’s “Metamorphosis” and Robert Kroetsch’s What the Crow Said (and most of the novels and stories in Young and Holloman’s anthology), the pervasive “sense of the uncanny” permeates these narratives; the magical and fabulous remain strange, forever disrupting the real. However, the main hypothesis of this chapter is that a formal delimitation of magical realism is not enough to understand a genre that results from the complex interaction between aesthetic forms and their historicity because, as Zamora has argued, magical realism works by “erasing and redrawing the lines between fiction and history for particular political purposes” (“One Hundred Years” 31). In other words, magical realism should not be considered an aesthetic form that can be forged anywhere, under any sociocultural conditions, but rather as a discourse that emerges from cultural formations marked by the perception of a lack (in the Lacanian sense) and the registration of emancipatory desires that dislocate and reconfigure hegemonic mappings of world literature. Indeed, it could be said that the most important contribution of the Latin American writers who reinvented the category and practice of magical realism was to imprint in the genre’s DNA an awareness of the indissoluble relation between aesthetic form and the specificity of the historical determinations that separate magical realism from other neighboring narrative discourses. As Christopher Warnes affirms in what may be the most rigorous study to date of the relation between magical realism and postcolonialism, it is in postcolonial conditions of enunciation “that magical realism fulfills its creative and critical potential to the fullest” (Magical Realism 28–29). Or to state it differently, between the 1940s and the first half of the 1980s, magical realism produced a critique (which in certain contexts might very well be called postcolonial) of the social and epistemological relations that give rise to hegemonic modes of symbolizing the real in the margins of global modernity
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The postcolonial potential that Warnes describes can be seen fleshed out in Michael Taussig’s conception of the politics of magical realism, which he sees as an interrogation of the “persistence of earlier forms of production in the development of capitalism” in order to produce a discourse “that intermingle[s] the old and the new as ideals transfiguring the promise offered yet blocked by the present” (167). Taussig sees magical realism as the possibility of “rescuing the ‘voice’ of the Indian from the obscurity of pain and time. From the represented shall come that which overturns the representation” (135). Even though Taussig sees in magical realism a subversive potential to lay down the discursive basis for new political and cultural practices, he warns of the danger of becoming an aesthetic instrument of a hegemonic reappropriation, “a neo-colonial reworking of primitivism” (172). This does not annul, for Taussig, the latent potential of magical realism as a cultural and political project that might restore the voice of the popular, the subaltern, and the premodern. Taussig concurs with those who consider magical realism not only to emerge from societies structured through postcolonial imaginaries but in fact to produce them: “Magical realism creates a new and decolonized space for narrative, one not already occupied by the assumptions and techniques of European realism” (Faris, Ordinary Enchantments 135); or, as Faris has stated elsewhere, magical realism represents a “liberating poetics” whose effectiveness depends on adopting a form of representation antagonistic to a realist narrative seen as a “European import” (Faris, “Question of the Other” 103). Whether one agrees with the emphasis on the emancipatory potential that Taussig, Faris, and others ascribe to magical realism or is more inclined to focus on the rapid pace at which the promise of aesthetic emancipation is captured by a process of fetishization (and since the 1970s, of increasing commodification), one should not lose sight of the historical determinations that framed the efficacy of magical realism to forge a sense, shared by writers and readers across the world, of the genre’s potential to create the necessary conditions to repair historical harms produced by different forms of oppression and exclusion
.

Gabriel Garcia Márquez and the Globalization of Magical Realism
Neither the so-called Boom of Latin American literature and the novels that gained unprecedented visibility thanks to the synergy of its collective process—chief among them, Gabriel Garcia Márquez’s Cien años de soledad (1967)—nor the second Latin American life of magical realism can be understood outside the political and cultural space created by the 1959 Cuban Revolution. During the 1960s, and to a large extent in dialogue with the anti-imperialist content of the events taking place in Cuba, the literary field was dominated by discourses expressing the desire to achieve a self-determined Latin American identity, to engage in a process of modernization while remaining faithful to the cultural particularities of the region. The Boom, in general, and Garcia Márquez’s novel, in particular, were immediately received as the most perfect answer to these cultural and political dilemmas.21 The attempt to negotiate the universality of modern narrative techniques and the particularity of Latin American history constitutes an invisible thread that strings together a literary genealogy from Carpentier, Asturias, and Rulfo to Garcia Márquez, each deeply committed to one way or another of understanding the project of a socialist modernization of Latin America, before and after the rise of Fidel Castro in 1959.
Since 1948, Garcia Márquez had been working on ideas, characters, and settings for what would become Cien años de soledad under the working title of La casa (The House). Until the mid-1960s, the project was little more than a handful of family stories and descriptions of the Colombian village where he had grown up with his grandparents, or a fictional version of the collective history of his elders. In addition to his journalistic work since 1948, he had published three brief novels, La hojarasca (Leaf Storm) (1955), El coronel no tiene quien le escriba (No One Writes to the Colonel) (1961), and La mala hora (In the Evil Hour) (1962), as well as a collection of stories, Los funerales de Mamá Grande (Big Mama’s Funeral) (1962), and several short stories that would be collected after 1967, the most important of which is “Monólogo de Isabel viendo llover en Macondo” (“Monologue of Isabel Watching It Rain in Macondo”) (1955). Many critics have read these pre-Cien años narratives as proto-magical realist laboratories where Garcia Márquez played with forms of conveying the marvelous, which he would perfect and incorporate into his grand novel. This is clearly an exaggeration. La hojarasca and El coronel no tiene quien le escriba experiment with time, stretching the narrative duration of an instant in a clearly European modernist way (principally Joyce, but also Woolf and Faulkner), rather than a Latin Americanist magical conception of temporality. If these narratives are read as pre-texts, their most notable elements are the presentation of physical spaces, including Macondo and the house, and some of the Buendia family members, as well as references to traumatic episodes (the arrival of the banana company, an extended rainstorm) that would become part of the novel. Still missing, however, is the clear articulation of the rhetoric of magical realism—a naturalization of the magical aspects of both everyday occurrences and sociohistorical events.
“Mi problema más importante era destruir la linea de demarcación que separa lo que parece real de lo que parece fantástico. Porque en el mundo que trataba de evocar esa barrera no existia” (qtd. in Palencia-Roth 69) (“My problem was that I wanted to destroy the separation between what appeared to be real and what appeared to be fantastic because, in the world I was trying to evoke, that barrier did not exist”). Garcia Márquez’s challenge in Cien años de soledad was to find a rhetoric capable of presenting stories particular to a specific region of Colombia that he had heard from his grandmother in a narrative that represented what he understood to be the historical experience of Latin America as an undifferentiated whole: the productive ambiguity of that “world I was trying to evoke.”22 Macondo is the mediation between the idiosyncratic hyperlocalism of the Colombian tropical forest and the general situation of the continent. Macondo is the village-signifier that names the difference of Latin America and, perhaps later, of the entire Third World.
Cien años de soledad is the story of the mythical foundation of Macondo and of the ways in which its traumatic social history—the roots of which are found in the formation of the Latin American nation-state—breaks up the Buendia family. The specificity of Garcia Marquez’s magical realism resides in the tension between myth and history, or rather, in the tense interrogation that myths, legends, beliefs, that is, culture at its most particularistic, pose to modern history and the wounds this history has inflicted on the world’s peripheries. The difference between fantasy and magical realism becomes transparent in Garcia Márquez’s novel, and this newfound clarity becomes a critical tool to reexamine the limits of the genre throughout the world. Marvelous episodes occur throughout the novel: José Arcadio Buendia finds the skeleton of an old galleon in the middle of the jungle; the dead haunt the living in search of redemption; the whole town suffers, first, from an insomnia plague, and later, from a collective memory loss that only Melquiades can cure when he returns from the dead out of boredom; when the patriarch dies, it rains little yellow flowers; Remedios the Beauty ascends to heaven amid bedsheets; and Mauricio Babilonia, crazy in love with Meme, is followed wherever he goes by a cloud of yellow butterflies. These are not magical, marvelous, or strange episodes that take place under the eyes of delusional or prophetic individuals (as in the case of D. M. Thomas’s The White Hotel [1981]), or in unspecified and undetermined collectivities. On the contrary, their magical nature is a “categorical affirmation: there is no doubt that Remedios the beauty ascends to heaven; there’s no doubt that butterflies always follow Meme and Mauricio Babilonia” (Rama, Edificación 125). In other words, magic is structurally determined: the community where these events occur is politically mediated by the traumatic experience of a clash between modernization and tradition, between oppression and a demand for justice typical of Latin American culture since the nineteenth century. The novel foregrounds the political nature of this contradiction through its attention to the civil war between factions of a failed state, and to the massacre of striking workers by a national army acting in defense of an American banana company. That is, because the magical occurrences in the novel end up being determined by the wind that wipes out Macondo, as well as the past, present, and future of the Buendias, the inexistence of “the separation between what appeared to be real and what appeared to be fantastic” is always colored by a tragic fate: Latin American history, the novel seems to say, inflicts wounds that hegemonic reason and realist forms of literary representation cannot suture.23
To a large extent, the importance of Cien años de soledad in the history of the postcolonial globalization of magical realism has to do precisely with the narrative and interpretative horizon that Garcia Márquez opened up by making visible the relation between the universality of (colonial, postcolonial, capitalist) modern history and the particularity of local forms of oppression. It would be difficult to read the very productive uses of magical realism in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1980), Latife Tekin’s Dear Shameless Death (1983), Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987), Ben Okri’s The Famished Road (1991), Mia Couto’s Sleepwalking Land (1992), and Mo Yan’s Big Breasts and Wide Hips (1996) without accounting for the material history of the globalization of magical realism, and of Garcia Márquez’s novel in particular.24 The debt of most of these novels to Cien años de soledad’s practice of “magical realism as a means of interrogating ideas about history, culture and identity” (Warnes, Magical Realism 96) is self-evident in two complementary, indeed, necessary, aspects: one formal and the other cultural-political. First, these novels follow Garcia Márquez’s postulation of a narrative whose objective (or rather, objectivized) point of view is identical to that of a culture that naturalizes the marvelous and denaturalizes social domination, massacres, wars, and other historical traumas. Second, they do so in the way they conceive and articulate the marvelous and the fantastic, not so much as a form of reflecting “multiple cultural influences” (Bowers 58) and belongings, but in relation to specific subaltern cultural experiences resulting from colonialism or other forms of local or global oppression.25
Post-Garcia Márquez magical realist postcolonial novels—those that transformed what was by then a recognizable Latin American genre into a global aesthetic form—were deeply rooted in the postcolonial social reality that constitutes their context of enunciation. Thus, in Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, the task at hand is to contest the colonial historical narrative of India through Saleem Sinai’s counter-realist (because it is difficult to see it as straightforwardly magical realist) story of the twentieth-century process that goes from transition to partition. In this history of the genre, Rushdie’s novels represent the intersection of postcolonial magical realism and postmodernism: for Saleem (as well as Rushdie, who returns to this aesthetic device in The Satanic Verses), history is nothing but an aggregate of stories told from particular, historically determined sociocultural locations. According to Warnes, the specificity of Rushdie’s magical realism is that “the supernatural of this novel seems to arise from Rushdie’s own eclectic imagination, nurtured as it has been by wide reading and a productive mixing of cultures. It does not arise ethnographically, from the world view of any specific culture, but linguistically, from the detail of language” (“Naturalising the Supernatural” 10). Even though this assessment may open a gap between Rushdie and Carpentier and Garcia Márquez, because of their differential relation to a generalized cultural condition, Midnight’s Children’s estranged history of India is still told from the perspective of a subject longing for self-determination, self-affirmation, and the overcoming of a social condition that he or she feels as a burden, in other words, the postcolonial determinations that define the particular strand of magical realism explored here
.
In a similar vein, Mo Yan’s Big Breasts and Wide Hips rewrites, with a keen eye for the strange, the eventful history of twentieth-century China—from the end of the Qing dynasty, the Republic, and the Japanese invasion, to Mao’s Long March, to the Cultural Revolution, and all the way to the capitalist reforms of the 1980s—looking at their impact in a little fictional Chinese Macondo, Northeast Gaomi County. Through the use of folk stories, legends, and myths, Mo Yan effectively “deconstructs the grand historical narrative of China’s revolutionary century” (Teng). In the case of Morrison’s Beloved, the title character haunts her mother (and her family) for having killed her when she was two years old while she was attempting to get away from the men who would return her to the Kentucky plantation she had escaped from. Beloved’s ghostly and marvelous harassment of Sethe and others enables the retelling of slavery’s unspeakable stories. In this sense, she stands as the signifier of all enslaved women and all the suffering of slavery, and facilitates the possibility of healing. Both Latife Tekin’s Dear Shameless Death and Mia Couto’s Sleepwalking Land articulate a view of the magical dimensions of the worlds of Anatolia, Turkey, and Mozambique from children’s perspective on traumatic historical experience. In the case of Tekin’s novel, Djinn demons, a witch, and “the donkey boy” (myths drawn from Anatolian folklore) inhabit the rural world where Dirmit lives. These real threats punctuate the experience of a distressing modernization of the interior of Turkey and terrifying internal migrations to urban centers. Couto’s story about Mozambique’s fifteen-year-long civil war, from the second half of the 1970s until 1992, is told through Muidinga, an orphan boy who sets out on a quest to find his lost family with the help of an old man who guides him through a landscape of terror, hallucinatory memory, and magical events prompted by traumatized and desiring collective subjects. The zenith of these wanderings (at one point they realize they are traveling without moving, thanks to a manuscript that has introduced them to these marvels) is their search for a river that leads to the sea, where the boy hopes to find his mother. In Couto’s novel, published shortly after the end of the civil war in Mozambique, magical realism functions as a political intervention in the discursive field of a present ravaged by war atrocities
.26
And even in the case of novels whose relation to Cien años de sole-dad’s magical realism could only be described as negative, as in the case of Okri’s The Famished Road, the unreal is construed as the result of the internal and geopolitical effects of historically inflicted wounds. Ato Quayson, one of Okri’s most lucid interpreters, describes his fiction with a concept borrowed from Harry Garuba, “animist realism” (Strategic Transformations 148). While the concept places Okri’s novel closer to Carpentier, Asturias, and Rulfo than to Garcia Márquez, it is still undoubtedly within the practice of magical realism as it has been outlined in this chapter. Azaro, the novel’s protagonist, wanders in an indeterminate life-space suspended between the dead and the living (the space of ethico-political undecidability), which he experiences as “problematically equivalent” (Quayson, Strategic Transformations 136). This, along with the novel’s representation of orality, inscribes it within both a local Nigerian literary tradition (exemplified by Amos Tutuola and Wole Soyinka) and the traditional Yoruba worldview, as it tries to recreate genetical Yoruba myths. Layering high-culture techniques and popular materials, Okri brings to the surface Africa’s modern historical trauma as well as the marvelous dimensions of local traditional cultures that could not conform to a realistic representation of social existence.
The direct or allusive debt of these novels’ historically inflected concept of the magical to Cien años de soledad is spelled out explicitly in the novel that has come to be seen as the ultimate embodiment of postcolonial fiction, Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children. A few pages into the novel, the reader encounters a meaningful rephrasing of the famous opening sentence of Garcia Márquez’s book. Aadam Aziz, the narrator’s grandfather, has returned to Kashmir after studying medicine in Germany; seeing his home “through traveled eyes,” he finds it a “hostile environment.” And then, evoking the literary source of its magical realist constructive device (“Many years later, as he faced the firing squad, Colonel Aureliano Buendia was to remember that distant afternoon when his father took him to discover ice”; Cien años de soledad 1), the narrator inscribes his story, which overlaps with the history of India, in a tradition of magical realist representation: “Many years later, when the hole inside him had been clogged up with hate, and he came to sacrifice himself at the shrine of the black stone god in the temple of the hill, he would try to recall his childhood springs in Paradise, the way it was before travel and tussocks and army tanks messed everything up” (Midnight’s Children 5). The publication dates of the texts analyzed above show that local re-elaborations of magical realism in diverse postcolonial sites outside Latin America began during the second half of the 1970s and acquired particular intensity after 1982. But the question persists. How did magical realism move from Latin America to the postcolonial peripheries of the rest of the world?
One of the most common explanations for the global ubiquity of magical realist rhetoric is to state its universality as an aesthetic form. Seymour Menton, one of the first critics to historicize and theorize the genre in American academia, has fleshed out the formalist premise that underlies most attempts to read the versions of magical realism that have emerged throughout the world: “I am of the opinion that magical realism is a universal tendency, which has not been engendered in American soil” (10). Much more persuasive than this affirmation of the universality of magical realism is Doris Sommer and George Yúdice’s hypothesis about the reasons why these Latin American narratives were immediately understood and embraced across the world: “The appeal to foreign readers, no doubt, owed something to their degree of familiarity with or preparedness for the Latin American extensions of a European, sometimes called universal, literary tradition. That very familiarity allowed them to appreciate how supplements to that tradition were unpredictable and refreshing.” But they explain that their appeal resided not only in the fact that “Spanish-Americans exploited the lessons of modernists to their own ends” but also perhaps in the very effective articulation in these novels of “a tenuous or paradoxical balance between aesthetic experimentation and ethico-political motivation” (“Latin American Literature” 860–861). Even though Sommer and Yúdice are thinking about Garcia Márquez and others’ success in world publishing markets, their hypothesis is particularly useful for exploring why Latin American magical realism was singled out as a productive aesthetic matrix to appropriate and reimagine from other peripheries of the world where writers felt the pressing need of “destabilising the binaries of imperial romance—colonizer and colonized, knowledge and inscrutability, Western and other—upon which colonial fictions depend” (Warnes, Magical Realism 39). And yet this significant hypothesis about the why does not address the question of how it became a global narrative form, and in order to deal with this, one needs to explain the difference between the presumed universality of magical realism and its actual, concrete universalization through specific historical processes
.
The question about the universality of magical realism has to be answered by reconstructing the material history of the globalization of Cien años de soledad that began with its explosive and unprecedented critical and commercial success upon its publication in 1967. The novel’s publication had been carefully orchestrated by three people on both sides of the Atlantic: in Barcelona, Garcia Márquez’s literary agent, Carmen Balcells; and in Buenos Aires, Paco Porrúa, editor of Sudamericana, the press that released the book, and Tomás Eloy Martinez, director of the news magazine Primera plana, one of the most important “vectors of dissemination” (Sorensen, Turbulent Decade Remembered 109, 115) of a new Latin American cultural industry. In the 1960s, Latin America and Spain, like the rest of Europe and the United States, were experiencing an economic expansion that broadened middle classes and triggered the consumption of all sorts of material and cultural goods. This expansion had a very recognizable impact in the field of cultural production in Spain and Latin America: “refurbishing of the publishing industry; the mobilization across national lines of a reading public that had remained until then fragmented in local markets; the establishment of a sense of modernity … and finally, the relaxation of linguistic and poetic norms” (Santana 156). The Boom of publication, consumption, and demand for a literature that claimed to represent local experiences, imaginaries, and aspirations must be understood in terms of this transformation of the region’s social structure. The magazine’s promotion of Cien años de soledad, the investment in advertising, and the unprecedented coordination of efforts resulted in an immediate success: the first two printings of eight thousand copies sold out in two weeks. Second, third, and fourth editions sold out in two months, and the Argentine publishing house could not print the book fast enough to respond to demands of booksellers in Spain, Mexico, Colombia, and other regional markets that placed orders for tens of thousands of copies. Balcells took advantage of the novel’s success to alter the balance of power between authors and editors and negotiated agreements that liberated the foreign rights of the book so that she could deal with European and American editors independently of Sudamericana. As a result, the novel was translated almost immediately, published in Italian in 1968 by Feltrinelli (translated by Enrico Cicogna as Cent’anni di solitudine), in French, also in 1968, by Editions du Seuil (translated by Claude and Carmen Durand as Cent ans de solitude), in German in 1970 by Kiepenheuer und Witsch Verlag (translated by Curt Meyer-Clason as Hundert Jahre Einsamkeit), and in English in 1970 by Harper and Row in the United States and Jonathan Cape in the United Kingdom (translated by Gregory Rabassa).
No Latin American writer before Garcia Márquez had been translated into the languages of international success with such momentum, so soon after the first local edition. By the mid-1970s, and even more so after he won the Nobel Prize in 1982, readers in Europe and the United States (but also in countries from the Eastern bloc, the British Commonwealth, and the Middle East) were devouring Cien años de soledad. For most of these audiences, the book’s appeal was linked to the interest in Latin America that the Cuban Revolution and the iconography of Che Guevara had triggered throughout the 1960s and 1970s, and the work was received both as a technical prodigy and as an exotic commodity (Kennedy). But thanks to the unparalleled wide reach of the novel in translation, English-speaking postcolonial intellectuals were the ones first and most intensely interpellated by magical realism. They saw in the novel a mirror that reflected what they perceived as their own postcolonial reality, and the possibility of using Garcia Márquez’s rhetoric as a resource to express their specific aesthetic, cultural, and political anxieties. In a tribute to the Colombian writer organized by International PEN in New York, Salman Rushdie recalled that in 1975 a friend asked him if he had read Cien años de soledad. When he said he had never heard of the novel, his friend sent him a copy:And of course when I did read it, I had the experience that many people had described of being forever lost in that great novel. Unforgettable. I think all of us can remember the day when we first read Gabriel Garcia Márquez; it was a colossal event. One thing that struck me, which was one of the things that first struck me when I went to Latin America, was the incredible similarity between the world he was describing and the world that I knew from South Asia, from India and Pakistan. It was a world in which religion and superstition dominated people’s lives; also a world in which there was a powerful and complicated history of colonialism; also a world in which there were colossal differences between the very poor and the very rich, and not much in between; also a world bedeviled by dictators and corruption. And so to me, what was called “fantastic” seemed completely naturalistic. (“Inverted Realism”)



At the same meeting of International PEN, the writer Edwidge Danticat expressed a similar sense of familiarity with the marvelous in her Haitian home, where Carpentier had imagined the most perfect example of the Latin American marvelous real: “Many of us who come from the Caribbean are astounded when people speak of the ‘implausibility’ of magical realism. For in our worldview, as in our much-loved Gabriel Garcia Márquez’s, a lot of what is considered magically realistic seems to us much more realistic than magical” (“Real Worlds”). In an excellent essay, “Streams Out of Control: The Latin American Plot,” Carlos Rincón unveils the nearly unknown contemporary circulation of bootlegged editions of Cien años de soledad in Iran and the post-Soviet world. After the 1979 revolution, booksellers in front of Tehran’s major universities promoted cheap copies of Garcia Márquez as “One Hundred Years of Solitude: 100 pages for 100 Tuman!” (179), and in the Soviet landscape of Samarkand, Yerevan, Tbilisi, and Almaty, “Gabriel Garcia Márquez’s novel circulated in magnitisdat, clandestine recorded cassettes that were the oral version of the samizdat [underground publications that circulated hand to hand between readers avid to get ahold of prohibited material]” (179). Rincón’s analysis is akin to the one I have tried to articulate in this chapter: “The possibilities of appropriating these texts according to the specific codes of perception and deciphering of the postcolonial Muslim world and those of a multi-ethnic and multinational Soviet state” show that “these dissimilar recipients possessed cultural and symbolic resources that would be revalued and activated thanks to a great transfer of South-South cultural capital. … Because of this relationship, local cultures that depend on the historical condition of place and find themselves included in and marked by the process of cultural globalization have their own authority over that very process” (180). In other words, magical realism is a global form only because it has been appropriated and recreated in differential local contexts, where it was transformed by its interactions with the material historical conditions that have given the genre local and global cultural-political significance

.
The End of Magic: Commodities and Modernist Ruins
If during the 1970s Garcia Márquez was in Latin America and in Spain a writer for the masses, an enlightened best-selling author, and in world literary metropolitan centers a writer’s writer, after his 1982 Nobel Prize his stature changed. He became the most visible global literary celebrity, and magical realism became the preeminent protocol for the representation of the underdeveloped world, an aesthetic form easily translatable to a wide range of cultural locations. The genre’s rare stability beyond Latin America, achieved thanks to its postcolonial efficacy and global marketability, led to overstretched uses and abuses as pure aesthetic form disengaged from the traumatic historical displacement that had constituted its context of emergence at the height of its cultural-political power. This process transfigured the aesthetic value of magical realism into a commodity whose formulaic contours were shaped according to market niche expectations, as in the cases of Isabel Allende’s La casa de los espíritus (The House of the Spirits) (1982), Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus (1984), Patrick Süskind’s Perfume (1985), Laura Esquivel’s Como agua para chocolate (Like Water for Chocolate) (1989), and Marie Darrieussecq’s Pig Tales (1997), among many other cases.27 These novels no longer operated within the terrain set up by Carpentier and Asturias (and later reinforced by Garcia Márquez), a magical realism defined by an organic interaction with its cultural-historical situation, capable of codifying ethnic and racial tensions and hybridities in the context of the Caribbean, Central America, and the Indian subcontinent, nor were they invested in political, emancipatory, messianic imaginaries, postcolonial or otherwise. These post-magical realist novels inscribed their poetics and circulated in a world literary field structured as a global market where magical realism had become a niche, a designated shelf in corporate bookstore chains.
From the late 1970s until the 1990s, many writers reacted against this post-magical realist commodification of the genre within and without Latin America. To be sure, their protest was not against historical magical realism and its founding fathers but against what had become of the genre after its globalization; against the naturalized identification, on the part of global reading audiences and publishing markets, of magical realism as the only aesthetic horizon of Latin American narrative literature; and against the reduction of the antagonistic difference constitutive of the region’s literary field to one essentialized and totalized aesthetic identity. Juan Jose Saer was one of the most notable writers who articulated a polemical discourse on the imposition of magical realist expectations for Latin American writers. At the end of the 1960s, Saer had moved to Paris from Santa Fe, Argentina, thanks to a film scholarship. His experience as a Latin American writer in Europe, having to address magical realist demands in his dealings with editors, the press, and award-granting institutions, certainly informed the polemical position he articulated in the 1979 programmatic essay “La espesa selva de lo real” (“The Thick Forest of the Real”). There, he defended the project of a Latin American literature conceived, following the antinovelist Macedonio Fernández, as “una critica de lo real” (268) (“a criticism of the real”), dispossessed of Latin American specificity: “La tendencia de la critica europea a considerar la literatura latinoameri-cana por lo que tiene de especificamente latinoamericano me parece una confusión y un peligro, porque parte de ideas preconcebidas sobre America Latina y contribuye a confinar a los escritores en el gueto de la latinoamericanidad” (268–269) (“The tendency of European critics to consider what is specifically Latin American about Latin American literature seems confusing and dangerous to me, because it comes from preconceived ideas about Latin America and works to confine its writers to the ghetto of Latin Americanness”). He believed that magical realism set an identitarian trap for Latin American writers that put it back in a colonial relation with metropolitan reading publics, and therefore that it was an aesthetic that had to be avoided: “El vitalismo, verdadera ideología de colonizados, basada en un sofisma corriente que deduce de nuestro subdesarrollo económico una supuesta relación privilegiada con la naturaleza. La abundancia, la exageración, el clisé de la pasión excesiva, el culto de lo insólito, atributos globales de lo que habitual-mente se llama realismo mágico y que, confundiendo, deliberadamente o no, la desmesura geográfica del continente con la multiplicación ver-tiginosa de la vida primitiva, atribuyen al hombre latinoamericano, en ese vasto paisaje natural químicamente puro, el rol del buen salvaje” (270) (“Vitalism, the true ideology of the colonized, based on an ordinary sophism that derives from our economic underdevelopment a supposedly privileged relationship with nature. Abundance, exaggeration, the cliché of excessive passion, the cult of the extraordinary, global attributes of what is usually called magical realism, which, confusing, whether deliberately or not, the continent’s geographical excess with a dizzying multiplication of primitive life, attributed to the Latin American man, in his vast natural and chemically pure landscape, the role of the good savage”). Abundance, exaggeration, excessive passion, and the sovereignty of an unruly nature—what was the target of Saer’s criticism? Was it the magical realist representation of Latin American cultural particularity, or the European demand of a vitalist literature from Latin America, even from writers like Saer, whose own aesthetic choices would go against performing an exoticizing relation to nature? Since 1979 (to use the arbitrary date of Saer’s essay), the global travels of magical realism as avant-garde, postcolonial, and commodity forms make it impossible to distinguish the aesthetic program of magical realism from the European (and North American) expectations that constitute the historicity of the last moment of its globalization. In other words, Saer’s criticism is directed to both, or rather, to the imaginary intersection and overlap between the two, which is the point where a hegemonic demand is met by the Latin American performance of a magical realist cultural identity.
The ideological opposition to magical realism took an interesting and polemical turn in Latin America in 1996 when the Chilean novelist Alberto Fuguet and Sergio Gómez gathered a group of young writers from Chile, Argentina, Peru, Bolivia, and Mexico to publish a collection of short stories under the title McOndo, identifying themselves as a generational break with Garcia Márquez and the aesthetic of magical realism.28 In “I Am Not a Magic Realist” (1997), Fuguet rewrites for the English-speaking reading public “Presentación del pais McOndo” (1996), the introduction to the collective volume that he co-wrote with Gómez. There, he describes his experience at the prestigious International Writers’ Program at the University of Iowa and the trauma of being told he was a bad Latin American writer because he “lacked magical realism.” But beyond its anecdotic appearance, the purpose of the essay and the introduction to McOndo is to define the aesthetic horizon of his entire generation’s literary enterprise in opposition to that of the writers of the Boom:Unlike the ethereal world of Garcia Márquez’s imaginary Macondo, my own world is something much closer to what I call McOndo—a world of McDonald’s, Macintoshes and condos. In a continent that was ultra-politicized, young, apolitical writers like myself are now writing without an overt agenda, about their own experiences. Living in cities all over South America, hooked on cable TV (CNN en español), addicted to movies and connected to the Net. … I get suffocated by thick, sweet, humid air that smells like mangos, and I get the munchies when I begin to fly among thousands of colorful butterflies. I can’t help it; I’m an urban dweller through and through. The closest I’ll ever get to “Like Water for Chocolate” is cruising titles at my local Blockbuster. … Writers today who mold themselves after the Latin American “boom” writers of the 1960s (Garcia Márquez, Carlos Fuentes, Mario Vargas Llosa, to name a few) have transformed fiction writing into the fairy-tale business, cranking out shamelessly folkloric novels that cater to the imaginations of politically correct readers— readers who, at present, aren’t even aware of Latino cultural realism. … I feel the great literary theme of Latin American identity (who are we?) must now take a back seat to the theme of personal identity (who am I?). The McOndo writers—such as Rodrigo Fresán and Martin Rejtman of Argentina, Jaime Bayly of Peru, Sergio Gómez of Chile, Edmundo Paz Soldán of Bolivia and Naief Yeyha of Mexico, to name a few—base their stories on individual lives, instead of collective epics. This new genre may be one of the byproducts of a free-market economy and the privatization craze that has swept South America. … As a character from my second book said: “I want to write a saga, but without falling into the trap of magical realism. Pure virtual realism, pure McOndo literature. Kind of like ‘The House of the Spirits,’ only without the spirits.”



Fuguet believes magical realism has already died, but world literature (which in his case is a restricted field of market forces and literary institutions encompassing Europe, the United States, and Latin America) has not acknowledged it yet. McOndo is the attempt to foreground the end of a Latin Americanist past (the Cuban Revolution, the Boom, and magical realism) and the birth of a Latin American literature fully inscribed in the global flows of neoliberal capital. In this sense, Fuguet’s view of magical realism as a stigma, a plummet, a risible utopia, and a historical collective mistake should be read as an intervention in the field of world literature. On the one hand, he is addressing extra- and trans-Latin American reading publics: “politically correct” world readers who “aren’t even aware” times have changed. World literature becomes a space where identities are redefined (from Macondo to McOndo) and their cultural particularity becomes visible in the context of transnational forms of legibility. On the other, McOndo signifies a new Latin American relation with world literature as a global market where the structural distance between high and popular culture has been collapsed. Fuguet has no problem with the circulation of literature as commodity; what concerns him is that Euro-American readers and literary institutions are buying antiquities and relics, without any current exchange value. Fuguet’s rejection of magical realism is a Latin American symptom of a world-historical neoliberal break, a break that he sees as the condition of possibility of a new aesthetic ideology successfully determined by the social hegemony of postnational and deterritorialized economic forces and novel consumerist subjectivities
.
At the same time, the articulation of literary concerns crystallized in the McOndo trademark, alluding to a fast-food chain, a line of globally popular computers, and residential units mass produced with ready-made materials, subverts the place of literature as a privileged site of cultural and political agency, the status it held for the Boom writers in general and Garcia Márquez in particular. And again, as in the case of the desacralized circulation of commodities, this undoing of hierarchies and the elitism of the Latin American literary tradition directly relates (in Fuguet’s eyes) to the extremely creative disruption of market forces in the cultural field and the way actors identify themselves in it.29
Beyond Latin America, opinions are divided regarding whether magical realism still preserves the potential to imagine emancipatory horizons for global peripheries where ethnic and racial tensions and hybrid forms of subalternity await aesthetic languages capable of articulating their cultural identity, or whether it is another ruin in a landscape of demolished modernist edifices. Regardless of our position in this regard, reconstructing the historicity of magical realism’s global trajectories is crucial for understanding the material formation of transcultural literary fields and world literary mappings that contemporary writers in Latin America and other global peripheries are still trying to undo and redraw

.
Notes

	1.When discussing this idea of what magical realism as a world literary genre does (rather than what it is or what it means), I have the following passage from Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus in mind: “We will never ask what a book means, as signified or signifier: we will not look for anything to understand in it. We will ask what it functions with, in connection with what other things it does or does not transmit intensities, in which other multiplicities its own are inserted and metamorphosed” (4).

 

	2.On the historical chronology of magical realism and its versions and mix-ups, see Menton’s Historia verdadera del realismo mágico, in particular the appendix “Una cronologia internacional comentada del término realismo mágico,” with special attention to the section “¿1924 o 1925 o 1923 o 1922?” (209–212).

 

	3.In 1943, the Dutch-Flemish writer Johan Daisne (the pseudonym of Herman Thiery, 1912–1978) adopted the concept Magische-Realisme to describe “a truth behind the reality of life and dream” (qtd. in Guenther 61).

 

	4.During the early 1920s, when Reynaud was working on his scholarly translation of the Popol Vuh, he relied on the one that the historian and archaeologist Etienne Brasseur de Bourbourg had published in 1861, and when Asturias and González Mendoza wrote theirs in Spanish between 1925 and 1927, they used both French versions, and to a lesser extent, the Quiché original. In 1927 Asturias published, in Madrid, Leyendas de Guatemala, based on his intimate knowledge of the Mayan cosmogony of the sacred book, and soon after it was translated in France by Francis de Miomandre with a laudatory preface by Paul Valéry. To a certain extent, this translation’s network serves the purpose of illustrating the transcultural and collective production of Latin American cultural difference as well as of magical realism.

 

	5.The first critic to think of this short story as a paradigmatic exponent of a new magical realist Latin American narrative is the Argentine Enrique Anderson Imbert, who includes it in his Veinte cuentos hispanoamericanos del siglo XX (Twenty Hispanic American Short Stories of the Twentieth Century) (1956). Anderson Imbert writes that in “Rain” we appreciate “the originality of his ‘magical realism,’ to use the term coined by the German critic Franz Roh in his study of one phase of contemporary art. Everyday objects appear enveloped in such a strange atmosphere that, although recognizable, they shock us as if they were fantastic” (148).

 

	6.One needs to proceed with caution when writing about postcolonial discourses in Latin America. The exercise can risk losing perspective of the very particular colonial and, eventually, postcolonial nature of culture in Latin America, where formal independence from Spain was achieved during the first two decades of the nineteenth century. Brazil’s case is different, since it became the center of the Portuguese court in 1825 and became a truly independent republic only in 1889. The Caribbean and Central America (with the exception of Mexico) is the Latin American region most in sync with the historical temporality of what is commonly known as the postcolonial world.

 

	7.Roberto González Echevarría analyzes Carpentier’s first novel as an Afro-Cuban bildungsroman (Alejo Carpentier: El peregrino 113), which adds an interesting critical layer to Carpentier’s novelistic body, seeing it as structured around the idea that Latin American culture emerges from the antagonism of elite and popular subject positions.

 

	8.For an excellent study of the relations between magical realism and primitivist aesthetics and ideologies, see Camayd-Freixas. He explains that in 1920s, Paris was “the Mecca of a new international cult of ‘the primitive,’ and the center of an intense traffic of l’art negre, with public and private exhibitions, exchanges, auctions and borrowings between artists and collectors” (33).

 

	9.In those years in Paris, Uslar Pietri participated with Carpentier in weekly surrealist gatherings at Café La Coupole. There he became close with Massimo Bontempelli, who had written about realismo magico in his journal 900 (Camayd-Freixas 34). There is no record of Uslar Pietri having discussed magical realism with the Italian critic, but their closeness makes it very likely that the Spanish translation of Roh’s piece and those conversations are the sources of that first Latin American appropriation in 1948.

 

	10.This crucial article was published on April 8, 1948, in the Caracas newspaper El Nacional, shortly after Uslar Pietri had delivered the lectures where he referred to magical realism. There is no evidence whether Carpentier was aware of Uslar Pietri’s talks. Carpentier’s seminal essay had several reincarnations between 1948 and 1975: first, as explained, it was included as the preface to El reino de este mundo; in 1964, he rewrote it to deliver it at a conference with the same title, a version that was later published in his book Tientos y diferencias (Touches and Differences); finally, in 1975, he gave another lecture, “Lo barroco y lo real maravilloso” (“The Baroque and the Marvelous Real”), later included in the collection Razón de ser (Raison d’être) (1976). In each of these three rewritings, Carpentier added and subtracted examples, cases, and arguments, but the core idea of the marvelous real remained.

 

	11.Carpentier’s fascination with Haiti can easily be traced to the exoticist roots of the ethnographic dimension of the avant-gardes, a dimension that Carpentier believed he had left back in Paris when he returned to Cuba in 1939.

 

	12.Even though Carpentier explicitly differentiates his concept from the surrealist merveilleux, it bears traces of the influence of Pierre Mabille, the French physician and friend of Carpentier, whose book Le miroir du mer-veilleux (Mirror of the Marvelous) was based on his research on Cuban ñañiguismo and Haitian voodoo. On the influence of Mabille’s postsurrealist concept of the merveilleux Haïtien (Haitian marvelous) on Carpentier’s marvelous real, see Chiampi, “Surrealismo”; Chanady, “Territorialization”; and Scarano.

 

	13.“They all knew that the green lizard, the night moth, the strange dog, the incredible gannet, were nothing but disguises. As he had the power to take the shape of hoofed animal, bird, fish, or insect, Macandal continually visited the plantations of the Plaine to watch over his faithful and find out if they still had faith in his return” (Kingdom 30).

 

	14.The timing of the publication of El reino de este mundo and Hombres de maíz recalled the situation of the early 1930s, when Carpentier and Asturias published Ecué-Yamba-ó and Leyendas of Guatemala within a few years of each other, anticipating many of the marvelous and magical lines of what would come to be conceptualized as the marvelous real and magical realism.

 

	15.Camayd-Freixas reads Hombres de maíz as a mixture of Lautréamont and the Popol Vuh (176).

 

	16.Along the same lines, Gerald Martin describes the division of the plot into three parts, “expressed schematically as tribal, feudal-colonial, and capitalist neo-colonial—an Indian protagonist loses his woman and, cut off from the earth and the milpa (maizefield), turns to drink and despair. Each is more alienated and distanced than his predecessor. The three phases based on modes of production are aligned, in mythological fashion, to the three-part Mayan cosmic design—underworld, earth, sky (past, present, future)—which is the trajectory of Quetzalcoatl, the plumed serpent and Mesoamerican culture hero for whom, as for Asturias, the irruption from ‘prehistory’ is the model for all cognitive processes” (“Introduction” xi).

 

	17.
Christopher Warnes notes that “Asturias’s capacity to translate the worldview of the indigenous population of Guatemala into fiction should not be overestimated. He spoke no Indian languages, and, as he said to Luis Harss and Barbara Dohmann of his knowledge of the Indian world, ‘I heard a lot, assumed a bit more, and invented the rest’” (Warnes, Magical Realism 49).

 

	18.The lecture was later published in Presence Africaine. In addition to his criticism of magical realist fiction, Alexis also wrote magical realist novels. Compère Général Soleil (General Sun, My Brother) (1955) is the most important of them; Les arbres musiciens (The Musician Trees) (1957) deals with the voodoo rites at the core of Haitian culture.

 

	19.Alexis, too, is careful to separate his proposal from surrealism. He does so by foregrounding the political, indeed the revolutionary, potential of the réalisme merveilleux that he proposes (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, Empire Writes Back 148). On Alexis’s réalisme merveilleux as a form of opposition and antagonism to negritude, see Dash.

 

	20.The inclusion of Borges in some lists of magical realist writers derives from the previously criticized formalist and broad (un)definition of a magical realist aesthetic that would encompass the fantastic. The first to criticize Ángel Flores’s formalist and universalist redefinition of the concept of magical realism was Luis Leal, who in a 1967 essay circumscribed and gave the first working definition of magical realism to follow Carpentier’s concept of lo real maravilloso: “In magical realism key events have no logical or psychological explanation. The magical realist does not try to copy the surrounding reality (as realists did) or to wound it (as the surrealists did) but to seize the mystery that breathes behind things” (123). Even though he does not explicitly circumscribe magical realism within Latin American culture, all of his examples are extracted from the literature of the region. Chanady (1985) has also criticized Flores for conflating magical realism and the fantastic (Magical Realism).

 

	21.If, up to this point, magical realism has been analyzed as an almost exclusively Latin American aesthetic phenomenon, it is because it did not exist as such until after what could be called “the globalization of One Hundred Years of Solitude.” The emergence of magical realist narratives in other postcolonial locations results from a material and concrete process of global expansion.

 

	22.Garcia Márquez fleshes out the content of Latin America’s differential historical experience in his 1982 Nobel Prize lecture. There he gives a detailed account of the “outsized reality” of “that immense territory of delusional men” that is Latin America: “hogs with navels on their haunches, clawless birds whose hens laid eggs on the backs of their mates, and others still, resembling tongueless pelicans, with beaks like spoons … a misbegotten creature with the head and ears of a mule, a camel’s body, the legs of a deer and the whinny of a horse. … Our independence from Spanish domination did not put us beyond the reach of madness. General Antonio López de Santana, three times dictator of Mexico, held a magnificent funeral for the right leg he had lost in the so-called Pastry War. General Gabriel Garcia Moreno ruled Ecuador for sixteen years as an absolute monarch; at his wake, the corpse was seated on the presidential chair, decked out in full-dress uniform and a protective layer of medals. General Maximiliano Hernández Martinez, the theosophical despot of El Salvador who had thirty thousand peasants slaughtered in a savage massacre, invented a pendulum to detect poison in his food, and had streetlamps draped in red paper to defeat an epidemic of scarlet fever” (“Solitude”). Garcia Márquez continues to recount all the way to the present and affirms that “we have not had a moment’s rest.” Regarding the continuities and discontinuities between the novels of the Boom and the regionalist novels that attempt to assert a Latin American differential identity based on the relation of culture and nature, see Sommer’s Foundational Fictions, especially “Part I: Irresistible Romance.”

 

	23.It is obvious that my interpretation of the political nature of magical realism strongly disagrees with Zamora’s abstract universalism: “My argument, then, is that the effectiveness of magical realist political dissent depends upon its prior (unstated, understood) archetypalizing of the subject, and its consequent allegorizing of the human condition” (“Magical Romance” 498).

 

	24.Gerald Martin makes an interesting point when he argues that “since the 1960s many of the most important writers—Italo Calvino, Milan Kundera, Salman Rushdie, Umberto Eco—have had to become ‘Latin American’ novelists” (Journeys 7). Being Latin American, in Martin’s observation, signals a process of becoming minor, subaltern, and postcolonial, as expressed in magical realist fiction.

 

	25.These criteria to describe the specificity of postcolonial magical realist fictions may exclude works usually considered to be within this tradition. Such is the case of Canadian magical realism. Stephen Slemon admits to being unable to find in Canada the kind of postcolonial cultural situation that gave rise to magical realism in Latin America and produced it in Africa and South Asia (407). His solution to the problem of reading novels such as Jack Hodgins’s The Invention of the World (1977) and Robert Kroetsch’s What the Crow Said (1978) as magical realist consists in generalizing a specific formal feature of these novels to make a claim about the genre. He argues that in “the language of narration in a magical realist text, a battle between two oppositional systems takes place, each working toward the creation of a different kind of fictional world from the other. Since the ground rules of these two worlds are incompatible, neither can fully come into being, and each remains suspended” (409). Slemon claims that the sustained contradiction staged by the discourse of the genre resembles the colonial condition: a suspension between two codes, two languages, and two cultures. Thus, he arrives at the interesting conclusion that the relation between magical realism and postcoloniality is mediated by an allegorical relation. Implicit in this argument is the radical and apparently irreconcilable gap between the magical realisms of the so-called Third and First Worlds: whereas in the periphery magical realism seems to emerge, at specific historical junctures, from postcolonial sociocultural situations, in the core it is the appropriation of the formal remains of postcoloniality that produces an effective aesthetic evocation. This would mean that the only way to include these Canadian fictions within the aesthetic genealogy traced in this chapter is to empty magical realism of the traumatic aspect of the postcolonial/peripheric experience that magical realism would work through.

 

	26.Mia Couto’s real name is António Emilio Leite Couto; Mo Yan’s is Guan Moye. Mo Yan (meaning “Don’t speak”) is a pen name the author adopted before publishing his first book.

 

	27.Allende’s novel is the perfect case study of the afterlife of magical realism as commodity, especially because of the misguided attention it has received in Anglophone academic circles. It is an evident imitation of Cien años de soledad’s genealogical structure, where the most significant change is the historical context: from Colombian civil wars and social unrest to the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile. Even when it is read as a Chilean rewriting of the Garcia Márquez novel, the postcolonial status of Allende’s book is hard to defend unless the conceptual limits of Latin American postcoloniality are expanded to include the 1970s dictatorships and their genocides, a position that cannot be defended convincingly. On the contrary, Allende’s La casa de los espíritus seems an out-of-context, inorganic (in the Lukacsian sense) attempt to produce magical realist effects as mere aesthetic gimmicks.

 

	28.In 1993, Fuguet and Gómez published in Chile another anthology of young writers titled Cuentos con Walkman (Short Stories with Walkman) that defined a project very similar to McOndo, but as a break with Chilean literature only. One of the blurbs promoting the book explained that “la moral walkman es una nueva generación literaria que es post-todo: post-modern-ismo, post-yuppie, postcomunismo, post-baby boom, post-capa de ozono. Aquí no hay realismo mágico, hay realismo virtual” (“the Walkman Doctrine is a new literary generation that is post-everything: post-modernism, post-yuppie, post-communism, post-baby boom, post-ozone layer. Here there is no magical realism, there is virtual realism”).

 

	29.This candid and transparent relation with market figures and rhetoric would be unthinkable to the Boom writers, in spite of their intense interactions with all aspects of the publishing industry and their acquisition of a group identity (Boom) through a carefully designed marketing operation (Rama, “Boom en perspectiva”).
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The term “magical realism” has had a unique trajectory in the humanities and the arts, marked by a movement from its European Avant-Garde origins to its subsequent transnational redeployment in a number of sites around the world. While the Latin American literary “Boom” of the late 1960s remains its most spectacular and most widely discussed example, a rich body of texts coming out of Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, and the Pacific have now significantly increased the geographical, cultural, and generational range of so-called magical realist fiction in the twenty-first century. As Wendy B. Faris wrote in 2004,
Magical realism now designates the most important contemporary trend in international fiction. [It] has become so important as a mode of expression worldwide, especially in postcolonial cultures, because it has provides the literary ground for significant cultural work; within its texts, marginal voices, submerged traditions, and emergent literatures have developed and created masterpieces.1



This essay focuses on the African literary context, using as its starting point the first novel of a young Congolese writer, Sony Labou Tansi (1947–1995). Labou Tansi’s La vie et demie (Life and a Half), originally published in Paris in 1979 is undoubtedly one of those global “masterpieces” alluded to by Wendy Faris in the passage above. Considering the now-canonical status of this novel as one of the most radical interventions in the French literary scene of the late twentieth century, I want to dwell on the implications of this “translation” of magical realism into the specific context of French and Francophone studies. As the example of Labou Tansi demonstrates, magical realism was an inspiration for—and privileged mode of reading of—African fiction, for it offered a propitious means of liberating a new generation of African writers from the French realist tradition that their predecessors had strived to emulate. At the same time, as I will show, the privileging of magical realism has not only played into Western readers’ demands for what Graham Huggan termed the “postcolonial exotic,” but also precluded the recognition of equally distinctive innovations in contemporary African literature, such as forays into speculative fiction.
Like many in postcolonial studies, I consider that the 1979 publication of Life and a Half was a true literary event which has left an enduring mark on African literary history. Under dictatorial regimes stifling new nations like the (former French) Congo less than two decades after the elation brought about by decolonization, literature suffered from a dearth of artistic freedom and vitality. Yet against the background of the widespread afropessimism that characterized these decades, Sony Labou Tansi burst onto the French literary scene announcing his intention to use fiction as an antidote to autocratic “necropolitics” (Mbembe). In a striking statement in the preface to his Life and Half, the author states: “At a time when man is more than ever resolved to kill life, I dare to refer the world to hope.”2 In the same passage, he also insists on the need to experiment with a new form that would allow him to represent dystopian and despotic situations characterized by disjunctions, distortions, and excesses of all sorts. “Daring to refer the world to hope,” as we will see, entailed a radical break with the traditional codes of realist fiction, which ultimately defined Labou Tansi’s posture as an innovative novelist and artiste engagé. As Dominic Thomas argues,Sony Labou Tansi’s attempts at dismantling traditional narrative linearity, his lexical and syntactical creativity, and his concern with the dissipated civil authority characteristic of disintegrating postcolonial states have contributed to the creation of a subversive body of writing. The fundamental axis of his work is provided by the objective of undermining the repressive exercise of dictatorial power that has resulted in the assault on human dignity, and with the elaboration and articulation of political commitment, oppositionality, and resistance.3



Made available in English translation thirty-two years after the original (in 2011) in the Global African Voices series at Indiana University Press, the book is now marketed under the title Life and a Half and is presented as “one of the best 100 books on Africa.” It has become a staple of courses on (Francophone) African literature and has generated a considerable number of monographs and academic essays from around the globe, granting both the text and its author prestigious institutional and international recognition. Indeed, as Claire Ducournau notes in her study of African classics, Labou Tansi’s novels have been key to the increased visibility, legitimacy, and transnational mobility of African literature at the turn of the millennium.4 In addition, of course, to its author’s own literary genius, a combination of sociological and literary factors helps explain the formidable reception of the novel in France, in the United States, in Africa and beyond.5 In his many commentaries and interviews about his novel, Labou Tansi confirmed what the first pages of Life and a Half had made immediately clear to any reader of Gabriel Garcia Marquez: That one of his inspirations for the representation of dictatorship in Africa had been Latin American magical realist fiction, and especially Marquez’ One Hundred Years of Solitude. The Congolese author made his Marquesian inspiration even more transparent with the title of his second novel The Seven Solitudes of Lorsa Lopez (1985). As I argued over a decade ago, the explicit affiliation with Latin American magical realism both by critics and by the author himself have largely determined Life and a Half’s status over the last several decades, as a meaningful representation of African culture, as a unique piece of fiction, and as a literary “classic.”6
In 2006, I was asked to contribute an essay for a special issue of Research in African Literature on “Textual Ownership in Francophone African Writing” and chose to use Labou Tansi’s first novel as a case study. Under the title “Magical Realism: ‘Armes Miraculeuses’ for the African Novel?”, I proposed a critical reading of the novel’s systematic assimilation to the Latin American tradition. My abstract read as follows:Congolese novelist Sony Labou Tansi has been widely celebrated as a leader in the revival of Francophone African letters that took place in the 1990s. In the process, commentators have repeatedly insisted on affiliating him with the tradition of magical realism. Using his first novel, La Vie et Demie [Life and a Half] as a case study, this essay argues that the exclusive focus on magical realism at the expense of other, perhaps more significant, literary traditions (such as science-fiction) constitutes a problematic misreading of the novel. Ultimately, this conceptualization of Tansi’s literary output once again reduces the African writer to a conduit for endless reiterations of a reified irrationality—precisely the role that Labou Tansi, by introducing science fiction into the narrative, seeks to escape.7 (28)



My contention was that the conspicuous connection to the Latin American magical realist trend operated as what I called, with a reference to Aimé Césaire’s poetry, “miraculous weapons” (“armes miraculeuses”) in at least three ways: for the individual author in search of distinction; for the field of Francophone African literature in need of new creative impetus to escape the literary gridlock of the late 1970s; and for a French market eager to cash in on the next prodigy who would confirm the vitality of the French language in its former colonies. Or, as Gisèle Sapiro would put it in sociological terms, the consecration of Labou Tansi’s literary genius and its subsequent translation into English arrived at a particular opportune moment to help France “maintain its symbolic capital on the international scene in the era of globalization.”8
My borrowing of the expression “miraculous weapons” from Aimé Césaire was no accident. In the 1930s, the Martinican poet’s affiliation with André Breton
 and his tutelage from the French surrealists facilitated his entry on the French literary scene. Césaire canonical status as one of the founders of the Negritude movement has only grown over the years. In my own reference to Césaire, I was underscoring a historical parallel between the crucial role surrealism had played in the visibility of Negritude and the extent to which magical realism contributed to Labou Tansi’s literary debut and, by extension, the revitalization of African literature in the 1980s. “There was a lot of excitement” wrote the then director of the Parisian publishing house Le Seuil where the young Congolese writer had submitted his manuscript, adding,It had been a long time since a writing of this kind appeared in the big family of sub-Saharan African writers… What also contributed to this sense of excitement was the echo with other literatures, especially Latin American literature. We thought that something akin to what had appeared in Latin America was happening in the context of Francophone letters.9



Beyond the specific case of the Congolese novelist, “Magical Realism: Armes Miraculeuses for the Francophone Novel?” was also a reflection on the intricacies of postcolonial authorship in the twenty-first century, in that it interrogated the value of “magical realism” as a sign of cultural distinction, that is, as a modality that allowed African authors to distinguish themselves and be recognized within the World Republic of Letters (Pascale Casanova), by way of an already legitimized Latin American novelistic tradition, for which Gabriel Garcia Marquez was the global emblem. Critical studies have now widely documented the scope and inherent relevance of magical realism for postcolonial cultural representations (mostly literary and much less so for the visual arts, I believe). Among others, Stephen Slemon’s important essay “Magical Realism as Postcolonial Discourse” argues (inspired by Jameson’s oft-cited 1986 essay on magical realism in Film in Critical Inquiry) that the genre’s attempts to weave together oppositional belief systems (the magic and the real) actually reflect the violent hierarchies and historical disjunctures that are legacies of colonization. Slemon convincingly makes the case for the acknowledgment of this mode as a shared strategy and common denominator to fictions engaged in new representations of postcolonial realities while “situated at the fringes of mainstream literary traditions.” “In a post-colonial context,” he writes, “the magical realist narrative recapitulates a dialectic struggle [and] reflects in its language of narration real conditions of speech and narration within the actual social relations of post-colonial culture” (12).10
On an even larger scale than Life and a Half in 1979, the publication in London of the novel The Famished Road by the Nigerian novelist Ben Okri constituted a literary event in similar ways, not the least because it went on to receive the Pulitzer Prize in 1991, granting its author immediate fame. A year later appeared the first academic study focused on magical realism in African writing, Brenda Cooper’s Magical Realism in West African Literature. Subsequently, the first decade of the twenty-first century saw the publication of an important study by Christopher Warnes, Magical Realism and the Postcolonial Novel: Between Faith and Irreverence (Palgrave Macmillan, 2009). The book further inscribed Africa as a significant site of magical realist fiction by way of a final chapter devoted to Ben Okri, alongside other postcolonial productions from the Caribbean, Latin American and India.
The figure of Ben Okri is also central to Ato Quayson’s discussion on “Magical realism and the African literary tradition” in The Cambridge Companion to the African Novel directed by Abiola Irele in 2009, where he states that “It is with Ben Okri that we arrive at what is indisputably the most sophisticated expression of magical realism in African literature today” (171).11 Adding to the cultural consecration of Ben Okri’s 1991 Pulitzer Prize, these scholarly publications mark the institutional recognition of magical realism in postcolonial Africa in the late twentieth century and beginning of the twenty-first century.12 However, most studies of the postcolonial and/or the African context–including the encyclopedic essay by Quayson cited above—focus on Anglophone authors and texts, mainly from Nigeria (Ben Okri), Sierra Leone (Syl Cheney-Coker), Ghana (Kojo Laing), and South Africa (Zakes Mda
).13
The visibility and fame of writers like Labou Tansi (Congo) and Ben Okri (Nigeria) or Zakes Mda (South Africa) in the late twentieth century obviously owed much to the magical realist “branding” of their novels. Today, we can see a productive deterritorialization of the genre that has enriched both the magical realist “field” and an increasing number of African national literatures, with the arrival of a new generation of twenty-first-century authors from Central, West, and Southern Africa (I am thinking here of the Anglophones Chimamanda Adichie, Teju Cole, Taye Selassi, and the Francophones Alain Mabanckou and Abdourhamane Waberi). Even when the integration of magic elements in the narratives could justify using it, and while it might still operate in other contexts, African millennial authors and their critics seem much too aware of the danger of the magical realism label to apply it indiscriminately to twenty-first-century fiction, or, as Labou Tansi did in the 1970s, to uncritically claim Marquez as a model and inspiration
.
While the label “magical realism” still functions, as I have suggested, both as a token of literary sophistication and as a valuable laissez-passer for entry into the realms of World Literature, its implications have now been critiqued for African fiction much the same way it has for other regions, including Latin America itself. The comprehensive entry provided by Brenda Cooper in Simon Gikandi’s Encyclopedia of African Literature clearly outlines the conundrum: While indeed magical realism’s currency in twenty-first-century Africa attests to its continued attraction for a new generation of postcolonial writers who “strive to incorporate indigenous knowledge on new terms … in order to rethink tradition and to herald change” (642), these writers—and, I would add, their critics—are also likely to be more acutely aware of the pitfalls of the label than previous generations:If magical realism attempts to capture reality by way of a depiction of life’s many dimensions, seen and unseen, visible and invisible, rational and mysterious, these writers walk a political tightrope between capturing this reality and providing the exotic escape from reality desired by some of their Western readership. (Cooper, 643)



Indeed, it has now become impossible to discuss magical realism in the twenty-first century without bringing up—or showing awareness of—suspicions of what critic Graham Huggan termed, almost simultaneously with some of the studies I cited above, the “postcolonial exotic.”14 The African context, whether Congolese or South African, is no exception.
At the end of the 1970s, however, Labou Tansi unreservedly embraced the label “magical realism” together with an explicit acknowledgment of the Latin American model incarnated by Garcia Marquez. (This might not be the case for Anglophone writers who, as Cooper notes, have been more reluctant to be identified with a single literary influence.) For the Francophone writer I discussed in my 2006 essay, the Latin American “magical realist tradition” did not constitute a problematic model that would raise the specter of a dominating influence. On the contrary, it seems to function as an alternative, “third space,” or rather, a “third literary tradition” which ultimately opens up the possibility for narratives liberated from the overbearing French canon (from the nineteenth-century realist novel to surrealism and the nouveau roman): Because, since the mid-fifties, it has been recast as a non-European tradition, the gesture toward (Latin American) magical realism allows for a symbolic break from the Metropole (the French Republic of Letters), while establishing a more lateral relationship with Latin America as a postcolonial region.

In the translation (from the original Spanish to the French version made available to the Francophone writer) also signals a decentering (or at least a décalage as Brent Edwards would put it15) at both the semantic and epistemological levels, French loses the privilege of being the model. Forming new intertextual alliances and claiming a Latin American “origin” thus becomes a way of bypassing the French canon while continuing to innovate formally and linguistically in the French language. In the process, ironically, this bypassing of the French canon reinvigorates it with new and original fiction (published in Paris) which can in turn be re-claimed by the French center. Edouard Glissant would call this a strategy of détour. We can also see how the literary connection with another region of the Global South performs, via magical realism, what Françoise Lionnet has called a Minor Transnationalism, that is, a dialogical and (ideally) less hierarchical relationship outside of the historical colonizer/colonized framework.16
“Armes Miraculeuses?” was both an acknowledgment of the aesthetic impact of magical realism on a Francophone writer setting out to expose the singular excesses of dictatorship in his native Congo (The Republic of Congo), and an invitation not to let the obvious connection to—the specter of?—Garcia Marquez obfuscate other modalities in Tansi’s novel, and in African novels in general. Having established the potentially liberating function of magical realism for the Francophone postcolonial writer, “Armes Miraculeuses?” also discussed what Sylvia Molloy has since termed in the context of Latin America, the “magic realist imperative” (Molloy, 2005).17 By calling for a consideration of other aesthetic genres and modalities within African texts that are deemed “magic realist,” I wanted not only to acknowledge the economic aspect of their reception and circulation, that is, the marketing of a given novel as a new exotic commodity for the French public (again, eager for new blood at the end of a rather dull decade), but also to make a plurality of hermeneutic possibilities available to African fiction. If indeed coterminousness constitutes a defining modality of magical realism across texts and region, what other genres and modes does it co-terminate with and how seamlessly (or not) does it work? Is it in competition with them? To what extent does it contest, complement, or supplant them? Is a hierarchy of narrative strategies at work in the new magic realist novel and if so, how does the naturalization of the magic ultimately fare? What other (formal, ontological, epistemological) hybridities does it reveal, or suppress and which ones are specific to the African context? Challenging the “magical realism imperative” would allow us to delve into these questions while opening the text to new hybridities.
In another context, in 1987, critic Aijaz Ahmad famously argued with Frederic Jameson’s proposition that “all third-world texts are necessarily… to be read as… national allegories” (quoted by Ahmad, 6), reproving him not only for his uncritical use of the term “third-world” but also for imposing a sort of hermeneutic diktat for the droit de cité of non-Western literature in global literary scenes. My own reason for insisting that magical realism not be privileged as the sole possible mode for a given narrative actually originated in a desire to do justice to a literary originality which I sense went beyond the mere recourse to a “simple” intertextuality with a recognizable author and genre. I used Life and a Half as an illustration of the ways in which elements of magic realist narration partially shape a given text to ultimately “outgrow” the initial inspiration in favor of other modes. One such mode was the speculative mode of science fiction. Indeed, while it was equally as spectacular as the magic realist opening, a long section bearing major characteristics of science-fiction narrative at the end of the novel had been completely ignored by critics.
What if, I asked upon a close-reading of the final apocalyptic scene of anticipation set in Africa, the magical realist mode so efficiently used in the first half of the novel in fact constituted only one narrative moment in a much more ambitious text? What if the proclaimed intertextuality with Garcia Marquez and the Latin American detour functioned only as a strategic stepping stone for the representation of Mbembe’s grotesque “postcolony” and toward the production of something even more radical in African literary history? The ultimate originality, I concluded, resided in the elaboration of a hybrid magic-realist-sci-fi text which temporarily tied in with traditional beliefs and literary predecessors, only to distance itself from them (s’en affranchir), in a most self-conscious and creative manner.
Definitions of African magical realism typically underscore its potential as a syncretic mode weaving together, to say it quickly, tradition and modernity.18 As many have shown, this binary relies on an epistemological divide between on the one hand, a pre-colonial indigenous worldview originating in a distant past, and, on the other, a (colonial) Western form in constant evolution. When magical realism segues into science fiction as it does in Life and a Half, the shift is more than narrative: What it achieves is a new representation of African historicity which not only reclaims the past, but also projects the continent into the future, a future which, in the case of Africa, has been famously denied by Western philosophy (most notoriously Hegel), impeded by colonization and arrested by successive dictatorial regimes. It doesn’t mean that the prospective is systematically privileged at the expense of the retrospective. Rather, the re-imagined magic realist text recasts African realities, conditions, and subjectivities along a wide temporal spectrum which both integrates the past and looks forward. In the process, the new invocation of the “magic” category is not solely nostalgic, fetishized, or exoticized, but rather, is considered alongside present and future epistemologies in order to signify the African “real” differently. My theory at the time was that it was in the combination with other modalities that magical realism was ultimately the most creative:As [science fiction] is mobilized at the end of the text, it allows for a ‘providential’ historical and epistemological rupture, which reinscribes and challenges the persistent dichotomies in the representation of Africa that are barbarism and civilization. When considering the text in its entirety, it becomes apparent that the ‘tropicality’ exposed in the beginning only achieves meaning in mediation with the aesthetic, epistemological and even anthropological oppositionality to the rational universe constructed through the recourse to the scientific.19 (39)



The combination of magical realism and science fiction (or, as we will see later, Afrofuturism) such as the one at play in Life and a Half ultimately allows for a representation of an African quotidian which is made livable precisely because it is imagined in a coterminous relationship with a future which opens up spatially to the rest of the world. Beyond the temporal, then, the articulation with science fiction re-situates Africa as a place capable (like its novelists) of thinking the conditions of its political, human, environmental, technological, and literary relevance at the local and planetary level.20
Recent engagements with Afrofuturism and afrofuturist theory offer yet a different decentering, as “futurism” and magical realism are both invoked as possible modalities for more radically syncretic representation of blackness around the world. See, for example, this definition:Whether through literature, visual arts, music or grassroots organizing, Afrofuturists redefine culture and notions of blackness for today and for the future. Both artistic aesthetic and a framework for critical theory, Afrofuturism combines elements of science fiction, historical fiction, speculative fiction, fantasy, Afrocentricity, and magic realism with non-western beliefs. In some cases, it’s a total re-envisioning of the past and speculations about the future rife with cultural critiques.21 (119)



Here we are far from an exclusive appeal to magical realism as the unique narrative and epistemological tool suited to describe African realities, that some African writers and their critics might insist upon. The above definition of Afrofuturism actually recasts magical realism in two important ways: First, by listing it alongside a range of other possible narrative and aesthetic genres, it relativizes its status as the privileged modality for the representation of contemporary African, diasporic, and postcolonial realities, recognizing in the process the formidable variety of narrative choices available to the representation of blackness today. Fantasy, for instance, finds a legitimate place alongside magical realism as a postcolonial modality. As the authors of a recent volume documenting the global currency of magical realism write:Today’s magical realism and fantasy seem equally haunted by imperialism and empire, nationalism and the nation-state… The politics of fantasy, like those of magical realism, are driven by a desire at one level to grapple with reality and the epistemological systems in place for knowing it, and at another level to transcend here and now and imagine an alternative world. In its flight of fantasy, it problematizes, as magical realism does, the various social and cultural institutions based in religion, ethnicity, class and gender.22



Second, it reorients the potential of magical realism in a temporal way by considering not only how it combines elements originating from indigenous pasts with present Western modernity—as in traditional definitions of magical realism—but also how the “magical” can be located in the future, thus allowing for the articulation of new relationships to the past and to the present. Interestingly, in a recent essay titled “African Futurism: Speculative Fictions and ‘Rewriting the Great Book’”, the author makes a mention of the Congolese author and novel I have been focusing on. Having briefly described Sony Labou Tansi’s Life and a Half as a novel in which “a grotesque dictator’s desire for absolute power is continually frustrated by the refusal of those he kills to die … embodied in the figure of the dissenter, Martial, who, though hacked and chopped and fed to his own children, endlessly returns, zombie-like, to disrupts the dictator’s reality” (6) she adds: “This novel is an exemplar of the speculative strain in African fiction that works by simultaneously defamiliarizing and invoking an actual place—here the Congo of the Mobutu era” (7–8).23

In other words, in light of what we can call the “speculative turn” in African criticism, the so-called magic realist novel is now being recast as “an exemplar” of speculative fiction. In the process, it invokes precisely the same modality (the spectrality of the rebel juxtaposed with the political reality of dictatorship) which in previous decades justified the magical realist label. This shift—from twentieth-century readings to the current privileging of the speculative—contributes, I think, to further diminish the conceptual power of “magical realism” to subsume the representation of all African narratives, experiences, and identities: In what Greg Tate has called “the imaginative leap” to science fiction,24 the very image of African literature and its authors is transformed, as the term “speculative” connotes the capacity to think, to imagine, and to project oneself intellectually into different worlds.25
This is an important move with regard to what Valentin Mudimbe has called “the idea of Africa,” beyond narratological considerations. Indeed, attention to the speculative dimension of “magic” and of “the magical” in the African context amounts to reclaiming not only the capacity of artists and cultural producers to step out of nostalgic or fetishized relationships to the past, but also, and perhaps more importantly, it amounts to reclaiming what is often denied of African culture and by extension the continent: its historicity. To put it in Alina Rettova’s words from her study of Afrophone novels:[I]t is good to keep the future under the spotlight in African literature. Africa is often portrayed as a continent without a future, a continent of innocent ignorance about time, a place of a blissful, animal-like existence in the present… Alternatively, Africa is depicted as a continent of the past, of perennial traditions that determine the present –and compromise the future.26 (159)



The incorporation of magical realism into a plurality of possible modalities is a welcome move which, in a sense, radically alters the parameters of what Sylvia Molloy described as the “magical realism imperative.” Indeed, rather than discredit magical realism altogether as an obsolete mode of representation, discussions of Afrofuturism offer an interesting way to continue to acknowledge magical realism as a historically significant modality for African and diasporic cultures, while connecting it to a broader constellation of aesthetic approaches.
With this in mind, I find the current revival of the “Afrosurrealist” movement quite intriguing, with its claim to subsume a wide variety of possible Panafrican relationships to reality, from the technological to the virtual and the spectral and from the human to cyborg culture. “Behold the invisible! You shall see unknown wonders” D. Scot Miller’s 2013 Afrosurreal Manifesto27 invokes an extraordinary list of artists and writers like Senghor, Wifredo Lam, Basquiat, Fanon, Césaire, Chester Himes, Prince, Zora Neale Hurston, Kehinde Wiley, Ishmael Reed, Kara Walker, and Ralph Ellison in order to proclaim that past, present, and future radical projects of the Black world have in common a will to “uncover” identities and experiences silenced by Western history. The “Afrosurreal” he writes, “presupposes that beyond this visible world, there is an invisible one striving to manifest itself, and it is our job to uncover it. Like the African surrealist [the reference here is to Senegalese poet Senghor], Afrosurrealists recognize that nature (including human nature) generates more surreal experiences than any other process could hope to produce” (116).

Replaced in the context of a Black history, the issue of uncovering “invisible” forms from the (modern) present takes on a particularly acute significance, as the experience of blackness itself is redefined—echoing Ralph Ellison—as a longstanding historical, political, and aesthetic conflict between visibility and invisibility. Both an aesthetic movement and a political project to “transform how we see things now, how we look at what happened then, and what we can expect to see in the future,” Afrosurrealism’s fluidity, inclusiveness, and self-proclaimed praise of ambiguity indeed holds a particular seductiveness for a new generation of artists weary of more traditional labels.28 Of course it is yet another label: While the term itself is a neologism inspired by the Negritude poets (Césaire and Senghor) invoked here, its origins via Alejo Carpentier’s real maravilloso actually refer back to Europe and particularly the French surrealists. As Sylvia Molloy reminds us of this connection, magic realism is “an excrescence of French surrealism ‘transculturated’ to Cuba and, by extension, to Latin America” (374). The final irony, then, is that the new American Afrosurrealism itself can be connected back to a European neologism calling for new figurations of everyday experiences of the real.29
Having examined this entanglement of labels, from magical realism to science fiction to afrofuturism and (afro)surrealism, one last interplay needs to be brought up: decolonial criticism. Indeed, because one of the essential promises/premises of magical realism is the integration of indigenous worldviews into a so-called modernity, its intentions almost naturally align with those of decoloniality as it has been conceptualized in the first decade of the twenty-first century. One of the decolonial options as Walter Mignolo has explained them is an “epistemic decolonial de-liking” whose purpose is to account for the historical significance of and to reclaim the visibility of “Places of non-thought (of myth, non-western religions. Folklore, underdevelopment involving regions and people)” that “today have been waking up from the long process of westernization” (161).30 Applied to a literary context, this would translate, for instance, into a refusal of the—often—hierarchical binary implied in “magical realism” in favor of a more systematic reclaiming of those “places of non-thought” as sites where knowledge is produced, circulated, and historically transformed, rather than situate them against the yardstick of Western rationality. After all, like decolonial thinking, magical realist fiction and criticism is for the most part about de-westernizing narratives of modernity by reclaiming the relevance of the reality, culture, and history of non-Western people around the world. It is about storytelling, and about finding new ways to account for the daily lives and struggles of people whose lived experiences indeed bear on many aspects of what is deemed irrational. In an even more radical gesture, practicing “epistemic disobedience” (Mignolo) would mean freeing up the texts—and their authors—by refusing to constantly revive old categories, and opting instead not to name—or to unname—whatever we perceive as newness. In the process, refraining from celebrating postcolonial or global “originality” would actually constitute an interesting challenge for the practice of a decolonial literary critique, one that would acknowledge the singularity and the heterogeneity of African fiction, past, present, or future without systematically falling back on to presentist approaches and/or Western modes of interpretation
.
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When I say I study literary connections between South Asia and Latin America, people assume I work on something very specific. No, no, that won’t do, there’s no getting away from the name: magical realism. And the time? The time matters, too. Well then: the 1980s. No, it’s important to be more… 1981, as a matter of fact. The “Booker of Bookers,” the “Other … discovered”1 (Narayanan 2012, 95). Oh, spell it out, spell it out: They think I work on Salman Rushdie, more precisely, on Midnight’s Children.

No matter how many times I try to correct this misapprehension, no matter how many other authors and periods and literary modes I invoke, my interlocutors and I eventually find ourselves back at that magical midnight. So, OK, I give up! At least I’m in good company. It’s hard to name a recent scholarly monograph about South Asian Anglophone literature that doesn’t dutifully include a chapter on Midnight’s Children. And that’s to say nothing of the “classic” era of postcolonial criticism in the 1990s, about which Neil Lazarus quipped, “I am tempted to … declare that there is in a strict sense only one author in the postcolonial literary canon. That author is Salman Rushdie”2 (cited in Sorensen 2010, 11). The same goes for almost any discussion of magical realism: Rushdie is the figure—or, perhaps, the event—through which magical realism is understood to deterritorialize from Latin America and become a “global” or “postcolonial” form.
So rather than continue running from Rushdie, in this chapter I embrace him. Let’s begin by accepting this idea that the publication and Man Booker Prize for Midnight’s Children in 1981 is the foundational moment for magical realism in South Asia, as well as magical realism as a global form. Even as we do so, however, we must contend with the fact that various critical streams nearly always portray Rushdie’s achievement as a dramatic rupture, a total surprise.
There’s the field before Midnight, and the field after. While I don’t want to downplay the uniqueness of Rushdie’s achievement, the insistence on total rupture suggests critical failure as much as an authorial success.
That is, the various histories of South Asian literatures—even those with 1981 as their teleology—do not seem to account for Rushdie at all. We might compare this to the story of magical realism in Latin America, which, while similarly convergent on a single figure, Gabriel García Márquez, offers at least half-a-dozen convincing genealogical threads. In the evocative spatial metaphors through which we describe literary tradition, Rushdie is less the apex to a mountain, or the foundation to a house, than a point appearing suddenly, suspended in midair. Our own half-baffled surprise should be taken as a symptom: not that Rushdie comes out of nowhere, but that we are looking for his roots in the wrong place.
In this chapter, I summarize these accounts of Rushdie, which act, by extension, as accounts for the appearance and sudden dominance of magical realism in literatures of South Asia and its diaspora. First, I look at the way the fantastic appears in various guises in South Asian literary historiographies of the earlier twentieth century. I then turn to various explanations of Rushdie himself as a magical realist and South Asian writer par-excellence. Finally, I turn to the effects of Rushdie’s magical realism on the field of South Asian Anglophone letters, the over-identification of that area and era with a particular literary mode, and the tentative reemergence of magical realism after a period of oversaturation and retrenchment. Throughout, I show how these tendencies overflow both national and postcolonial explanatory frameworks. The origins of magical realism on the subcontinent are more complex. As Rushdie himself so obsessively demonstrates, the whole story of our protagonist is bound up in his (tangled) roots.
To begin, I think I should make clear my position on what magical realism actually is, and why that definition matters to what follows. This is, of course, a heated debate in the field, and I anticipate that many other pieces in this volume will take distinct positions. I begin from Wendy Faris’s first two assertions in her well-known taxonomy of the form, “Scheherazade’s Children”: that magical realism is primarily defined as a text that “contains an irreducible element of magic,” in which, nevertheless, “realistic descriptions create a fictional world that resembles the one we live in”3 (Faris 1995, 167, 169).
That’s it. Other literary elements Faris includes—like metafictionality and verbal play—are not inherently related to magical realism as a form. While they appear together in the period containing both García Márquez and Rushdie, they subsequently seem to pull away. These elements, which are used as a proxy to mark out high “literary” style, endure in texts without magical realist content, while the latter mode appears in increasingly straightforward narratives that eschew experimentation. At the time of publication for this volume, it seems evident that magical realism has endured well beyond some of the other movements (postmodernism, in Faris’s case) that were meant to accompany or even define it.
I also depend upon and elaborate on Mariano Siskind’s insistence that magical realism cannot be coherently studied when uncoupled from its early development in Latin America. While the term originates (yes, we know) in Franz Roh’s early twentieth-century German milieu, it gains its recognized form and (relative) internal coherence—including its identification as a literary mode—through the subsequent decades of Latin American innovation4 (Siskind 2014). Following this overarching assertion, Siskind posits García Márquez’s 1982 Nobel Prize as a definitive moment for the “globalization” of the form5 (Siskind 2012, 91). Here I suggest that the emergence of Midnight’s Children—templated on the writing of García Márquez—offers another, nearly simultaneous impetus for magical realism’s later global spread. By emphasizing the self-referential nature of this tradition, I push back against the idea that we can use the term magical realism to retroactively describe writing of other regions and earlier eras. Such narratives unduly marginalize the contribution of Latin American writers to a now globally recognized form. At the same time, they perform a somewhat lazy interpretive violence on writing that developed in its own time in conversation with its own traditions (Morsi 2018).
What I hope to show here is that the Latin American genealogy is essential to explaining Rushdie’s rise—only this avenue leads to a historiography based on continuity, and not just rupture.
But I’m getting ahead of myself. In order to understand the rise of Rushdie, we have to go back to his grandparents, who are not really his grandparents. We have to understand the debates between realism and fantasy that already characterized South Asian writing of the twentieth century.

Ulka Anjaria begins her story of Realism in the Twentieth Century Indian Novel with the address given by Munshi Premchand to mark the 1936 launch of the All India Progressive Writers Association. In the address, Premchand clears space for the flourishing of a progressive, realist tradition by sweeping its predecessors aside. “In earlier times we might have been impressed by fairy tales, ghost stories and accounts of star-crossed lovers, but those have little interest to us anymore”6 (cited in Anjaria 2012, 1). These “earlier times” span everything from millennia-old Sanskrit religious epics like the Mahabharata and their almost innumerable vernacular retellings; to compilations based on oral storytelling traditions like the Dastaan-e Amir Hamza; to literature of the previous century—both narrative and poetic—that favored the hermetic gardens of the ghazal or the imaginative escapes of romantic love.
While these texts are not themselves magical realist, such traditions often act as source material for magical realist novels. We might look, for example, to Vikram Chandra’s Red Earth, Pouring Rain (1995), which uses a magical realist conceit—an erstwhile freedom fighter reincarnated as a talking macaque—as a frame narrative for a series of more-or-less realist episodes. The book marks its indebtedness to the Indian epic tradition not only in its temporal span and paginated heft, but in this particular narrative frame. The image of a typing monkey, whose story is ultimately conveyed under the name of a human author, echoes a frame narrative for the Ramayana, in which the monkey god Hanuman authored his own version of the epic, one he ultimately sacrifices in favor of the version written by the human sage, Valmiki. The same is even more explicitly true for Shashi Tharoor’s The Great Indian Novel (1989), explicitly based on the Mahabharata.
In dismissing non-realist various forms, Premchand does something more than merely make space. He contributes to a longstanding idea that earlier Indian aesthetic traditions were pathologically decadent and politically inert. It is essential to recall that “India” whose writers Premchand addressed was still a British colony. Under colonial administration, and in a region where religious proselytization was stymied, literature became a proxy for the inculcation of ethics, political feeling, and scientific development7 (Viswanathan 2015). It was with that understanding that, a century before, Thomas Babington Macaulay excoriated Indian literary languages and traditions as having “no books on any subject which deserve to be compared to our own,” and whose unworthiness he expounds specifically through their attachment to fantasy: “history abounding with kings thirty feet high and reigns thirty thousand years long, and geography made of seas of treacle and seas of butter”8 (Macaulay 1835).
Much of India’s elite internalized these ideas about the dangers of literary fantasy in response to the particularly brutal reprisals for the 1857 uprising, the failure of which marked the beginning of full British Imperial rule in the subcontinent9 (Pritchett 1994; Taneja 2018). If Indian rulers were capable of being conquered, so the logic went, they must have first been weakened by failures of their own culture. Premchand himself had written a recapitulation of this idea in his 1924 short story “Shatranj ke Khiladi” (Hindi)/ “Shatranj ki baazi” (Urdu) (“The Chess Players”), in which two men are so obsessed with high cultural pastimes that they entirely ignore a British invasion.
Likewise, Indian fantasy fiction from the early twentieth century—to say nothing of numerous European fictions about India—was shaped by a desire to see India as a stereotyped location of Eastern magic. These desires informed the copious use of magic in texts like Sarath Kumar Ghosh’s 1001 Indian Nights: The Trials of Narayan Lal (1902) and arguably continue to inform globally circulating narratives about India even today (Bhagat-Kennedy, n.d.; Chakravorty 2014). Less often, fantasy texts like Sultana’s Dream (1905) drew on non-realist traditions while also making space for the overt political critiques that will come to characterize much of magical realism in the subcontinent10 (Khair and Sébastien 2015). These are the stakes that made Rushdie’s reintroduction of fantasy into “literary” fiction so explosively potent in the South Asian context.
Anjaria uses the 1936 address to set the stage for a century-long battle between realism and its others. At the other end of the century, debates over fantasy and realism, between the demands of overt political engagement and aesthetic experimentation, would come back again with force in postcolonial studies. Ironically, aesthetics and formal concerns became taboo subjects for postcolonial scholarship in the very moment when formal innovation had brought South Asian Anglophone writing to international prominence11 (Bahri 2003; Sorensen 2010). In these later arguments, magical realism—with Rushdie as its South Asian standard-bearer—is alternately cast as a way to harmonize politics and aesthetics, or yet another example of an appealing fantasy occluding the real stakes of literary intervention. Everything old is new again.
And yet, it would be a mistake to say that the contours of the debate are the same in these two iterations. We can see this by looking at one of the writers Rushdie names as an influence, Saadat Hasan Manto, infamously the only vernacular writer included in his Mirrorwork collection (1997) of Indian fiction. Scholars have followed Rushdie’s lead, claiming Manto—or at least his story “Toba Tek Singh”—as one of these apparently myriad magical realists avant la letter12 (cf. Anjaria 2015; McLain 2001).
Manto was a contemporary of and erstwhile participant in the Progressive Writers movement, though he often tangled with them over the sufficiency or correctness of his politics. Indeed, it is perhaps his awkward fit within this tradition that makes him more available for magical realist appropriation. Nowadays he is best known now for his writing on the 1947 Partition of the Indian subcontinent: “Toba Tek Singh,” about the exchange of insane-asylum inmates between India and Pakistan, and “Khol Do,” about a father’s frantic search for his abducted daughter in the chaos of post-Partition Punjab. But he had a much larger set of interests and was also well known in his lifetime for closely observed studies of everything from cramped quarters of lower-middle-class Muslim families to the wild parties of Bollywood moguls. His prose is marked by a kind of declarative simplicity and accessible register that belies its cleverness, its strangeness. In this sense, we might read into Manto’s style an echo of that characteristic banal realism that provides the frisson of contrast with supernatural happenings in magical realist texts.
We may likewise say that Manto takes seriously the culturally and situationally inflected perspectives of his protagonists. It’s not only that these stories are written in a conversational idiom, or that they are fueled by a real-world interest in gossip. It is also that they thematize the informal and limited channels of knowledge in the various communities he observed. “Toba Tek Singh,” for example, simply explodes with half-reported speech and obvious misinformation.
Various inmates exchange ridiculous theories about divisions and their rationale, a transparent allegory to the real confusion that was sewn by the departing British government about precisely where and when political lines would be drawn. Even the most openly “magical” element of the story is subject to this uncertainty of reporting. The titular inmate Toba Tek Singh has apparently never slept in 15 years. And yet the proof of this magical statement comes to us through the omnipresent phrase “kehna tha ke…” (“it was said that…”), just as information about Partition comes in the package “suna tha ke…” (“it was heard that…”). This sense of epistemological limitation is enhanced by Manto’s punctuational signature, the ellipse. Appearing everywhere in his stories, the ellipse often cues the absence or withholding of knowledge, the limits of written explanatory frameworks to encapsulate lived experience.
“Khol Do,” too, contains a climactic moment of perspectival “magic” in which the body of the protagonist’s daughter, described as a “laash” (corpse), seems to revive in response to the titular request: “Open up.” While the protagonist reads this action as a miracle, the doctor, along with the audience, sees it as evidence of the sexual trauma she has experienced. In his story “Bu” (“Smell”), a man is haunted by the lingering scent of his former lover. But it is not a scent of supernatural power, like that which emanates from Remedios the Beauty in Cien Años de Soledad. It is, instead, a stereotyped marker of class identity, whose material origins and political implications are both quite real.
There is an available reading in which such an interest in perspective might be understood as form of what González Echevarría calls “phenomenological magical realism,” in which the magic in the text comes through characters’ consciousness rather than the narrator’s13 (González Echevarría 1990). But what is revealed about Manto’s writing by so categorizing it? Very little. We don’t understand Manto better by taking his talent for understatement, his habit of evoking the uncanny, and his attention to variously situated ways of interpreting the world, and rounding them up to magical realism. It seems clear in stories like “Bu” and “Khol Do” that Manto sides against the more mystical interpretations of his protagonists, creating an ironic gap in which his audience can see what his characters do not. What recategorization accomplishes, instead, is to read Manto—and the many other writers reclaimed from history as unconscious magical realists—against himself. All for the sake of authenticating the South Asian adaptation of a new literary mode by finding its “real” roots at home.
The other South Asian predecessor Rushdie volunteers in the genealogy of his style is G. V. Desani. Desani’s novel All about H. Hatterr, like Midnight’s Children, contains a fair amount of magic. And yet Desani’s task in the novel is to constantly undercut the seeming magic of his world. Shuttling between various—ultimately spurious—gurus in search of enlightenment, the titular H. Hatterr ends up making a commentary on the orientalist imaginaries and expectations of the West, rather than the ontological difference of the East. In this sense, Rushdie’s potentially self-exoticizing writing is quite the opposite of Desani’s deflationary tone. Desani, is, in fact, a much more significant influence on linguistic style, Rushdie’s signature “pun-derful”—or “pun-derous,” depending on your taste—and “chutnified” English. In this sense, he points us to the endurance of certain types of ludic language pioneered by modernists like James Joyce as they echo and transform in subsequent generations of writers from around the world.
In sum, a search for the roots of magical realism in South Asia before 1981 comes up with precious little. Earlier non-realist traditions exist, and certainly nourish the specificity of South Asian magical realism—just as equivalent traditions feed it in other parts of the world. But when seeking out more modern examples of that strange harmony between observed reality and “real” magic, criticism fall short. The jump from the uncanny indeterminacy of Manto and the ironic mysticism of Desani seems to be missing a step to bring us to the unmediated magic of Rushdie.

But of course, claiming Midnight’s Children as a purely indigenous product is only one of several popular explanations for the appearance and impact of that novel. This is, we might say, the “national” story. I will turn now to three explanatory frameworks that come out of the other, “transnational” or “metropolitan” story about Rushdie’s emergence. All of these stories, it should be noted, are profoundly circumscribed within the framework of postcolonial study. They explain Rushdie’s novel as the product of contestations between South Asia and its former colonizing power, Great Britain. Magical realism, in this framework, is alternately an effective way of resisting colonial hierarchies of knowledge and culture, or a capitulation to Western desires for exoticism.
Perhaps ironically it is the “national” story that is more multilingual, as it weaves together vernacular-language writers like Manto with Anglophone writers like Rushdie. In the transnational narrative, just where one would expect to find Spanish-language texts, the scene is, instead, dominated by English. At the same time Latin America was increasingly marginalized within definitions of the postcolonial world, that term was becoming increasingly associated with English, the language and the academic discipline. The elaboration of a critical story about the natural tie between “postcolonial” experience and magical realist representation has depended upon the erasure of Latin America.
In the face of many years of post-Midnight interest in South Asian Anglophone literature, it’s easy to forget that English was a relatively minor player in the Indian literary scene in the first decades after independence. After all, a significant part of the project of independence, and, later, decolonization, was to marginalize the language of colonial administration14 (Shingavi 2013). The Indian constitution originally called for the gradual phasing out of English as an administrative language, only to see that timely founder on infighting between various other language groups15 (Sadana 2012). Thus English endured as an administrative language, and being literate in English thus endured as a promise of economic success. As the Indian economy liberalized in 1991, this promise became more important. Its potency redoubled again as “globalized” economies turned to South Asia for services rendered in “Global” English16 (Narayanan 2012). The prestige of Anglophone literature has risen in tandem with such political and economic changes. At the same time, early Anglophone South Asian writers like Mulk Raj Anand remained relatively marginal within British publishing. The situation had begun to change in the 1970s with the emergence of writers like V. S. Naipaul and the emergence of the commonwealth designation as a place to receive and evaluate them17 (Ranasinha 2007).
And yet, for both of these stories, 1981 offers a sea change. The reception of Rushdie’s breakout novel landed like a hammer blow in the midst of these more gradual epochal shifts. While this whole essay is in danger of painting Rushdie in the form of a “great man” who alone changes history, the fact is that his novel seems to precipitate, rather than merely participate in, the changes being described here.
And it’s all because of the Booker Prize. The Booker Prize had been established in 1968, and its first thirteen years had been a moderate success. In that time it had awarded a handful of books that perpetuated what has been called Raj Nostalgia: stories of the romance and excitement of imperial power in the subcontinent18 (Rushdie cited in Huggan 2001). Rushdie’s win inaugurated a new moment for the prize, when this interest subtly shifted toward postcolonial novels. And yet, it was not merely that Booker legitimated a certain kind of postcolonial style—one whose approachable exoticism was associated, not incidentally, with magical realism. It is also that Rushdie legitimated the Booker Prize itself. The critical and market success of the book in the wake of its win was, at that time, unprecedented for the prize. Rushdie showed that the Booker really did have taste, and clout19 (English 2005). The Booker’s status as an arbiter of “postcolonial” (really, primarily South Asian) literatures from the 1980s to 2000s was cemented here. 1981 was a banner year for the prize, not just its winner.
But Rushdie’s story might have gone very differently. He was not quite the fresh, new voice this breakout story suggested. Midnight’s Children was his second novel. The first, Grimus, is not often read, and it looks quite different from the subsequent trajectory of his work. To be blunt, while the rest of Rushdie’s writing has been received as “literary,” Grimus is evidently capital-G Genre. Alternately classed as science fiction or fantasy, the novel takes many of Rushdie’s pet concerns around cultural hybridity, bastardy, and iconoclasm, and plunks them into an ersatz Amerindian context. Some have understood Midnight’s Children to successfully resituate these concerns and aesthetics in a more concrete, “real” place, making for a more authentic expression20 (cf. Bahri 2003). More cynical observers see the recourse to a South Asian context as a ploy, allowing Rushdie to align his authorial persona with the content of his writing in a way that would be commercially and critically legible21 (Brouillette 2007; Narayanan 2012). As an added bonus, these adjustments would take Rushdie out of the Genre doldrums and elevate his work to magical realism, a “high” literary form. Midnight’s Children, then, offers more than a radical break in the trajectory of South Asian literature—either on the subcontinent or in the diaspora. It is a radical break from Rushdie himself!
Those scholars who are cynical about Rushdie’s turn to magical realism join here with scholars who would like to elevate more traditional fantasy to the upper echelons of literary production. Having Rushdie really develop out of Genre offers the unacknowledged bonus of tidying up the geographic narrative, since science fiction and fantasy are well represented both in South Asia and in the metropole. While all three of these narratives have merit, they are all hampered by their service to the job of making Rushdie fit neatly into a postcolonial, Anglophone trajectory. The fact is, he doesn’t.
Indeed, advancing the argument that magical realism is really a postcolonial genre seems require the marginalization of Latin America. Ironically, within this historiography, Rushdie himself is used to sweep aside the very tradition from which he draws sustenance. As Wendy Faris says in her foundational volume with Lois Parkinson Zamora, “Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children…exemplifies the mode of magical realism best for my purposes here—among other reasons because it is quite real, quite magical, and not from Latin America, where the genre is usually imagined to reside”22 (Faris 1995, 164, emphasis added). Subsequent generations of Anglophone critics have followed the tendency the Faris and Zamora volume favored. Nowadays they are often unconscious that this interpretation involves the aggressively ahistorical marginalization that Faris openly champions. Aaron Bady, for example, writes “the category of “magical realism” becomes a way to enfold an entire world of texts into a single category, as if Okri, Rushdie, and García Márquez are all part of a single genre. But they really aren’t, are they?”23 (Bady 2013). This rather flippant rhetorical question casts García Márquez as the Latin America contemporary of other well-known authors of “global” magical realism, when he is really their (openly acknowledged) predecessor and, essentially, the founder of the global version of this mode.
Again, I follow Siskind here in insisting upon the centrality of Latin America to the development of magical realism as a “postcolonial” form. Why, he asks, should a purportedly universal and ahistorical mode just so happen to become popular all at once in Anglophone postcolonial contexts during the early 1980s? Why, as I have suggested here, should criticism of the breakout South Asian magical realist text offer no convincing historiographies of its emergence from either South Asia or the Anglophone world? As Siskind writes, the argument about the form’s appeal “elucidates why they were adopted in marginal locations beyond Latin America … but does not address the question of how magical Realism became a global narrative matrix”24 (Siskind 2012, 859, emphasis original). Instead, Siskind directs us to the relatively rapid translation and dissemination of García Márquez’s Cien Años de Soledad over the course of the 1970s, and posit the early 1980s as a moment when its influence might be felt in a subsequent generation of writers. We can look, too, to Rushdie’s own words about encountering Cien Años in 1975, the same year he returned to India and bore witness to the emergency, the same year he began to formulate Midnight’s Children. “I think all of us can remember the day when we first read Gabriel García Márquez; it was a colossal event”25 (Siskind 2012, 860).
A wound has been opened, a genealogy unveiled. Magical realism gushes forth from 1981 like blood from Saleem Sinai’s gashed finger: a dramatic rupture that reveals the true origins of someone we once considered part of the family. Now that we know where he’s from, it’s time to find out where he’s gone.
For all that magical realism may have been nurtured on foreign soils, it certainly did take root in fiction from South Asia and its diaspora. And yet, magical realism seems to be a hallmark of some of the most iconic novels of the past thirty years, rather than the numerically predominant trend. Midnight’s Children was quickly joined by Rushdie’s other best-regarded novels, Shame (1984) and the Satanic Verses (1989). These, along with The Moor’s Last Sigh (1995) follow the template of a family saga with allegorical resonances for the postcolonial nation, all wrapped in a magical realist package. All of these, not incidentally, were listed for or awarded the Booker Prize. Other writing has ranged further afield both geographically and thematically, though most of his still novels still carry a magical trace.
The other iconic Indian magical realist is, of course, Arundhati Roy. Her breakout The God of Small Things (1997) is just what a magical realist novel ought to be. That “irreducible element of magic” is present, along with a beautiful and complicated prose style, multiple narrative perspectives and non-chronological retelling—those purportedly “postmodern” accompaniments to magical realism that mark out a text’s high-literary virtuosity. And yet, the central magickness of magical realism is somewhat attenuated, it’s function relegated to the inessential. Here we move away from Rushdie’s ontological difference, in which Saleem’s nose really does act as a radio to bring together the titular children of midnight, and back toward epistemological uncertainty. Those elements associated with magic in Roy’s text—a tufted moth who freezes hearts, a cartwheeling corpse, a magical birthmark—are tied to the perspectives of children, children who turn into adults permanently warped by trauma. What might be explained as magical is, just as often, merely uncanny.

Midnight’s Children and The God of Small Things are linked by more than their shared investment in magical realism. They also mark more or less tidy epochal shifts in the reception of South Asian Anglophone literature. If Rushdie’s Booker Prize brought on a new era of attention to the field, Roy’s novel marked the early peak of that period. The new era set off by her own Booker win lasted for about a decade from 1998 until the Booker Prize win for Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger in 200826 (Kantor 2018). Ironically, then, the magical realist quality that unites Rushdie and Roy is more of an outlier than a through-line for novels of this period. The God of Small Things was, instead, the return to a form that had been more or less neglected by the most successful writers who first emerged between 1981 and 1998: Amitav Ghosh, Vikram Seth, and Rohinton Mistry, to name a few. From time to time we hear critics complain about an explosion of second-rate Indian magical realist novels in this period, but few, if any, linger with us now27 (Luke 2011).
In the midst of its own success—the herald of even greater attention and success for the field in the decade to come—the appearance of Roy’s novel also seems to coincide with a certain loss of faith in the dynamics that had brought Indian Anglophone writing to international prominence. These feelings often coalesced into critiques of magical realism. In essence, magical realism became the most visible trace of a much larger convergence of forces I call the South Asian boom—a steady rise in critical and commercial success for South Asian Anglophone fiction written between 1994 and 2008, with an associated pre-boom beginning, of course, in 198128 (Kantor 2018). Fair or not, the appraisal of magical realism as the postcolonial style sealed its fate, ensuring that what once seemed fresh and resistant would be received increasingly as “derivative” and full of “gimmicks.” *(Squires 141, 145)
We hear now, endlessly, about the political evacuation and imminent demise of magical realism. And yet, to my mind this is less the story of the exhaustion of a particular literary mode, and more about a loss of faith in the progressive potential of aesthetics at all—the tendency explained by Bahri and Sorensen above. It is as if, instead of serving a variety of purposes from personal expression to political argument, the aim of aesthetic experimentation had a single goal: to capture the market29 (Kantor 2018). South Asian magical realism has become unfairly emblematic of this critical line.
There is another shift from Rushdie to Roy that should be marked in the his-tory of South Asian magical realism. It is the shift from masculine to feminine, one that often seems—quite coincidentally, no doubt!—to attend lamentations about the decline and fall of the form. In the Latin American case, we might trace a line from Gabriel García Márquez’s Cien años de soledad (1967)—pathbreaking, stylistically experimental (male) genius—to Isabel Allende’s breakout La casa de los espíritus (1982)—politically engaged development with softening (feminine) touches—through Allende’s own, increasingly crowd-pleasing oeuvre and toward openly commercial, explicitly middle-brow offerings like Laura Esquivel’s Como agua para chocolate (1989)—which focuses on a woman who manifests her emotions through magically infused cooking and included recipes at the end of every chapter. Allende and Esquivel’s writing, though different in many important ways, stand out from the raft of male magical realists from Latin America in terms of plots centered female protagonists and romantic entanglements.
To the extent it is useful to describe Roy’s writing as magical realist, The God of Small Things marks out a stage of “development” for South Asian magical realism that, perhaps a bit like La casa de los espíritus, acts as both a high point and the beginning of a downward trajectory. Her lyrical writing and convoluted plot architecture secure the novel’s high-literary authority, and the caste and regional politics of the book reinforce its political import—and, by extension, the ongoing political value of magical realism as a representational mode. At the same time, however, the primacy of female characters Ammu and Rahel, the extended, empathetic engagement with children’s interiority, and the romantic relationship that drives the novel’s central action, all might be understood to attract female readers of a decidedly lower brow.
In the following years, more overtly popular books like Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Mistress of Spices (1998) and Sunny Singh’s Nani’s Book of Suicides (2000) would further the decline-as-feminization narrative of South Asian magical realism. Both books concern female protagonists who come from matrilineal lines of Indian sorceresses, and both plots revolve around intergenerational female conflict as a foil to romance and sexuality. Mistress of Spices even takes up the link between magic, sexual passion, and cookery which drives the plot in Como agua para chocolate and significantly contributes to its classification as women’s writing. It’s not hard to imagine how such gestures might be critically lauded as continuing the conflict of South Asian and Western cosmologies that has long been valorized as part of magical realism’s critical intervention. Nani’s Book of Suicides openly courts these interpretations by associating each chapter with women from Indian history or mythology—the same gesture through which Tharoor and Chandra indigenize their own forays into magical realism.
Instead, however, these books and others of their era have tended to be read as stylistically flattened and politically evacuated, signalling the risk that the formerly prestigious mode of magical realism will backslide, Grimus-like, toward the capital-G Genre of fantasy. The association of fantasy with wish fulfillment, and a more hearty embrace of pleasure—both sexual and gustatory—also creates an uncomfortable proximity to the feminized, low-brow genre of Romance. Magical realism by South Asian women, like that of their Latin American counterparts, is therefore more likely to be portrayed as offering itself up willingly for transnational commodification.

Through its focus on Rushdie, this essay has rather lazily conflated “South Asia” with what is really an Indian story. Let me attempt to correct that now by turning, by way of conclusion, to Pakistan. Pakistan, of course, draws on the same early traditions (like the dastaan) that form the prehistory of magical realism in India. Figures like Manto, a Muslim writer who immigrated to Pakistan toward the end of his life, might just as easily—and incorrectly—be claimed as Pakistani magical realists. While it was not a major literary force in the 1980s and 1990s, in the “high boom” period post-1998 Pakistani Anglophone literature has come into its own. And yet, prominent Pakistani fictions of the 2000s seem almost totally untouched by magical realism.
The real history of magical realism in Pakistan emerges elsewhere. It begins with Zulfikar Ghose, one of the best-known Pakistani Anglophone authors writing before the 1990s. Having begun his career with more traditionally realist and local fair, by the early 1970s Ghose became an avid reader of Latin American boom fictions, and began to import those styles into his own writing. Like Singh, who set Nani’s Book of Suicides partly in Mexico in order to emphasize her stylistic indebtedness to Latin American authors, Ghose situated almost all of his post-1968 fiction within Latin American milieus. The setting and plot of Triple Mirror of the Self (1992), for example, are both deeply indebted to Los pasos perdidos (1952) by Alejo Carpentier, author of the seminal magical realist manifesto “Lo real maravilloso en las Américas.” No doubt you’ve read about him in this very volume.
And yet Ghose did not achieve the popularity of other South Asian magical realists. Ironically, it was partly Ghose’s explicit attention to Latin America that made him “invisible” to the postcolonial critical establishment30 (Brouillette 2007). Such willful blindness is perfectly in keeping with the marginalization of Latin American contributions to its pet aesthetic.
After decades of going it alone, Ghose has recently been joined by a slight but significant uptick in prominent magical realist writing among contemporary Pakistani authors. Later Pakistani Anglophone authors have, like Ghose, been much more explicit about the Latin American traces of their turn to the form. It’s not clear from the texts themselves that later writers reference Ghose’s writing—though well they may. They do make clear, however, their debt to the same mid-century Latin American superstars. Mohammad Hanif, for example, goes so far as to acknowledge Mario Vargas Llosa and Gabriel García Márquez in the afterword to his 2008 debut novel, A Case of Exploding Mangoes—though, interestingly, the novel only flirts with phenomenological magical realism without quite reaching the threshold for inclusion in that mode.
His second novel, however, embraces magic more fully. Our Lady of Alice Bhatti employs a type of phenomenological magical realism to describe the brief life and dramatic death of its main character. As the title implies, Alice Bhatti emerges from and operates within a Catholic context in which various strange, uncanny, or simply unlikely happenings are attributed to supernatural intervention. These are then joined by supernatural interpretations of the utterly mundane forms of gendered violence that ultimately lead to Alice’s death.
In El reino de este mundo, Carpentier used various perspectives on the death of the rebel Makandal to explore the magic that emerges from two incompatible cosmologies, the event that, for Siskind, forms the conceptual center of lo real maravilloso31 (Siskind 2014). In the same way, death and contested afterlife of Alice Bhatti brings into focus different regimes of truth-telling—religious, juridical, bureaucratic. By embedding the narrative into a demand for Alice’s canonization as a saint, Hanif uses a magical realist lens to ironize ways in which cultural narratives mark certain deaths as unjust and untimely while others are merely banal.
Like Our Lady of Alice Bhatti, Mohsin Hamid’s most recent novel, Exit West takes up magical realism to affect defamiliarization—reawakening audiences to the everyday violence of contemporary life in the Global South through the unexpected intervention of “irreducible magic.” Unlike Hanif’s pervasive and subtle phenomenological magical realism, however, Exit West relies on a single, undeniably ontological magical element in an otherwise realistic story. Conflict-driven migration is here enabled by literal portals to another (part of the) world. This magical conceit allows Hamid to reorient the well-tread migrant story away from the drama of migration-as-movement, and focus instead on the affective contours of immobility that are, ironically, far more common to the actual experience of being a refugee32 (Anam 2018).
Something feels different about these most recent entrants into the field. Warnes, Faris, and others have consistently explained magical realism as a mode whose power comes from juxtaposition at the level of plot: real and magical. Yet this is equally true in the affective realm. When magical realism works affectively, it is by playing up the tension between the lightness and pleasure of fantasy and the deeper, darker truths such magic is meant to reveal. Skew too far on one side, and you have the seemingly decadent, defanged versions of fantasy that characterize writing in the very first and very last decade of the twentieth century. Go too far the other way and you get the didactic social realism that filled the century’s middle decades. Hamid and Hanif’s recent writings evince moments of pleasure and fun, but they also show their teeth. In the echo of that iconic postcolonial gesture, the empire bites back.
Magical realism has never predominated in South Asian literatures. It has nevertheless played an iconic role in literatures of India and Pakistan at a moment when each was emerging as a leading subset of “postcolonial,” or “Anglophone” writing. It has therefore drawn outsized attention as an explanatory framework for the international success of South Asian Anglophone fiction in the last decades.
This is, to put it mildly, an interesting context in which to insist that magical realism cannot be explained as an indigenous South Asian form, but was adapted from Latin America through the mechanism of English translation and transnational circulation. Pointing out that Rushdie’s aesthetics arrive from an unapproved “elsewhere” is classically in keeping with his pet cosmopolitan themes. Yet in the eyes of scholars from many fields, such a genealogy risks literally delegitimizing him, and all the writing that has come in his wake. After all, if magical realism does not arise organically and independently in South Asian fiction, how can its proponents escape the charge that it has been adopted cynically, with one eye always on markets abroad?
As I have suggested, that conundrum probably arises more from the current commoditized circulation of literature than from any one representational mode. Still, such accusations also point to the problems with how various fields of literary criticism construe the worlds in which literature may legitimately circulate. The global “developments” of magical realism after 1967 belie such tidy maps. So, too, does the long history of non-realist writing in the subcontinent. Among what are classed as the “indigenous” sources of narrative magic in South Asia, which one has remained tidily and predictably in place? Over its lifetime, the dastaan traveled freely between India and Persia; the ghazal, the oldest continuously practiced form of poetry, came from the Arab world; and the Sanskrit epics have existed for centuries in different modes all over Asia. Successful literary forms don’t stay put for long. In this sense, magical realism is no an outlier to South Asian literature. The very muddle of its origins makes it paradigmatic.
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5. Magical Realism and the Descriptive Turn
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How do we read this section from a well-known novella to which the label “magical realism” has been applied?:
En la alcoba compuesta con un criterio excesivo y un poco demente, como toda la casa, Eréndira necesitó dos horas más para arreglar a la abuela. Le desenredó el cabello hebra por hebra, se lo perfumó y se lo peinó, le puso un vestido de flores ecuatoriales, le empolvó la cara con harina de talco, le pintó los labios con carmín, las mejillas con colorete, los párpados con almizcle y las uñas con esmalte de nácar, y cuando la tuvo emperifollada como una muñeca más grande que el tamaño humano la llevó a un jardín artificial de flores sofocantes como las del vestido, la sentó en una poltrona que tenía el fundamento y la alcurnia de un trono, y la dejó escuchando los discos fugaces del gramófono de bocina.1
[In the bedroom, which had been furnished with an excessive and somewhat demented taste, like the whole house, Erendira needed two more hours to get her grandmother ready. She untangled her hair strand by strand, perfumed and combed it, put an equatorially flowered dress on her, put talcum powder on her face, bright red lipstick on her mouth, rouge on her cheeks, musk on her eyelids, and mother-of-pearl polish on her nails, and when she had her decked out like a larger than life-size doll, she led her to an artificial garden with suffocating flowers that were like the ones on the dress, seated her in a large chair that had the foundation and the pedigree of a throne, and left her listening to elusive records on a phonograph that had a speaker like a megaphone.]


This passage, which appears in the opening pages of Gabriel García Márquez’s “La increíble y triste historia de la cándida Eréndira y de su abuela desalmada” (1972), is part of the apparently omniscient, but (as we find out well into the novella) first-person narrator’s painstaking presentation of the two eponymous characters and the home they share, though on starkly unequal terms. Eréndira, the young girl, is at this point entirely in charge of her grandmother’s well-being; she safeguards her whims and is the curator and keeper of a strange habitat that, as we later come to learn, reflects the older woman’s colorful history and desires. García Márquez’s prose sends us down a number of interesting rabbit holes in this lengthy sentence: while following the minute detail of this dressing-up ritual that is presented in paratactic mode, we become curious about the “criterio obsesivo y un poco demente” of the décor (why the apparent restraint in the narrative voice in describing the extent of its dementedness?), we wonder about the look of the specifically named “flores ecuatoriales” on the grandmother’s dress, we ask ourselves how the chair (poltrona) could have come to have “el fundamento y la alcurnia de un trono.” The first-time reader may be driven to ask whether, at this point, we have arrived at that thing we call “magical realism.” If there is a reason to understand this text as one that exists within such a realm, it has to be due to the way that García Márquez presents what he calls, in “La soledad de América Latina,” his 1982 Nobel Prize acceptance speech, a literary version of a “realidad descomunal” (enormous reality)—a reality that, incidentally, García Márquez brings to life in his speech through a paratactic catalog of described subjects and events.2 This story of Eréndira’s slavery at the hands of her grandmother, and the prostitution of epic proportions to which she is submitted, is marked with reference to the supernatural (men with wings, etc.). It is nevertheless important to highlight the story’s form and composition and recognize that the bulk of García Márquez’s story contains similar passages replete with descriptions that drive the narrative forward, making us increasingly acquainted with a peculiar—and expertly wrought—kind of excess in detail that is integral to our understanding of this “incredible and sad story.” Such an appreciation of the story’s makeup may lead one to ask where magical realism is to be perceived in a text and how one should treat it. At the same time, however, readers need to weigh up that expectation against a unique and elaborate form of storytelling that wants us to visualize a complex scene.
In this chapter, I explore the relationship between magical realism and description, including magical realism’s own uses of description. Why description and why now? My interest in opening up this debate about description to the field of Spanish American literature is both pedagogic and disciplinary. As I argue below, situating criticism on magical realism alongside current debates about the function and historical theorization of description—what has come to be known as the “descriptive turn,” which Sharon Marcus, Heather Love, and Stephen Best describe as emerging from an interest in considering description “on its own terms and not as a stepping-stone on the way to interpretation and critique”—helps us think through the discrepant ways in which we talk about different kinds of storytelling.3 While the debates surrounding the “descriptive turn” are, at this point in time, primarily concerned with the politics of descriptive reading rather than with examining how we read description in texts, they do help us think about what separates the way we talk about the form of magical realist texts and what we ask those texts to do within our contemporary critical and theoretical frameworks. Perhaps more than with any other fictional mode, so-called Spanish American magical realist texts have been asked to do quite a lot of heavy lifting of the critical kind: they have been read time and again in terms of their allegorical potential, or as narrative constructions that reveal some kind of hidden political, ethnic, theological, or cultural truth. But what if our readings take a more reflexive position toward such forms of interpretation and make way for a fuller discussion of magical realism’s reliance on description? What if we read a magical realist text by focusing on the features that exist on its surface as a different way of examining its interpretive depths? To signal what Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus have called “surface reading,” discussed at greater length below, is to enter into debates asking whether attention to description—which has so often been read as useless, surface detail—means we have to forego interpretation and depth. What happens if we perform readings that ultimately call out this distinction as a false binary?
If magical realism has been paid less scholarly attention in the past decade than it was paid up to the 1990s, it appears to remain alive and well in classrooms worldwide (and definitely so in North Atlantic classrooms, where I have spent my professional life). My current line of inquiry is inspired by years of teaching undergraduate students in Spanish departments and trying to help them find ways of talking about how a given author writes, on the one hand, and also of thinking about the layers of metatextual meaning assigned to now-canonical works hailing from Spanish America. These students, for whom Spanish is a foreign language, have been reading these novels and stories in Spanish (or at least I continue to hope that they have read the original!); these readings are, in turn, seeped in the difficulties associated with the paths to language proficiency and analytical acuity. As fellow educators will know, it is often very easy to tell the difference between students who have chosen to read the primary text carefully and those who have been more forcefully swayed by the critical essays that accompany the primary texts in our assigned reading lists. What often happens with the latter group assigned so-called magical realist novels or stories is that the differences in writing styles between, say, a Gabriel García Márquez and any other Spanish American writer deemed by any critic to be a practitioner of magical realism (Juan Rulfo, Carlos Fuentes, or even Alejo Carpentier, to name just three examples from an inexhaustible list that grew over decades of criticism on magical realism) seem rather indistinguishable. For this kind of reader, the weight of magical realism and its critical potentialities can often result in a flattening out of the differences between writers’ aesthetics and the particularities of their narrative choices. If we enter a magical realist text with the foresight that it is oozing with what Stephanie Merrim calls such “constructs of the present politicized critical climate” as “multiculturalism, identity politics, speaking from the margins, contestation, subversion, transgression, border-crossing,” do we gain a full sense of that text’s characteristics?4 For such readers, the novel or story is a particular form of envelope that hides something else—a message shared by the exponents of the magical realist canon. These readings are often compelling, but they do run the risk of rendering singular texts forgettable, or mere afterthoughts. The former kind of reading—the student who foregoes the secondary literature and opts for close reading—may become more attuned to the idiosyncrasies of a text: in García Márquez’s works, they move into the labyrinth, running into the difficulties of reading the endless sentences of El otoño del patriarca (1975), for example, or encountering the author’s uses of an erudite/popular humor and hyperbole. These students would, in turn, need to be asked to see the bigger picture if we want their interpretations to attain a good level of historical profundity. We would need to ask them to gauge how the publication of such novels has been perceived as political or social irruptions in turbulent times. The question for educators therefore lies in discovering ways of balancing close reading with interpretation, to pay due respect to what a primary text offers us stylistically, and to assign it different layers of interpretation responsibly.
To think through this conundrum, my present reading of magical realism is led by an exploration of description as a critical category—one that has had a rather turbulent history in the past two centuries, and as a kind of metaphor for the new developments in critical analysis augured by the “descriptive turn.” I want to test out what it would mean to read a canonical text of magical realism—and for the sake of continuity and brevity, I will continue with García Márquez’s “Eréndira”—in terms of its description. At the same time, I contextualize this localized analysis within a number of debates surrounding description as a feature and a tool of analysis. Given my teaching experiences, in this chapter I am compelled to ask if we are doing a disservice to a given piece of so-called magical realist fiction if we describe it instead of searching for what is not immediately there for our eyes to see.
The history of criticism on magical realism over the course of the twentieth century shares an interesting fate with how description itself has been perceived as a feature of a text. Description, as Cannon Schmitt has argued, has been understood in opposition to interpretation as polar-opposite methodologies for reading.5 In light of this, Schmitt pertinently asks:Is our task as readers, viewers, critics, scholars, and theorists the interpretive one of assigning or discerning meaning, crafting a reading, making the object of our attention speak its hidden truth? Or is it, on the contrary, the descriptive one of limning all the details, redoubling the object in our commentary on it, refusing the obviousness of the obvious by exhaustively accounting for what is to be read or seen? (102)



As Schmitt observes, these two practices need not be mutually exclusive, yet they have been separated across decades of literary criticism. Schmitt situates the forced dichotomy of interpretation and description alongside the well-worn distinction between narration and description, the latter which was famously established by Georg Lukács in his essay “Narrate or Describe?” from 1936. In this exploration of the nineteenth-century novel, which is also an extensive critique of the Naturalist project, Lukács privileges those narratives that exhibit the “constant change and variety of human experience.”6 This is a literature of action, which is to him the opposite of a literature that describes: “Literature based on observation and description excludes this interaction to an ever-increasing extent” (124). For Lukács, description (needlessly) hangs on to the world of things, but not to what is really important, which is life and men: “A work becomes impressive and universal according to how much it presents the essential element – man and his social practice – not as an artificial product of the artist’s virtuosity but as something that emerges and grows naturally, as something not invented, but simply discovered” (126). Description, for Lukács, represents a kind of loss of action and therefore significance; it appears as the worst form of digression and divergence from plot and activity. Ultimately, it is a “dehumanizing” effort that is symptomatic of “the domination of capitalist prose” (127). This argument is reinforced later in the essay, when Lukács states that description “transforms people into conditions, into components of still lives” (139). Exposés of description, in his mind, are a stale and static rendition of reality.
In his analysis of nineteenth-century literary forms as reflective of ideological formulations, Lukács therefore opposes writing that indulges too much in what are seemingly sterile details. Instead, he champions a literature that, in his view, truly speaks of the events of life. This last line cited above is quite revealing, I think, as it is here that Lukács makes a qualitative statement about good, “universal[ly]” valuable literature: the kind that possesses organic, “natural” value and is not artificial, “invented,” or riven with the discourses of bourgeois sciences. What I want to keep in mind here, in terms of my argument, is the way in which Lukács appears to cancel out the possibility of description as telling us something about a writer’s style. What appears to be the fundamental element of fiction is how it underpins and refers to reality, because the recognition of that reality is what can make a novel “universally” significant. In privileging narrative (qua action), the descriptive elements of a text are relegated to the strange zone of artifice and bourgeois fakery.
Writing as he is in the early decades of the twentieth century, Lukács is driven toward a theorization of realism and its avatars. At that point, the critic is invested in the direct connections between novel and world. This approach changes, of course, with the arrival of poststructuralism, and so does the perception of description. As Ruth Ronen observes, “while nineteenth century writers and theorists see description as a representation of reality, postsemiotic theorists in the twentieth century claim that description operates the referential mechanism of a language.”7 Nevertheless, Ronen argues, the argument that description amounts to the opposite of narrative in texts is never overcome in this critical transition. Such oppositions of course appear to overlook the observation that descriptions can have a narrative function and vice versa—the kind of interwoven function that we saw above in the example from García Márquez’s “Eréndira.” By situating this problematic distinction between description and narrative within literary history, Ronen concludes that nineteenth-century novelists themselves (and realists in particular) “saw description and the right description as [a] central, necessary aspect of the development of a properly speaking realist poetics” (283). Subsequently, it was narrative theory that “defined realist description by presenting this problematic relation as involving two mechanisms of language, thus making the integration of description and action difficult in different though analogous terms” (283). Ronen’s distinction between the representation of reality (nineteenth-century writers) and the referentiality of language (twentieth-century critics) helps us elucidate another distinction between the creation, and recreation, of a world through literature on the one hand, and a kind of dissective and overly classificatory reading of those (re)creations. While Ronen adheres to the field of narratology in her critique, her analysis reverberates into the wider debate concerning description and interpretation—and, indeed, Lukács is on her mind in her writing of this essay (275n2). For now, let us consider Ronen’s ideas on referentiality and how they point us to the problems of how we speak about realism’s project—a project that, I want to argue, remains vital within the mode we have come to know as magical realism. Description points, ineluctably, to how a writer chooses to write—what we can classify as their style. In the next section, I consider earlier theorizations of magical realism to elucidate what happens to style in critiques from the second half of the twentieth century.
Style and the World
Magical realism became a form of critical obsession for scholars for the whole of the second half of the twentieth century. It is useful to go back to the early days of this debate to observe the problems in delineating magical realism’s canon and the hopes that were pinned on it as a new and seismic change in Spanish American letters. In his essay from 1967, “El realismo mágico en la literatura hispanoamericana” (“Magical Realism in Spanish American Fiction”), Luis Leal offers a corrective to Ángel Flores’s own theorization, published in 1955, of magical realism, through which the latter described the literary style of a number of Spanish American writers (many of them from the Southern Cone). Leal’s corrective, as is widely known, seeks to debunk Flores’s contention that magical realism began in 1935 with the publication of Jorge Luis Borges’s Historia universal de la infamia. As a way of reformulating Flores’s ideas, Leal opts to historicize better, citing Roh in 1925 and Uslar Pietri in 1948, and including a list of writers (e.g., Juan Rulfo, Alejo Carpentier) who do not feature in Flores’s list, partly for the obvious reason of historical proximity. (For the same reasons, a younger writer like García Márquez does not feature in Leal’s list.) Furthermore, to counter Flores’s argument about the “cold and cerebral and often erudite storytelling” shared by his canon of so-called magical realists, Leal considers magical realism as a particular, yet open-ended, take on perspective and style; it is “una actitud ante la realidad, la cual puede ser expresada en formas populares o cultas, en estilos reelaborados o vulgares, en estructuras cerradas o abiertas” (“an attitude toward reality that can be expressed in popular or cultured forms, in elaborate or rustic styles, in closed or open structures”).8 In his conclusion, Leal takes on the relationship of magical realism with the forebears to which it directly reacts, reaffirming that “el mágico realista no trata de copiar (como lo hacen los realistas) o de vulnerar (como lo hacen los surrealistas) la realidad circundante sino de captar el misterio que palpita en las cosas” (“the magical realist does not try to copy the surrounding reality (as the realists did) or to wound it (as the Surrealists did) but to seize the mystery that breathes behind things”) (234; 123). What the magical realist does do, Leal concludes, is to “exalta[r] sus sentidos hasta un estado límite que le permite adivinar los inadvertidos matices del mundo externo, ese multiforme mundo en que vivimos” (“heighte[n] his senses until he reaches an extreme state that allows him to intuit the imperceptible subtleties of the external world, the multifarious world in which we live”) (235, 123). Leal offers an open-ended description of magical realism as a way of writing—it harbors “closed and open structures,” “elaborate or rustic styles”—and moves to a surprisingly substantial, even metaphysical appreciation of this kind of storytelling in these last lines from his essay, where he signals to the “extreme state.”
In a subsequent critique of Flores and Leal from 1975, Emir Rodríguez Monegal warns that this “formula” of magical realism was being applied haphazardly to the oeuvres of different generations of Spanish American writers and to Spanish American literature as a whole: “Casi siempre,” he notes about critical contributions on magical realism, “se ha buscado encontrar un lugar común no sólo para toda la obra de estos escritores (sin considerar que puedan haber cambiado de estilo) sino para la narrativa hispanoamericana en un período entero” [Critics have almost always tried to find common ground not only for the whole oeuvres of these writers (without considering they could have changed their writing style) but for a whole period of Spanish American narrative].9 The “formula,” he continues, has also been employed to define the literary epoch of the second half of the twentieth century, “como si se tratara de un concepto de validez universal como Clasicismo, o Romanticismo, o (aún) Realismo” [as if it were a universally valid concept, like Classicism, Romanticism, or even Realism] (26). Rodríguez Monegal’s warnings are part and parcel of his wider concern about how Spanish American criticism at the time happened in isolation, without communication, and thus suffered from an “intersordera” or “inter-deafness” (a term he borrows from Luis Alberto Sánchez) (26). Such an “intersordera” allows for the kind of non-dialogue Rodríguez Monegal perceives in the efforts to define magical realism by Flores and Leal.
Rather than entering into the debates of magical realism’s chronology or its membership, I have tried to highlight sections of these three pieces of criticisms that refer specifically to matters of style in order to offer a sense of their delicacy and evanescence in these discussions. In his 1955 essay, Flores is concerned with the aesthetic practice of his canon of writers (Jorge Luis Borges leading the pack), all of whom he describes as sharing an affinity with Franz Kafka. He speaks of their “mathematical precision and perspicacity” as well as their “strong aversion to all flabbiness, either stylistic or emotional” (116)—a feature that, earlier in the essay, he sets apart from what he calls “lyrical effusions” and “needlessly baroque descriptions,” which he finds in earlier Spanish American fiction like Rómulo Gallegos’s Doña Bárbara or José Eustasio Rivera’s La vorágine (115). At the same time, however, Flores reaches for the (very) big picture (Rodríguez Monegal’s bugbear) and reads his brand of magical realism in terms of “the inception of a genuinely Latin American fiction” (116). Meanwhile, for Leal, there does not appear to be any question that magical realism is a phenomenon happening in Spanish America; what is debatable are the details that Flores proposes. This amounts to what Amaryll Chanady describes as Flores’s “territorialisation of the imaginary,” a conflation of literary form with geopolitics.10 (For the sake of cohesion, I am quite consciously not engaging with Alejo Carpentier’s idea of lo real maravilloso, which constitutes a distinct form of territorialization of the marvelous.)
At the risk of repeating Rodríguez Monegal’s objections over four decades ago, it is striking to see how, even in these early pieces, critics move from an appreciation of a writer’s style to a broader—much broader—level of interpretation. To put it differently, they leap from style to world, from a specific appreciation of style to the announcement of a regional revolution in letters. I will return to this interpretation of the world later in this chapter; at this point, I would like to add another interpretive layer to the idea of world, one that has to do with writing and referentiality. In one of the more curious lines from his essay, Flores notes how his magical realists “cling to reality as if to prevent ‘literature’ from getting in their way, as if to prevent their myth from flying off, as in fairy tales, to supernatural realms” (115–116). Here, Flores is making a distinction between magical realism and fairy tales, but also between magical realism and the kind of florid art that for him belongs to previously established literary formations like realism and costumbrismo. Meanwhile, Leal is interested in defining his magical realism along similar lines as Roh: in other words, he sees in his readings of magical realism the narration of what lies underneath so-called reality. In Flores as in Leal, there is an investment in the category of reality—in how this reality is presented on the page, but also in how it doubles up as a representation of the strange or unordinary. We could say, then, that their theories of magical realism are joined by an interest in dissecting how these writers introduce and transform referentiality.
A discussion of referentiality leads us again into the question of description, given how the latter has so often been understood as the mechanism that can bring the recognizable world into the realm of storytelling. As Evelyn Cobley puts it in a discussion of realism, “the verbal description takes its organization first of all from the ways in which objects are organized in the real world,” so that “description models itself on principles of coherence that have already been organized by our culture.”11 This is akin to the Barthesian “reality-effect,” through which an aesthetic illusion of reality is created within a text.12 In a different example from the early sections of García Márquez’s “Eréndira,” we notice how the author creates a reality-effect in the establishment of recognizable, and even obsessive chronometry—a feature that is evident across the whole of the author’s oeuvre, as, for example, in ingeniously beautiful lines like “El mundo había estado triste desde el martes” (“The world had been sad since Tuesday”) from his “Un hombre muy viejo con unas alas enormes” (1968)13:Sólo para dar cuerda y concertar a los relojes Eréndira necesitaba seis horas. El día en que empezó su desgracia no tuvo que hacerlo, pues los relojes tenían cuerda hasta la mañana siguiente, pero en cambio debió bañar y sobrevestir a la abuela, fregar los pisos, cocinar el almuerzo y bruñir la cristalería. Hacia las once, cuando le cambió el agua al cubo del avestruz y regó los yerbajos desérticos de las tumbas contiguas de los Amadises, tuvo que contrariar el coraje del viento que se había vuelto insoportable, pero no sintió el mal presagio de que aquél fuera el viento de su desgracia. (97)
[Eréndira needed six hours just to set and wind the clocks. The day when her misfortune began she didn’t have to do that because the clocks had enough winding left to last until the next morning, but on the other hand, she had to bathe and overdress her grandmother, scrub the floors, cook lunch, and polish the crystalware. Around eleven o’clock, when she was changing the water in the ostrich’s bowl and watering the desert weeds around the twin graves of the Amadíses, she had to fight off the anger of the wind, which had become unbearable, but she didn’t have the slightest feeling that it was the wind of her misfortune.] (3–4)



In a way that recalls the passage with which I open this chapter, Eréndira’s bountiful list of chores appears paratactically in a long sentence. Certain details add marked eccentricity to the passage (the presence of an ostrich, the “twin graves” in a garden, an anthropomorphized wind), but this is nevertheless kept under check with the insistence on marking duration and clock times. There is, therefore, a balancing of excess and apparent restraint through this exchange of unfamiliar details and recognized units of measurement.
It is interesting to note how the early critical essays on magical realism that I have been analyzing up to this point, and especially Flores’s, represent this kind of literature as somehow having an embattled relationship with realism, but also with what they conceive as the problematic extensions of description, those “needlessly baroque descriptions” in Flores’s analysis. Flores’s assessment offers an interesting counterpoint in Roland Barthes’s discussion of the description of Rouen in Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, where he distinguishes between description that works in favor of realism and its classical opposite, hypotyposis, where description possesses a “fantasizing” function:when discourse is no longer guided and limited by the structural imperatives of the story (functions and signals), there is nothing to tell the writer why he should stop descriptive details at one point rather than another… On the other hand, by stating the referent to be real, and by pretending to follow it slavishly, realistic description avoids being seduced into fantasizing (a precaution which was believed necessary for the “objectivity” of the account). (14)



Barthes presents description as a potentially problematic element of texts, something that carries the danger of running on endlessly and without purpose, but which realism (in its activation of the reality-effect) seems to keep in check. What we see in Flores and Leal is a formulation of realism as too descriptive, or too intent on “copying” the surrounding world for the mere sake of achieving referentiality. Indeed, it would be interesting to see what he would make of the passage from “Eréndira” cited above, as it could potentially fall under the categories of too much description as well as overwhelming referentiality.
From this foundational moment in magical realism critique forward, we notice an attempt to pit magical realism as an ideological and political opposite of realism, one that continues to describe quite a lot of subsequent critiques for decades to come. One need only turn to Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris’s claim, in their introduction to Magical Realism: Theory, History Community, to find magical realism being defined as “assault on th[e] basic structures of rationalism and realism.”14 In this particular instance—reflecting how magical realism is bound to contemporaneous postmodernist critique that, as Andrzej Gasiorek argues, “bedevils realism”—we notice the (near) conflation of “rationalism” as an (European/North Atlantic) ideology of domination and this literary mode.15 While it is entirely acceptable to consider magical realism a reaction to forms of narrative that have been passed down and imposed on subaltern regions through the networks of colonialism, we should also be able to turn this claim on its head, thinking back to the different formal aspects of literary composition and the stretches of the reality-effect. As Michael Bell notes, readings that try to separate magical realism and realism as ideological opposites are marked by “an assumption that ‘realism’ is a naively mimetic form, seeking to encapsulate reality objectively in language,” when we must remember that “realism itself is only a literary convention.”16 In our own critical time, magical realism is embedded in multiple and varied confrontations between what I have addressed as style and the world, not just in terms of how its narrative makeup is seen to react against realist referentiality, but also in terms of how this conflict can take on geopolitical dimensions. The role and function of description, as we have seen, play an interesting and largely understudied role in the different levels of what is a hermeneutic conundrum.
Magical Realism and “Fantasizing” Description
Barthes’s theorization of the reality-effect raises further important points about description and its relationship to realism as well as earlier narrative formations. Of particular relevance for this chapter is Barthes’s discussion of hypotyposis, or the classical “institutionalization” of the fantasizing effect that, according to him, realism gets around with its insistent referral to an actual, or “real” referent. The function of this hypotyposis, says Barthes, is “‘to place things before he hearer’s eyes,’ not in a neutral manner, merely reporting, but by giving to the scene all the radiance of desire.”17 A decade after Barthes’s essay, Paul de Man writes that “hypotyposis makes present to the senses something which is not within their reach, not just because it does not happen to be there but because it consists, in whole or in part, of elements too abstract for sensory representation.”18 While Barthes sets the Classical and nineteenth-century realist examples apart, I would argue that García Márquez’s narratives offer a combination of referentiality and hypotyposis. His descriptions, in other words, neither give up denotative realism and neither do they let go of what Barthes recognizes as an older, “fantasizing” function. Often playful, this form of negotiation between two poles of description lend many of the narratives by García Márquez a tone of restrained excess, or excessive punctiliousness.
Barthes’s definition leads us in a number of interpretive directions, the first of which concerns literary history itself. We see this in his reference to hypotyposis as a predecessor to more recent descriptive structures. In a vast number of critical works on magical realism, we see the mode perceived in terms of sub-generic, modal, or technical combinations. Lois Parkinson Zamora, for example, reads the influence of the romance tradition in magical realism. Leading on from this, Christopher Warnes draws a connection between magical realism and medieval romance, noting that “magical realism takes from medieval romance not necessarily themes of love and adventure,” but insteadthe relationship to the real that is implied by the intermingling of the magical and the everyday, the equivalence that is presumed between real and supernatural. The task of the critics then becomes to understand why magical realism appears to reach back over the realism that was so important to Cervantes and was sustained by Scott’s secular Romanticism, to the romance paradigm itself.19



Warnes’s suggestion that magical realism “reach[es] back” over realist formations opens the door for an interpretation of magical realism as temporally irreverent in terms of its inspiration, drawing as it does from different traditions. While this chapter does not concern itself with magical realism’s inheritance, it is nevertheless important to take note of Warnes’s invitation to ask why such apparent leaps backward in literary time seem so necessary. To this, I would add that it is also crucial to understand the how and to consider, in a more sustained way, what role description plays in this negotiation of diverse sources, techniques, and narrative structuring.
Another fascinating point arising from Barthes concerns the matter of “all the radiance of desire,” which he describes as hypotyposis’ achievement, particularly as “desire” is akin to the “abstract” in de Man’s own definition of this literary phenomenon. In so-called magical realist texts, readers are challenged with the presentation of extraordinary beings, objects, and events that are estranged from referents in the “real” world. On the question of “desire,” Barthes appears to represent a complicity between author and reader by means of a kind of synesthetic maneuver whereby hearing is conflated with seeing.
This kind of shared “desire” between author and reader is evident in more recent criticism on magical realism. Writing about the case of “Eréndira” in particular and alluding to García Márquez’s account that the story was inspired by his witnessing of a girl being pimped out by an older woman, John V. Waldron argues that “by choosing the magical real technique over realism and fantasy, García Márquez presents the real events but in a way that haunts the reader similar to the way they affect the author.”20 The “haunting” here emerges in terms of an affective complicity, which is formally achieved through the choice of one “technique” over others. Further on, Waldron argues that, “with magical realism, García Márquez creates discomfort in the reader with regard to the reality he depicts,” adding that “it is possible the feeling of uneasiness will lead to real action” (115). Waldron’s reading suggests that magical realism’s effect is indebted to the creation of a shared feeling of wonder or shock, one that depends on the establishment of enough elements that disturb their reader through the combination of realism and something different. In connecting the representation of the “real” with “real action,” Waldron draws us back to the question of interpretation and here, specifically, interpretation with a political purpose.
The Turns of Description
As I mentioned earlier, we discover that what seemed to be an omniscient narrative voice is a first-person witness in the sixth section of García Márquez’s “Eréndira.” This narrator, traversing the desert as a traveling salesman of encyclopedias and medical books, came across “la carpa del amor errante, los lienzos de letreros colgados: Eréndira es mejor. Vaya y vuelva. Eréndira lo espera. Esto no es vida sin Eréndira” (“the tent of wandering love under hanging canvas signs: ERÉNDIRA IS BEST; LEAVE AND COME BACK – ERÉNDIRA WAITS FOR YOU; THERE’S NO LIFE WITHOUT ERÉNDIRA”) (141; 44). Outside the so-longingly labeled tent, the narrator finds an immense queue of clients:La fila interminable y ondulante, compuesta por hombres de razas y condiciones diversas, parecía una serpiente de vértebras humanas que dormitaba a través de solares y plazas, por entre bazares abigarrados y mercados ruidosos, y se salía de las calles de aquella ciudad fragorosa de traficantes de paso. Cada calle era un garito público, cada casa una cantina, cada puerta un refugio de prófugos. Las numerosas músicas indescifrables y los pregones gritados formaban un solo estruendo de pánico en el calor alucinante. (141–142)
[The endless wavy line composed of men of diverse races and ranks looked like a snake with human vertebrae dozing through vacant lots and squares, through gaudy bazaars and noisy marketplaces, coming out of the streets of that city, which was noisy with passing merchants. Every street was a public gambling den, every house a saloon, every doorway a refuge for fugitives. The many undecipherable songs and the shouted offerings of wars formed a single roar of panic in the hallucinating heat.] (44)



Summoning a nightmarish simile in the figure of the “serpiente de vértebras humanas,” García Márquez describes the loitering stasis of queuing by means of a mobile parataxis: the individuals comprising the hyperbolically lengthy queue, described in turn in a lengthy sentence, are presented here in different congregatory stances (the gambling den, the saloon) perceived by a moving eye and moving ear that follows them through streets and squares. The extent of the connected tableaux that make up the impressive queue is further strengthened by García Márquez’s employment of anaphora (“cada calle,” “cada casa”) and polysyndeton (“y”). Endless sexual desire—and seemingly endless patience—are described here as so powerful as to produce new migratory and demographic patterns in the region in which the narrator finds himself. These descriptions, in turn, point us back to the obscene proportions of the grandmother’s exploitation of Eréndira, the limitlessness of her cruelty.
Could the reading above be perceived as a comprehensive account of what is going on in this part of García Márquez’s novella? I have limited myself to a descriptive passage from the text, which I have in turn described in terms of some of its stylistic features, and the ways in which the actions represented therein trigger a set of reference points and their associated affects (e.g., queuing and patience). I have not opted for description over interpretation or privileged stasis and the object world over persons and action, to recall Lukács’s problematization of description. Rather, I have honed in on description as a way to help me understand this specific version of a “realidad descomunal” in García Márquez’s prose, the way it compellingly narrates excessive bodies and geographic expanse to describe sordid inhumanity, reaching out for that shared connection between author and reader. Moreover, this kind of reading has allowed me to perceive in a text like “Eréndira” what Mark Doty argues is description’s ability to “do anything but reinscribe the already known.”21 Beyond the presentation of mere referentiality, I read through a way of seeing, and describing, the world which is entirely separate from me, yet intensely compelling. Such kinds of reading for description highlight a fundamental feature of the writer’s aesthetics that we can, in turn, begin to analyze as a valuable feature of how magical realism works, how it remains memorable to all kinds of readers, from the person who reads for leisure to the critically trained.
However, magical realism criticism has not always shared such discrete aspirations. As I have argued in this chapter, this term, which has encapsulated such diverse functions, definitions, and canons, acquired from the early days of its theorization ampler interpretative horizons. In this process, which has yielded many inspiring readings across decades, it has run the risk of losing its filiation with literary formations (like realism), while at the same time eschewing the potential and value of close reading. Writing nearly sixty-five years since Flores’s intervention, I am compelled again to facilitate possible connections between magical realism and the kind of arguments that in recent years have surrounded the “descriptive turn.” This is because, in advocating description as a critical tool in this, our twenty-first-century moment, we pave the way for a reflection on our disciplinary, pedagogic, and interpretive practices to date. We should be aiming to become more self-aware about the pitfalls of what Sharon Marcus and Stephen Best have illustrated as forms of “symptomatic reading,” the “interpretive method that argues that the most interesting aspect of a text is what it represses.” Symptomatic readings can often promote potentially problematic conflations of literary style and region, and of authorial autonomy and geographic prescriptions—in other words, they feed off of the assumption that the canon anointed with the magical realist label uncomplicatedly reflects the political, cultural, and racial otherness of a region (Latin America), itself perceived as a homogeneous entity. Indeed, as Stephanie Merrim argues so compellingly in the essay cited earlier, this kind of reading has often resulted in the unhelpful exoticization of a whole region by literate societies of the Global North.22 The “descriptive turn,” or something like it, can be seen as a possible way to shape a post-symptomatic disciplinary outlook, and in particular elicit a new approach to the aesthetic, theoretical, and critical complexities of magical realism. Our openness to this approach is particularly apposite at this point in time, as the global academy continues to reflect on the place of humanities in universities, and the role we play as educators within these institutions. A focus on non-symptomatic reading implicitly entails a slow-burn interpretive process for teacher and student: its aim is to enter a text or a canon with fewer preconceptions and that way work through its formal and thematic particularities and their significance. This slow process of textual unpacking is one that ultimately reveals complexity—that most important feature of the world we inhabit and which is the humanities’ object of study.
With these priorities in mind, we should also concentrate on what it means to read for description, as I have tried to do in this chapter. To cite Marcus, Best, and Heather Love, we can aspire to be “better describers” by “attend[ing] to what eludes easy categorization and understanding,” to capture “the world’s messy profusion of stray details that cannot be assimilated to an already existing theory and that sometimes might not even precipitate a new one.”23 Such an invitation, incidentally, reflects for me what I find to be one of García Márquez’s achievements in writing—that is, to bring a “messy profusion of stray details” together in the representation of his literary worlds, to orchestrate them in such a way that drives a story forward. Without sidetracking political considerations, as readers we can be led to not only revaluate our attitudes toward realism and other purportedly self-evident literary formations. We may also have the chance to relearn, and enjoy the dangers of, what it means to take a hard look at what is already, wonderfully there—at phenomena that are not entirely kept from us, and that ultimately remind us of the text’s powerful individuality.
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Introduction: Relativity and the Will to Live
In Einstein’s theory of relativity, the positioning and motion of a subject determine time. Modulations in time shift, accelerate or decelerate, in accordance with the subject’s stasis or mobility. The subject in time, therefore, experiences temporality in relation to how it occupies space. So that a subject moving through space will not only experience time differently from someone who stands still, but this motion or lack of motion alters time itself, making it slow or surge, depending on the im/mobile position occupied by the subject.1 How then does this question of time and im/mobility magically express itself in the ghetto, in prison, in war? How is time magically experienced in spaces where the subject is relegated to forms of social death and exclusion? What happens when experience denudes time of its dynamic principles of relativity and motion, which, according to Einstein, animate it and instead infuse time and space with life-denying conditions? This essay examines how Alfredo Vea’s novel Gods Go Begging reconceptualizes time and space by offering a theory of temporal mortification where the marginalized subject experiences time as dead and empty, caught between one space of social death, the ghetto, and another, prison, or the military (war).2 What results is a ubiquitous production of death that infuses communities of color near and far. In the novel death emerges as the compromise of time itself, effectively warping its movement and slowly expelling its animating qualities. To experience temporally—in the ghetto, in prison, or in combat—is to experience what Bernard Stiegler has called the “katastrophê of the sensible” inasmuch as the senses in these contexts find themselves in constant of violation.3

Indeed, the novel begins with the murder of two women Persephone, who is African American, and Mai, of Vietnamese descent, in a “ghetto” in Northern California. Their death reaffirms the insidious link between colonial forms of control, violence, and deprivation, on the one hand, and on the other, colonial forays around the world subtended by the avarice of capital and the unending exertions of war. Persephone (in greek myth known as the daughter of Zeus, queen of the underworld, and goddess of harvest) and Mai attempt to address this violation of the senses through their restaurant, the aptly named Amazon Luncheonette, a restaurant renown in the community for dishes which magically enliven those who visit or live within olfactory distance.The sublime aroma broke up baseball games in the street. It silenced a heated game of dice and caused a substantial lull in the local drug traffic. In the projects, the street gang stopped cleaning their weapons to inhale the scent. Like all armies, they marched on their stomachs, and the boys on the hill were always hungry. For a moment, the Up the Hill Gang, the Down the Hill Gang, the Wisconsin Street posse, and the Prisoners of the Projects, called an uneasy armistice in order to breathe in a few molecules of the sauce. For a moment no one on the south side of the hill looked warily over his shoulder, then checked his waistband for the comforting bulge of a gun.
The aroma even found its way into the nostrils of a drunken sot and momentarily kept him from hitting his cowering wife. (6)



This “sublime aroma” moves in contradistinction to the negating violence that drives the community, constituting an aberrant normality where the “comforting bulge of a gun” stands in as protective tool and instrument of deadly expression. Instead, the magical aroma reintroduces the senses to the amplitude of perception, awakening the bodies in the community to their place and presence in the world. In short, the restaurant makes a demand on the senses of the community, a kind of generative injunction to stay alive, to stay receptive to the perceptual potentialities of experience. But if trauma instills death into life, it does so through a perverse intimacy, a logic of addiction that binds pleasure to destruction. For Elissa Marder this addictive experience constitutes how time is lived in Modernity as such. She argues: “Where the traumatized subject cannot get away from the voice of time, the addicted subject seemingly cannot find a place in it. Time, for the addict, is not figured as an anthropomorphized persecutory other – but rather appears almost like something that happens elsewhere, to other people. The time of addiction is a time, like trauma, ‘outside the range of usual human experience,’ but in the case of addiction, the subject appears to be exiled from time rather than possessed by it.”4 In this sense, the murder of Persephone and Mai comes at the hands not of a single killer, but of the entire community, thereby utilizing the violence to realign itself with the temporal, spatial, and sensory mortification that has come to define its modus operandi. The murder instantiates a dispossession of time for the subject of the Ghetto whose exile reinforces a warped, socially instilled desire to remain on the outside of animate forms of temporality. In an effort to resist the symbolic manifestation of death characterized by their execution, the bodies of Persephone and Mai are discovered in a life-affirming embrace, less as a gesture of fear, and more as a magical refusal, even in death, to collaborate with the sensory depletion and temporal alienation imposed on the community since the beginning of colonial time. “Now they lay nameless on a long metal tray, two cooling women, breastbone to breastbone. Struggling together in motionless travail, they had become wholly entwined – their arms, their fingers, their final breathes; even their histories had become entangled” (1–2). The death of Persephone and Mai then symbolizes the death of sensation that exiles the subject, and much of the community, from time itself. This gendered death serves as an inaugural and paradigmatic moment in the novel of modern life’s full-fledged attack on the animate qualities of communities of color. Yet their corpses leave behind an unshakable reminder of the capacity to live, of the possibilities to transform death and silence, to paraphrase Audre Lorde, into language, deep sensory experience, and action.5
Even at the morgue, the bodies of the two dead women magically witness, from a disembodied distance, “the swelling dimness” of the space, “devoid of cushions and warmth,” where the coroner and his assistant carry out their “lonely work” (2). As distant and magical witnesses, the women see their naked bodies probed with “dispassionate” precision, gutted of their “innards” with a matter-of-factness that requires a petrification not only of the deceased bodies on the table, but also of the coroners who do the work. The morgue is described as a “numbing” articulation of space, “empty, airless” with “banks of lifeless light” whose deadness warps the sound emanating from it, rendering it “haunted into silence by a legion of echoes” (2). The morgue structures itself as a space of death so total and pervasive it absorbs the senses, it pulls the living into alignment with it and reduces death and by extension life, to something “empirical” and “quantifiable” (5). Yet, the life force of the dead women incite the coroners to reflect on life, as they begin to talk openly about their private lives, about their wives and “home life” and speculate about the women who lay on their table. Their speculation of the women as lovers and restaurateurs seemingly lead the coroners to realize that their own private lives have come to echo their lives in the morgue. Indeed, the language of the first chapter moves from the narratives of the characters to the “empirical” and “quantifiable” language of the autopsy report producing a distinction between the dead language of the state and the animate language of the narrative. This contestation over the coordinates of time, space, and language is what I want to call deontological time, by which I mean a magical emphasis on temporality that reveals a life force within being, a force which stays operative in magical spheres outside and in spite of the social production of deadness that permeates the novel. The death of Persephone and Mai at the opening of the novel, therefore, dramatizes the ongoing attempt to drain the life force of Being from communities of color through the warped time and space of the ghetto, prison, and war. If the morgue endeavors to find the cause of death, as it has in so many subjects who were dead and dying long before their arrival to its cadaverous space, then what they discover in the imbricated bodies of Persephone and Mai is a persistence of life that death itself fails to mute.
Perhaps this text can be read as an autopsy of sorts, one in search of the reasons for the deadness generated by the destructive triad of the ghetto, prison, and the military. What the reader ascertains is a certain potentiality inherent in the colonized body under social assault, an encounter with an indisputable aliveness whose tenacious signs of life exist within an ontological time that the production of death cannot tame. In their magical aliveness, Persephone and Mai insist that the subject refuse the self-destructive practice of turning from and on the self so prevalent in the ghetto, and instead turn to the self as a vibrant source of agency and transformation. A move enabling the production of what Toni Morrison calls “self-regard.”6 Here, a novel written at the turn of the century, 1999, offers a twenty-first-century mode of magical realism exhorting an active turning to as a shift in the genre, a move beyond mere revelation, and into an agential ontological time. Yet this movement, this self-regard suggested by the Amazon restaurant, must survive the destructive social triad of the ghetto, prison, and military.
The Ghetto or Uncanny Geographies of Life and Death
The “Ghetto” or underworld is an invention, as Dominique Kalifa argues, of the Western imagination. As a space purportedly inhabited by monsters, “sub-human” people, crime, and horrifying life conditions, it signifies a magical space in the social imaginary located outside of time. It is a hyperbolic place characterized in the social imaginary by death, economic and racial difference, and moral depravity. Kalifa describes the origins of the underworld in nineteenth-century Europe as constituted by the economically abject, on the one hand, where society projects its fears of itself and otherness, while converting this space into an occupied territory contained and controlled by biopolitical institutions: “As an urban reality, the lower depths did not occupy the entire city. Two types of spaces were reserved for it: on the one hand, downtrodden zones that were depressed, dirty, poor, and forsaken, the sordid margins with their muddy alleys, dives and wastelands, and ‘mucky holes with unfinished constructions’: and on the other hand, places of authority, veritable legal underworlds that unwillingly concentrated all sorts of marginal types: prisons, penitentiaries, hospices, asylums, and workhouses.”7 This conjunction of social authorities who oversee the socially marginalized creates an ontological terror, to use Calvin Warren provocative phrase, a setting that in the Americas becomes organized around conceptions of race. In Gods Go Begging, the ghetto overlaps with other, interconnected modalities of social death—the prison, the military—to generate debilitated subjects wrenched from vibrant forms of temporality. Time is stolen and assaulted. Yet, this process gives life to an uncanny fear that the ongoing trauma, the production of this nothingness as Warren argues, will spread beyond it marked boundaries.8 Indeed, what happens when authorities—police, lawyers, doctors, and psychologists—chronicle and witness this outside? When the instantiated distance of ghetto life is bridged and in/directly experienced, spilling over to offer a view into the real and symbolic death infecting the people of the communities?
Gods Go Begging stages this encounter between outside and inside. In doing so, the text provides an unabated view of the harsh realities that afflict the time and space of the “ghetto.” Indeed, the narrative revolves around a set of related murders, murders that proliferate and set the tone for death as constitutive of “ghetto” life. It is what Jesse, an attorney and former Vietnam veteran, experiences when he ascends Potrero Hill to investigate, on behalf of his client Calvin Thibault (known as Biscuit Boy), the murder of Persephone and Mai, of the gangster Little Reggie, and other unnamed bodies found dead. Jesse enters a space that impedes his ability to investigate, as he is overwhelmed with “discards and heaps of trash” that coalesce into a “formless mass,” a chaos of strewn objects making it “difficult to see” despite the daylight. The buildings stand in a monotonous gray, bereft of color, stacked in indistinguishable rows, creating the feeling of a ruin, of an anachronistic space that is partially dead, partially alive (160–161). Indeed, Jesse recognizes a sophisticated logic of concealment imbued in the neighborhood design, a kind of “ghost mapping” to use Rashad Shabazz’s phrase, made perceptible to him by his military experience.9 According to Jesse, the buildings present a “perfect camouflage” not only built against the people who inhabit the space, but also blending together into an amorphous visual shadow, “completely invisible to the uncaring eye” (160). For Rosemarie Marie Garland, the built environment serves to delineate those who fit or misfit in a society. She argues: “Misfitting serves to theorize disability as a way of being in an environment, as a material arrangement…A fit occurs when a harmonious, proper interaction occurs between a particularly shaped and functioning body and an environment that sustains that body. A misfit occurs when the environment does not sustain the shape and function of the body that enters it. The dynamism between body and world that produces fits or misfits comes at the spatial and temporal points of encounter between dynamic but relatively stable bodies and environments. The built and arranged space through which we navigate our lives tends to offer fits to majority bodies and functioning and create misfits with minority forms of embodiment…”10 In Potrero Hill, Jesse observes how the blurry architecture corresponds to the “marginal lives” assembled into a “muddled human haze” where the “environment” functions as weapon to smoother the lives corralled into a circumscribed space by economic and racial difference. It marks an aberrant relation between “body and world” that at best spawns “squandered, half-lived lives” (160).
At worst, it generates death. Indeed, part of the magic, both in this scene and throughout the novel, is the uncanny contestation between life and death. Life and death trade places find themselves inverted and swirling in a vertiginous circle, presenting what should be alive as dead and what should be dead as alive. As Jesse and Eddy enter the Hill they also enter a crime scene where “three recumbent males” lie, like plant matter, deliquescing into the soil. The dead bodies act as symbolic fertilizers rooting death into the ground of the community. In contradistinction to the garden cultivated by Persephone and Mai, which represents an imperative to life, the bodies found here sow death into the fabric and consciousness of its inhabitants. In this context, Jesse serves as a Kurtz figure of sorts, walking through a heart of darkness not only carrying death within him in the form of his own post-traumatic experience from the Vietnam War, but with the illustration of war itself as a familiar and deadly frame of reference with which to survey the “ghetto.”11 In this sense, Potrero Hill mirrors the hill Jesse fought on in Vietnam. The “ghetto” Jesse enters is an entropic place where the potential of children begins to decay from birth effectively mutilating, the novel tells us, any “chance to succeed” (163). To ensure this “mutilation” the “ghetto” bequeaths, almost as a birthright, “automatic weapons” that serve as destructive inheritances which arm them for the production and dissemination of death (163). It is in “the destruction of experience,” as Giorgio Agamben argues, that a community “deprived of effective experience” internalizes the social and political “horror” that they are forced to live. Yet this “discarding of experience” is also an attempt to counter or reject the colonial “imposition of a form of experience.”12 Thus, Jesse encounters a “throng of aimless boys” who watch the bodies being removed with a sense of prefiguration, already inculcated with the knowledge that this “destruction” is a plausible outcome for their own lives. A negative plausibility embodied by those who lie in the foreground of the space as signifiers of empty time and potentiality, or positioned as witnesses, like the mothers who stand behind them in a spectral background, “deep in mourning,” and tragically “hoping for the best” (164–165).

As such, the hill, referred to as Tourette’s Hill, becomes synonymous with a syndrome rather than with a communal location. Tourette’s is a reference, of course, to the neurological disorder that causes involuntary tics, verbal outbursts, and uncontrolled movements. This sense of reacting, impetuously, without forethought and driven by an inner force shaped by generational trauma mimics Tourette’s syndrome that besets many of the characters. Therefore, the so-called syndrome characterizes a social malady grafted by history onto the bodies and psyches, the architecture and social organization of the community. What is this spastic energy that shoots through the bodies of the characters leading them to restlessness and violence? For Sianne Ngai this condition suggests what she calls “animatedness” a sort of “‘magical’ screen practice” that attempts to inject “life to inert matter.”13 Animatedness names a crisis of agency in the subject where the impotent action of “deactivated persons” has been transmogrified into “agitated things.”14 Yet, animatedness also marks an ontological ambiguity, not only describing “bodily activity confined to fixed and rigid” social capture, but also “designates the process by which these involuntary corporeal expressions of feeling come to exert a politicizing force, activating” the subject’s “desire to ‘seek the immediate overthrow’ of an entire system.”15 Thus, even if the weight of the neighborhood wrings “all subtlety from the boys” and creates a context and desperation where “every gesture” of being in the world is reduced to “violence, possession, control, or aggression,” this haphazard energy also marks a subversive desire, an ongoing attempt by the characters of Potrero Hill to change the coordinates of their reality (168–169). Animatedness, therefore, speaks to an ontological crisis where the subject works, much of the time at cross purposes with their own well-being, to recuperate a meaningful place in a more fully realized deontological time.
Jesse and Eddy make their way through the neighborhood to visit Calvin Thibault’s mother. Calvin, Jesse’s client, is falsely accused of murdering Persephone and Mai and perhaps the gangster Little Reggie. As the men navigate the hill, they move through a haunted landscape ripe with “the din of boom boxes, maundering dope fiends, and narcotic hawkers”—a strange mix of animation and destruction (170). They arrive at her apartment slightly disoriented, their senses assaulted by the tumult of the environment they have crossed. A sense of smallness dominates their impressions of Mrs. Thibault, both because she is slightly built and the apartment she abides in has a cramped and miniature aspect. Jesse notes the carceral feeling of confinement of the space, imagining Mrs. Thibault to be a “prisoner of her apartment” (174). The entire atmosphere exudes a blurriness exemplified by the flashing light of an unwatched television, which sits in the background, in its own alternate time and space, as a “mindless, and undemanding companion” (174). The minimalism of the apartment—“she had so few possessions” and “nothing of any size”—corresponds to the smallness of her existence (174). As if her life were steadily moving toward a kind of incorporeality, a ghostly state emptied of any temporal momentum, a state where time is unhinged, floating, unable to stay on its forward march. What is lost here is a dynamic relation (or in Einstein’s sense a relativity) between past, present, and future. Her time is immobilized and reduced to an unbearable now, inflected by race and gender, with no line of flight or exit into another temporality—a gendered future. She is temporally bound, in Elizabeth Freeman’s sense, by the constraints of “ghetto” time.16 Or by what Dana Luciano calls chronobiopolitics, “the sexual” and in our case, racialized “arrangement of the time of life.”17 If time binds and minimizes Mrs. Thibault, it is because “manipulations of time convert historically specific regimes of asymmetrical power into seemingly ordinary bodily tempos and routines, which in turn organize the value and meaning of time.”18 For Mrs. Thibault, time lags and shrinks to a vanishing point, producing a racialized temporality where the capacity for expansion of the self is emptied of its verve, will, and substance. Herein lies the temporal structure of the “ghetto,” a space where time is warped and stolen of its animate properties, and that withers the subject into mortified versions of itself. Yet, the loss of the future epitomized by the scale of her life does not prevent her from defending her son. In this moment, the glimmer of her frankness cuts through the amorphous feeling of her space and being. Calvin, she attests, is unable to hurt anything. Her declaration seeks to leave open a future for her son within a life-denying context.
Similarly, the magical roots of the Amazon Luncheonette emerge from grief and the determination to heal and open a future for the self and the community. The healing functions on a practical level, giving the women a rewarding occupation, and on a symbolic level as the joining of people of color (United States and Vietnam) in a life-affirming project. This joining serves as an example for the community by bringing together groups who in other contexts are warring factions. Indeed, in contradistinction to the war, the Vietnamese and Creole cuisine served in their restaurant is conceived as “food for the soul” (247). Their flavors ingrain a “subtlety” and non-dominative complexity of human collaboration that awakens the senses and optimizes the potential of self and other (247). This non-dominative element means there is not a white wo/men here to save or correct them or a man of color to guide them as hetero-patriarchal partners. Indeed, the women admit they would never have collaborated on this culinary endeavor if their husbands had not died. In this sense, their global pairing stands in against the war that claims their husbands to introduce a deontological time, an expansion of being of the “ghetto.” Or as Wai Chee Dimock puts it, a “deep time,” by which she means a “complex tangle of relations” and a “crisscrossing set of pathways, open-ended and ever multiplying, weaving in and out of other geographies, other languages and cultures,” a “double threading that thickens time, lengthens it, shadowing in its midst the abiding traces of the planet’s multitudinous life.”19 What the Amazon Luncheonette strives to offer the “ghetto” then, is more than a culinary experience, but a reorienting of the senses, which magically opens time to a collaborative experience, a decolonial crossing of borders, cultures, and sensibilities. The Amazon Luncheonette marks the place where life and social death meet, a magical presence the community murders but cannot kill. It, thus, represents a consciousness and potentiality at the core of the community, seeking to establish itself, to cross from death to life, despite the social, economic, and historical forces dedicated to its continued incapacitation.
Carceral Death and the “Rhythmic Purging” of Laughter
If the “ghetto” in the novel offers a space of protracted violence against the senses, the prison constitutes a “scene of subjection” that assaults time through an architecture that entombs prisoners. A prisoner, after all, “does time” which is to say he at once forfeits his time and lives within a condition of timelessness. This temporal disorder characterizes the state of the prison and is inscribed in its very architecture. As if the prison, in its carceral logic of space/time, is built against those who inhabit it, as W. E. B. Dubois says about the ghetto in his text Philadelphia Negro, an architectural torture device that siphons time from its subjects, removing temporality like an organ or limb and thus forcing the body into a strange deadness.20 Here is how the novel describes the prison:The jail reminded Jesse of the famous Mystery Spot, a small attraction in the mountains above Santa Cruz. All the tasteless billboards leading up to the attraction claimed that the physical laws did not apply within the confines of the weird little building. Metal balls dropped to the floor would roll mysteriously uphill. People who were standing erect seemed to be lying down. Feathers fell faster than rocks. All perspectives were skewed.
The seventh floor was a horizontal world where all of the inhabitants lived in a position that was at total odds with the rest of the world, perpetually perpendicular to the working men and women on the floors and streets beneath them. This was the supine floor. Except for stilted and shackled movement to and from the courts, prisoners seldom if ever stood up in these long, barred bays. They all clung to their thin bedding and small cots in the same dull way that stunted, unmetamorphosed caterpillars might cling to their ill-woven cocoons. (52–53)


Unmetamorphosed, the prisoner becomes an image out of focus,21 as Rey Chow argues, relegated to an “American Grammar” of punishment; a captive body conditioned for the captor, in Hortense Spillers’ words, where the singular powerlessness of the individual slides into a more general and communal “powerlessness.”22 Temporally emptied, the captive bodies of Gods Go Begging, which Jesse Pasadoble witnesses and engages, are forced to live horizontally “at odds with the rest of the world.” The prison functions as a catacomb housing bodies who have learned to live or survive in their death, or in what the text calls a “fourth dimension.” This invoking of a fourth dimension suggests that prison time occupies a mode of experience so out of the realm of quotidian reality that it requires a scientific formula all its own. An inverse of the theory of relativity and the way kinetic energy impacts time, so as to describe what the novel calls an “insensible condition: half alive and asleep” (53). Or what Mark Fisher has poignantly described as the “slow cancellation of the future” that produces a “temporal pathology.”23
Indeed, the prison accomplishes this pathologizing of time, according to the novel, by violently extracting the Einsteinian principles of temporal relativity. For Einstein, the theory of relativity begins with the notion that there is no stable or unitary frame of reference provided by the universe. There is instead a kind of perspectival difference, or what I am calling a deontological time, based not only on the position of one thing in relation to another, but predicated on the fact that things move, change positions, and thereby, experience time and space in different ways in relation to this movement and compared to other beings. In this sense, things move relative to other things and experience differently from other beings. Thus, movement and shifting points of view lie at the crux of the theory of relativity.24 Everything in time and space is relative, deontologized, depending on where we stand and where we move. Movement then alters our perspective insofar as it alters our experience of time since time for the fast-moving observer magically slows, while a static figure experiences time as accelerating. In a certain sense, Einstein offers a theory of life, focusing on the inherent dynamism of experience and the impact of the subjects’ ever-changing positioning on temporality. But what happens to experience when positioning is immobilized, forced into a stultifying relation to space and time? How is time structured in an edifice which blocks mobility and guts temporality of its animating properties? The prison provides an antithetical relation to time and mobility. The novel describes this state of temporal stagnation by presenting the prisoner as a “recumbent male” who exists without “discernible motion” (53). This enforced recumbence eliminates relativity inasmuch as it creates a position without perspective, without a relation to movement and the multidimensionality of time. In this sense, the “horizontal world” endured by the prisoners depicts a stilted “travel through time and space” where they learn to cope with the weight of their imposed deadness by sleeping the “years away” and bearing time in a “state of suspended animation in order to reach your destination alive” (53). Prison begets, in this process, “unmetamorphosed” beings temporally afflicted and reduced to experiencing time as stunted organisms who emerge from their “ill-woven cocoons” depleted and unformed.25 What have they lost if not the deontological magic of time and movement, the magic of perspective, and the magic of difference in time?

The prison as form becomes pertinent in understanding the excavation of time. Einstein conceives of space-time as a grid whose plasticity mimics an invisible fabric. He, thus, calls attention to the malleability of the structure of space-time. As a result of this malleability, objects exert a force and mass that curves the fabric of space-time to manifest their presence. Therefore, presence announces itself by distorting the spatio-temporal fabric and creating a form of itself, a dent, in time.26 It is as if space-time invites the object (through gravity and the drive of life) to impress itself as an active, vibrant entity that reveals the agency of the object. Hence, the novel invokes Einstein to juxtapose the dynamism of relativity to the inflexible solidity of the prison. As the novel shows us, prison offers a qualitatively different relationship to time and space. The prison renders the inmate a “recumbent male,” where the very unforgiving structure subdues and depletes life. Therefore, the prisoner in this context cannot bend reality to assert their presence and will to life; rather, the institution reduces him to a somnambulant abstraction. Since the prison neither moves nor bends, its rigidity beats down the prisoner until the oppressive weight of the structure forcibly eradicates and dispossesses him from time. Being is effectively entombed in an impenetrable shell, an unyielding form, which atrophies a relative connection to the forces of life. In short, the system seizes the movement of the inmate in order to apprehend his time and in debilitating the time of the prisoner it shatters his capacity to experience the expansive, multi-dimensionalities of existence. In this state, the inmate exists outside the laws of the universe, outside of time and space, bereft of movement and generative points of view. His punishment, one that begins in the “ghetto” and is inscribed in the social history of race, ushers him into a realm of carceral death.
However, the carceral death the prisoner endures does not only impact inmates, its gravity and trauma touches anyone associated with prison life. In a scene that sees the criminal justice system from the point of view of the “newly ordained assistant district attorneys,” the text introduces a comic/tragic element to the narrative, satirizing the carnivalesque atmosphere of the courtroom (28).27 Like something out of the show American Horror Story, the novel relates a series of vignettes told by different attorneys gathered together in the “restricted bowels of the Hall of Justice” to futilely defend the accused (28). The “windowless cafeteria” serves as an asphyxiating enclosure that demonstrates how the attorneys’ professional life mirrors the carceral conditions of the inmates they defend. Submerged in these “icy gallows,” laughter acts as a “rhythmic purging” to help the attorneys bear the ongoing trauma, or what Simone Brown calls the “dark matters,” of the criminal justice system.28 Thus, the “laughter soaked with dolor” creates an almost magical space where the “painful” incongruities of the criminal justice system are relived and relieved by “numbed laughter,” diffusing the traumatic memories if only “for the moment” (28). Indeed, part of the effectiveness of this ritual humor lies in its “synchronicity” insofar as these jocular outbursts occur “monthly” almost with the “phases of the moon” (28). It is as if the buildup of trauma, inscribed in the logic and practice of the system, requires an artistic dimension, humor, in order to survive the sheer violence of the experience. Humor, therefore, reboots temporality allowing the attorneys, in essence, to start over by focusing on the absurdity of their occupation. A kind of bearing witness not only enabling them to perform their jobs, but also allowing them to stay linked to what Cathy Caruth calls the “imperative to live” through a process of reawakening evoked by laughter. As Caruth argues, “The repetition of trauma, therefore, is not only an attempt or an imperative to know what cannot be grasped that is repeated unconsciously in the survivor’s life; it is also an imperative to live that still remains not fully understood. And it is this incomprehensible imperative to live that Freud ultimately places at the very origin of life…Life originates, Freud here suggests, as an awakening from ‘death’ for which there was no preparation. Life itself, that is, is an imperative to awaken that precedes any understanding or consciousness and any possible desire or wish. The witness of survival itself – the awakening that constitutes life – lies not only in the incomprehensible repetition of the past, but in the incomprehensibility of a future that is not yet owned.”29 Hence, the stories told by the attorneys address the tension between a compulsively violent past whose trauma is repeated and reenacted in their crimes, and an inscrutable future blocked off by ghosts entangled in the maelstrom of experience of what came before. The public defender, therefore, stands inside and outside the court, keeping alive, as witnesses who narrate and satirize the events, the possibility of an “awakening from ‘death.’”30 Humor, in this sense, opens a deontological time in the legal universe, creating an awareness of the incongruities and inhumanity plaguing the court, a court framed by a teleological drive toward punishment and confinement. If the courthouse is meant to obscure, punish, and kill, then humor attempts to keep alive, to rescue and open a space in temporality for the complex presence of marginal existences (29).
One “humorous” story told by an attorney, describes the case of a fifty-year-old child molester who wakes one day and is convinced “a ghost is trying to rape him” (29). Trying to protect himself, the man arrives to court with his thumb “jammed” into his anus (29). His story relates a narrative of circular abuse connecting “being sodomized” with larger forces of violence that inform his life (29). On the one hand, he is clearly haunted by his own transgressions. Thus, his comic reaction can be read as a guilty conscious insofar as the rapist feels haunted by the threat of being raped himself as compensation for his misdeeds. On the other hand, it represents the persistent social and historical violation he endures in the everyday experience of his life and subsequently, in the court and prison system where this abuse is taken to its logical conclusion. A society that abuses addresses abuse with intensified modes of punishment. Like Hamlet’s spectral father, therefore, the ghost signifies a stolen inheritance. However, for the inmate this inheritance is stolen by a predatory cycle of violence and rape that he repeats in his own life. His rape of young children then, passes down the abuse he experiences, installing it into their lives where they may spread the practice of sexual and psychic violation to new generations. The “haunted life,” as David Marriot puts it, speaks to the function of race and economic deprivation as forms of rape that attempt to dissolve the boundaries of the subject. “This disarticulation of self by its specular double takes place not only as a corrosive intrusion…but, more significantly, as the crumbling away of the self’s phenomenological boundaries.”31 Hence, when the bailiff mockingly tells him a “pervert ghost could poke him through the wall,” he gives the inmate a heads up in the form of a joke, which discloses the literal and figurative abuse that awaits him. The prison, in short, is haunted.32 The prospect of being confined to a place where violation is normalized instantly overwhelms him. For in prison, ghosts roam freely and all forms of abuse runs rampant. He eventually suffers a breakdown, infantilized by the forthcoming violence, as his “tiny mind” shatters and he is sent to a State Hospital. In his final “disarticulation of self,” the inmate transforms into a ghost in his own right, the culminating expression of a perverse social and historical inheritance.
In yet another story about a man at his breaking point, an attorney tells of a burglar who decides to rob a mansion. His decision to steal proves remarkable on two counts. The first hinges on the fact that if caught he will serve a “mandatory life sentence” (30). The initial part of the joke points to the bad judgment of the thief who deludes himself into thinking this is a safe “job” (30). While this fact creates considerable anxiety, he, nevertheless, ignores the enormity of the punishment that hangs over him to go forward on what is a sure thing. He has, after all, studied the “alarm system,” making the erroneous determination that it only covers the ground floor. As might be predicted, his attempted robbery goes awry when he finds the second floor inhabited by an unexpected figure, a Bengali Tiger and her cubs. He escapes by jumping into a dumpster, though not before losing a finger. The police find him “following a clear trail of feces and urine, not to mention blood” (31). As the text puts it, “Irony is delicious and distasteful, soft and savage. Irony is not to be trifled with. Its very essence was that it could never be predicted” (30). The joke regarding his bad judgment relates to his gross underestimation of the law whose colonial orientation is embodied in the unexpected, indeed magical, figure of the Bengali Tiger. If the law protects the rich, it does so by not only policing intruders, but also by allowing the privileged to pillage and abduct exotic trophies that it reduces to endangerment. Thus, the Bengali Tiger, an endangered species, symbolizes the underlying specter of (cross-species) colonialism in the construction of legal systems and the forced rearrangement of nature. The cat serves as a magical embodiment of the fetishized objects gathered and eradicated from the earth. Here, the Tiger is reduced to a predacious guard, who stands in for its own absence, its own ontological usurpation, imprisoned as it is in the room. The second part of the joke then involves the bad judgment of the law as a draconian institution that guts the being of the other. The “soft and savage” irony, the absurdity of a life sentence for robbery, constitutes a logic warped by its predatory focus, granting it permission to maim those marked by class, gender (the Tiger is a mother), and racial difference. Victimized by this “soft and savage” logic, they are subsumed into the criminal justice system bereft of their capacity to resist or revolt as the loss of his middle fingers confirm. As John Alba Cutler states, “These are not men who disappear, but who are disappeared, removed from the text figurally but also removed from their respective diegetic worlds by state violence and material oppression beyond their control.”33 In this sense, the bad judgment of the burglar mirrors the narrow perspective of the law as they each assert themselves by stealing the life substance of the other in a dizzying context of crime and punishment.
The final anecdote turns directly to the law with an incompetent Judge as the bud of the attorney’s joke. In Judge Garfield’s courtroom, monotony and dysfunction characterize the proceedings despite the seriousness of the cases he presides over. Judge Garfield is irreverently described as an “old geezer” who sits on a pillow meant to alleviate his “hemorrhoids” (33). His age and sedentariness converge as signs of degeneration, not only signaling his physical and mental incompetence, but the inept way he handles and administers the law. Rather than legal texts he stores an archive of “girlie magazines” in his desk (33). Judge Garfield, clearly a comic reference to the cat and popular cartoon Garfield, acts like a buffoon whose temperament is marked by manipulative disinterest and moral indifference. Indeed, he casually sleeps through arguments made by attorneys, dependent on an “electric switch” his clerk flips to wake him in time to deny a motion. In their mocking description of Judge Garfield, the attorneys reveal more than just his incompetency, rather they show how the law wounds and treats the wounded through a blatant neglect of justice. Thus, this scene deploys humor to chronicle what Lyn Di Iorio calls a “multiperspectival laughter.” Through this “multiperspectival laughter,” the novel wades through delirious inmates and an unscrupulous legal system to reveal a debased reinforcement of power. In this theater of the absurd, humor not only critiques the law, putting into question its competency as a social instrument of justice, but splinters the narratives of the courtroom, unveiling and giving voice to its erratic interests, viewpoints, and Beings. For Di Iorio, “multiperspectival laughter” presents the way “characters laugh differently, reflecting their various perspectives: power (or lack thereof), social standing, and psychology. Sometimes they laugh in counterhegemonic protest, sometimes from a stance of superiority over those less powerful whom they find ridiculous, sometimes from a wretchedly sadistic jokesterism,….”34 By offering humor, this scene forges a magical reiteration of the incongruous space-time of the court, providing a voice of protest to the estranged perspectives of occupied Beings over and against the crude ineptitude of the law.35
War and the Proliferation of Death
The occupied time of the ghetto and prison finds its negative apotheosis in the Vietnam War. Here, violence and death are realized with unabated reoccurrence. Death is stripped of the normalizing garb afforded in the social and given undaunted priority, revealing how colonialism disseminates death insofar as it marks and burrows into the lives of all its soldiers and all those the soldiers encounter. In the novel, the Chaplain, whose job it is to travel with the army and ideologically co-sign its activities, grows increasingly skeptical, overburdened by the sheer scale of the dead around him.‘I can’t stay another night’, moaned the chaplain. ‘I just can’t stay another night on this hill. I can’t hold it together. I hate the holes on this hill. We’re digging our own graves. I hate living in this grass. I hate living in holes, and I hate hills and I hate all the insects in this godforsaken country.’
‘The look of profound anguish that had settled into his eyes during the night hovered on his entire face like a permanent shadow. Inhaling deeply, then holding his breath, he snapped open the last body bag and began to sob uncontrollably once again.’ (90)



The novel explains, in what seems a straightforward formulation, that in war “the sensate had been placed in the same space as the senseless (90).” The result of this unbearable proximity, as we see throughout the novel, is that the senseless absorbs the sensate wearing it down and sapping it of its vitality. Thus, even the Chaplain finds himself caught not just in a simple ethical crisis, an unease produced by the binary tensions of good and bad, but rather subsumed by the utter pervasiveness of death, which strips him of logical and temporal options. Indeed, the profusion of death makes even the man of god, and his initial neoliberal justifications of the war—his hypermasculine praise of honor, the mythic protection of freedom, the ruthless dehumanizing of the other—go begging for his release from Vietnam. For he realizes that death had so multiplied it was absorbing all the life around it.
Indeed, a “ghastly line of bodies” litter a landscape swarming with soldiers and photojournalists who hover over the bodies in dutiful dismay (75). The photojournalists roam like specters in the scene, moving with eerie silence in search of the optimal angle to capture, in the meta-eye of their cameras, the mass production of death. However, it is the Sergeant who hones in on a particular body, noticing “two entry holes in the man’s chest” and wrinkles on his forehead signaling the man’s dying distress (76). He turns the dead body, now stiffened with rigor mortis, to examine “something closely” as if in search of an incomprehensible secret that only the dead could reveal. This encounter brings their faces together into an eerie proximity, allowing him to inhale the lingering “breath” of the dead man, absorbing the residual signs of his extinguished life into the fabric of his damaged Being (76). Indeed, the sense of the eerie speaks to an odd detachment from the animate world, which colludes in this death-producing project to prompt an aberrant convergence between life and death. Here, the eerie calm and silence of the scene provide access to a traumatic and magical sphere that exceeds reality altogether.36 The eerie feeling comes from the simultaneous negation of presence and absence. As Mark Fisher puts it: “The eerie, by contrast, is constituted by a failure of absence or by a failure of presence. The sensation of the eerie occurs either when there is something present where there should be nothing, or there is nothing present when there should be something.”37 Thus, the landscape, soldiers, and reporters who populate this scene of war constitute a presence diminished by dead bodies who inject a nothingness where life should be. But what happens to time in a space organized around death? How does the trauma of war bend and warp time, like the prison and ghetto, creating its own eerie temporality?
The assumed linearity of mundane experience gives way in war to a fractured relation to time since in war Being is effectively negated, subtracted from our capacity to experience. In violent contexts, to borrow from Mark Fisher: “…time ‘itself’ has been traumatized – so that we come to comprehend ‘history’ not as a random sequence of events, but as a series of traumatic clusters. This broken time, this sense of history as a malign repetition, is ‘experienced’…as seizure and breakdown” a condition, which leads to the “voiding interruption of subjectivity that…seems to obliterate the very conditions that allows experience to happen.” Hence, “rather than sharing the ‘same moment’” we “subsist in broken time – a time from which sameness, unity and presence have been subtracted.”38 How is time “subtracted” from experience? In Vietnam, as the novel shows, time is subtracted from experience through broken bodies who not only experience, first hand, the traumatizing of time, but who inhabit space as indivisible remainders for those who survive to witness and incorporate.39 In the battlefield, for instance, a “zoom lens” of a reporter scans the scene and captures a body “frozen forever by a tide of napalm,” a now “genderless” child extracted from the fullness of temporality and rendered “timeless” as if exhumed “from the ashes of Pompeii” (75). What is important to emphasize here is that the apocalyptic quality of the war is not experienced in the novel through a general frame of reference, one that merely enumerates the causalities of war or abstracts the violence through accounts of collateral damage, but rather depicts encounters with the dead directly and in so doing discloses the mutilating impact of combat on individual bodies. What is under assault in the disfigured image of the child, in the blowing up of napalm bombs, and in the sweeping violence of the war, is a viable version of futurity. Hence, this decimation of bodies marks an obscene remainder in an attempt to produce, as Cathy Caruth argues following Hannah Arendt, a beginning or something new through “explosion” where irruptive violence creates a “gap in time” or a hole in Being meant to “annihilate” the future.40 Committed to erasure, the war leaves life in ruins, enacting a systematic collapse of bodies, a wounded and deadened temporality.
The collapse of bodies in the text, however, is not relegated to sheer killing, but works through other measures designed to engineer forms of incapacitation and, to use Jasbir Puar’s term, debility. When Sergeant Pasadoble approaches a prison yard, he notices a Vietnamese man sitting alone starring back at him. Standing by the fence, the Sergeant watches the man walk toward him with the rough-hewn feet of a farmer and an indignant look on his face. His first words—“You same-same me”—function as both a request to the Sergeant to be saved and a deeper recognition that the war ensnares the two men in a colonial drama they must witness and live (79). How, in this state of war, imprisonment, and death, have the two men become mirror “same-same” images of one another? The trauma they share bespeaks their historic connection to colonialism and its global reach.41 As the men talk, Sergeant Pasadoble’s background as a Mexican-American suggests unexpected continuities with the prisoner marked by the colonial history of Mexico and its current politics where “people of color in the United States” seemingly “live in a separate country” (81). That these men communicate with a recognition of the history of colonialism as constitutive of their experience, speaks to the debilitating work of colonization on “people of color” around the globe, an experience that will now, at least for Sergeant Pasadoble, be carried in his consciousness with traumatic force.42 Hence, colonization does not just kill, it also maims bodies, debilitates consciousness. As Jasbir Puar argues, “These practices of bodily as well as infrastructural debilitation, loosely effaced in concerns about ‘disproportionate force,’ indicate the extension or perhaps the perversion of the ‘right to kill’ claimed by states in warfare into what I am calling the ‘right to maim.’”43 Thus, the right to kill and the right to maim serve as complementary modalities in the “geopolitics of racial ontology,” embodied in this encounter between a Mexican-American military Sergeant and Asian war prisoner.44 Developing a sense of empathy, Sergeant Pasadoble assures Hong he will not be executed since the prison is a “secure area” (82). However, as Hong knows, the security of the area carries with it a penchant for secrecy where rumored interrogation techniques play out in the shadows. Indeed, Hong fears one purported practice that includes a screwdriver being driven into the brain through the ear with a hammer carving out the memories of the interrogated. The procedure is given a foreign name tournevis as if to displace the violence of the act, more aptly implied in the English word screwdriver, with the melodic noun in French. When, days later, Sergeant Pasadoble discovers Hong’s dead body he finds bloodless bullets holes intended to hide the torture and execution he endured by “simulat(ing) the effects of a firefight” (85). In his right ear, he identifies a “narrow rectangular slot” carved “through the soft cartilage into the auditory canal” where it mercilessly “severed the optic nerve and pons, blunting memory after memory like a ravenous disease of the aged” (85). Here, the death of the war prisoner happens in stages, from imprisonment to torture to execution. It is as if the very sources of mnemonic vitality that hold the potential of resistance get slowly, if brutally subdued and emptied out. What gets managed and debilitated, therefore, is the subject’s capacity to assert a life-affirming opposition. To turn to Puar once again: “Maiming functions as slow but simultaneously intensive death-making, as targeting to maim is an accelerated assault on both bodily and infrastructural fronts.”45 Thus, “it is not just to the capture and stripping of ‘life itself’ that is at stake here but the attempt to capture ‘resistance itself.’”46

Indeed, throughout the narrative militarism recognizes the mutually enabling function of life and resistance and it assails the two modalities with unceasing force. The novel best captures this debilitating of life and resistance through the proliferation of death in its description of the Mekong River, which stands as symbol of deontological time. The river frames the battlefield, setting up the juxtaposition between the life-giving exertions of its waters and the Vietnam War which contaminates its purposive vitality, its temporal expansion, and its transgeographic reach. The war reduces the landscape to a stage for the narcissistic struggle between Marxism and Capitalism. Here, the river functions as an ancient witness to the voracity of colonialism that decimates humanity, animals, nature, and the environment indiscriminately, converting the mighty river into a receptacle of the dead. Thus, as the Chaplain makes his way to the river he crosses a “hidden pile” of Vietnamese soldiers, their bodies assembled “like a cord of expressive firewood or a gothic frieze,” whose “rotting corpses” emanate a scent across the “horror of these fields” (194). His senses inundated by the dead, elicit a need to sing or “chant” as if to somehow represent the impossibility of what he sees and remind himself of the beleaguered persistence of his own life. This scene of death bridges his advance toward the river until finally the Chaplain, overwhelmed and stupefied by the mortified landscape, stumbles headlong into the river. In the river, he grabs onto a log to stay buoyant “as if in a dream” (195), a magical state of consciousness where he is at once “blind to the world” and yet a “witness against ‘history’” as Ian Baucom puts it, forced to observe the “floating dead, the fetid regatta of bobbing soldiers and murdered civilians” the river carries across its generous expanse (196).47 In this context, even the living function as effigies of themselves (196). For, as the novel explains, in Vietnam there is no “gain” only “profound loss,” a “loss” which echoes through the practice of colonialism across the globe. Thus, the Mexican-American soldiers whose own history is marked by the “time of the conquest” with the theft of lands and the “loss of an entire race of peoples” “felt no joy” in their military victories, “no gain from it” (196–197). Rather, “the entire U.S. army,” largely composed of colonialized subjects in their own right, are haunted by “a sense of loss wriggling in its arteries, lurking in its veins like a malarial parasite hiding within its mechanistic passion for destruction” (197). Hence, colonial practices rebranded as the “American Dream” yields “no comfort” inasmuch as it is “built on a graveyard” at the “expense” of other worlds—African slaves, Native American genocide, rain forests, Bison, the Vietnamese—obliterating the layers and magic of existence (197).
The omnipresence of colonial violence against the layers and magic of existence not only infects the lives of each subject, but also leads to states of subterfuge where survival, as a tactic of life, drives stories of difference underground. Like a war, the personal acts as terrain to be colonized. Indeed, the Chaplain, a purported Christian, finds himself haunted by rumors about his past in Mexico and his religious affiliations. These “slanted rumors” take on a fantastic quality that claims his father and uncle “not to be human” since they had been, “truth be told,” insectos magically transformed after making a pact with Satan (204). They, however, pay a price for their audacious crossing from spider to human, enduring a full-fledged marginalization and a “depressing loneliness” (204). Yet, despite their not quite human form, the two men draw women renown for their “physical and spiritual beauty” (204). This union, the town imagines, occurs through violent usurpation, the women trapped in the hideous webs of the Spider-men and dragged into the “darkness of their subterranean lives” (204). When one of the “mariposas” gives birth to a human son, the world below the Rio Grande is revolted by the unnatural result. The boy, who would later to grow up to be a Chaplain, embodies an abomination, a creation of “mágico obscuro” carried not in his mother’s womb, but in a bag hidden underneath her dress. Indeed, their magically bizarre truth shows itself beyond their foreign corporeality (204). It expresses itself in their use of language, corroborated by those who pass their house and claim to hear the “humming and buzzing of an insects babble” rather than human language (205). In addition, the family is seen levitating and drawn irresistibly to a “flicking line of golden candlesticks” (205). Who is the Chaplain? “I am a Mexican brown recluse. No, I am a violin spider. No, no, I am a Jew” (213). These hidden layers of identity speak to magical realism as a deontological modality. What is magical realism if not the wondrous coexisting of different realities into an indeterminate amalgam? His “no, no” serves as an affirmation and rejection of his given identities, sutured by a history of colonialism and forced to exist in secret. Perhaps this secret revealed by the Chaplain about his past, marks the transition between a twentieth-century and twenty-first-century version of magical realism. If the secret of the Other gave way to irruptive disclosures in twentieth-century magical realism, then in the twenty-first century these presences have issued forth as fully present and magical beings. Magic, in the twenty-first century, offers beings layered and recombined, realigned in solidarity with the different races of the world in deontological times and spaces. “Culture had been buried in those holes, artifacts of the chosen. Joyous music had been muffled for centuries. His whole family line had been skilled cryptographers, codemakers, beginning in the darkest years of the seventeenth century. Hiding had been passed down in the blood, as had the ability to spin homonyms in three languages” (214). The result, embodied here by the magical joining of the spider and butterfly, is a synergistic mode of relation with the children of colonial pasts ready to exist beyond colonially marked boundaries, endowed with a consciousness of their agency and their renewed place in the world.

In the end, the novel demonstrates how the ghetto, prison, and war express a social design dedicated to death. And while the novel refuses the reader a cruelly optimistic moment whereby a certain kind of hope might reestablish itself, one wonders if the very diagnosis of this temporal disorder might not, in itself, constitute a rigorous refiguring of experience. Perhaps something opens in this diagnosis, a profane illumination whereby the revelation of this condition bubbles into a potentiality that brings us back, incrementally, to the reclamation of time. A just time. A time of love even where we may, in James Baldwin’s terms, “dare everything” and change the colonial history of the modern world. As James Baldwin puts it, “I use the word love not merely in the personal sense but as a state of being or as a state of grace – not in the infantile American sense of being made happy but in the tough and universal sense of quest and daring and growth.”48 It is this sense of revolution, personal and political, that undergirds the fictional urgency and strange beauty of Gods Go Begging. It dares us, in short, to enter time with a difference, to reanimate, layer, and expand time, making way for magical futures and temporalities.
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Introduction: The Gay Literary Context
Although not surprising, it is nevertheless troubling that in the proliferation of critical studies of magical realism, little effort has been expended on gay American literature. Since the publication in 1949 of “On the Marvelous Real in America,” Alejo Carpentier’s first and tentative evocation of a new Latin American genre that was not simply Spanish and not simply indigenous, magical realist fiction has been increasingly explored as a worldwide phenomenon.1 Angel Flores has linked the new genre to earlier work, such as Kafka’s, and other critics such as Amaryll Chanady have attended to the overlap of magical realist literature with fantasy and science fiction—even as such criticism has been careful to spell out necessary distinctions.2 Equally or perhaps more important, criticism has charted the multiple mutations of magical realist texts in and around the fields of postcolonial and postmodern studies. With its elaboration of indigenous beliefs in magic and the supernatural (over and against, perhaps, a Western faith in reason and science, or at least the conviction of realistic fiction that there is an empirical world to be represented or reflected), magical realism, especially in postcolonial contexts, has been seen as representing the voice of the subaltern. Other critics have also linked it, no doubt rightly, to the anything-but-subaltern voices of postmodern Western fiction, and still others have discovered the utility of exploring its hermeneutic potential north of the border (which will be, of course, one of my goals). There seems to be a growing understanding that in their very different ways, both magical realism and postmodern fiction produce texts in which competing or alternative representations of reality dislocate Modernism’s faith in epistemological certainty.3 And as the present collection suggests, magical realist texts become locations in which different voices negotiate their very conditions of being, especially in and around identity formulations such as race, gender, and class. In this sense, the genre supports new forms and understandings of ontology over and against the certainties of the Modernist West, which sometimes seem to limit questions of being to a highly restricted group of Eurocentric, middle-classed, white peoples. Alternate conceptions of reality produced in the unremarkable interaction of so-called magical or marvelous and realistic aspects of magical realist fiction also then betoken ontological uncertainty—especially along the boundaries of subjectivity and objectification that have been theorized perhaps most carefully in postcolonial societies but that can now be seen within and among boundaries that are not, strictly speaking, shaped by colonial intervention. In short, magical realism—both the fiction itself and the criticism that describes and, in some ways, contains it—has proven a notable hermeneutic within which to explore the conditions of living within the Modern, the Colonial, and the histories projected by both.

And yet, in spite of the current certainty that magical realism appears at the intersections of the known and unknown, at the juncture of being and non-being, and at the meeting of the Western experience and knowledge with its Native others (indigenous and otherwise), critics have only rarely connected it with the literature of homosexuality, which is itself a forgotten variety of colonialist discourse (at least in its European and American manifestations). Certainly, as the work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick makes clear, homosexuality is one of the discourses through which Western certainties about epistemology and ontology have been damagingly grounded: “homo/heterosexual definition has been a presiding master term of the past century, one that has the same, primary importance for all modern Western identity and social organization (and not merely for homosexual identity and culture) as do the more traditionally visible cruxes of gender, class, and race.”4 But even if we choose not to approach the matter posteriorly as it were, that is, through the back door of criticism and theory, we might notice that any number of texts in the Eurocentric literary tradition combine elements of magic, horror, and fantasy with explorations of homoerotic realities represented with varying degrees of verisimilitude. We might instance the implicit or explicit homoeroticism to be parsed out in the long tradition of gothic, vampire texts starting in the early nineteenth century and running through Anne Rice’s Interview with a Vampire (1976) or Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight series of novels (2005–2008) and their film adaptations, not to mention cinematic works like The Hunger (dir. Tony Scott, 1983).5 Oscar Wilde, in The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), uses the magic of a mirror portrait as the moral foil to his sexually depraved protagonist who, while not exactly homosexual, nevertheless instances the ontological and epistemological conditions of the open secret of homosexuality even before it came into wide public view in the middle of the twentieth century. Like modern magical realist texts, then, gay texts have a prehistory that takes for granted the presence of monstrous figures of difference associated with sexual aberration, no matter how benignly conceived.6
We might also briefly note the increasing number of (deservedly famous) specifically identified gay and lesbian or queer works written at the turn of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries that allude to or develop magical elements in unpacking queer ontologies: In Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), Gloria Anzaldua integrates Mexican supernaturalism into her understanding of what it means to be a mixed-race Chicana queer; Randall Kenan, effecting a Southern, homosexual take on gothic conventions, posits an alternate world of ghosts and demons to aid his otherwise realistically conceived characters in the apprehension of their historicized selves in A Visitation of Spirits (1989), and for reasons that may have to do with its racial positioning, Kenan’s is perhaps the only recent gay work whose permutations of the supernatural and the real are understood to evoke important questions of racial and sexual ontology. Tony Kushner’s Angels in America (1991) brings both ghosts and angels on stage as if they were real, and, indeed, within the semiotics of staged production, they become so.7 In 2000s Not Before Sundown (English printing 2003) or Troll (American printing 2003), the Finnish novelist Johanna Sinisalo writes a love story that takes place in modern-day Helsinki, but that nevertheless involves a man with a troll, who is treated as a real if elusive creature. David Levithan’s young adult work Boy Meets Boy (2003) has been seen as using “‘magical realism’ … to describe a text that re-imagines ‘normal’ by re-imagining ‘reality’ in ways that challenge readers to deconstruct both the novel and the contexts in which they live”.8 And, most recently, in The Inheritance (2018), a work I will say more about later, American playwright Matthew Lopez again brings on stage ghosts of AIDS patients long dead to help contextualize and postulate a new ontology of present-day gay living. Clearly, then, the supernatural, magical, and fantastic have a secure place in gay and homoerotic literature, one that addresses the very questions about ontology raised by the present collection. We might say in response to works by gay subjects what Lyn Di Iorio Sandín and Richard Perez say about those by other “minority, ethnic and postcolonial” ones: “[a] critical sensitivity to magical effects … offers uncanny entries into [their] layered consciousnesses.”9
Because of the questions raised by sexuality and race in the elucidation of white gay ontology, and the ways these are filtered through the unknown or extra-worldly imagery and happenings in early, post-Stonewall gay texts by white authors, my focus will be on two novels published in 1978, at a particular moment when, by many accounts, gay white, middle-class American literature was coming clearly into focus. Neither Edmund White’s Nocturnes for the King of Naples nor Andrew Holleran’s Dancer from the Dance has been associated with magical realism. But I want to argue that both reveal “magical irruptions” in describing what it meant at that particular time to be gay in America and the relations of that gayness to whiteness.10 While neither novel conforms precisely to the genre of magical realism as it was established in Latin America in the mid-twentieth century, both represent white homosexuality in formal and thematic ways as something unattainable, something almost otherworldly. In other words, like those magical realist works in which magic provides space for an alternative imaging of ontology, Dancer from the Dance and Nocturnes for the King of Naples reveal white homosexuality as an alternative discourse to the perspective of abjection from which they write. That whiteness is thrown into sharp relief within these fictional strategies is not entirely a gesture of white supremacy, for it cannot be divorced from a white colonial imaginary that, prior to the production of what we now recognize as gay being, had relegated non-heteronormative forms of sexuality to moral and social shadow worlds associated in the imperialist imaginary with ethnic and racial difference. At the very least, we are dealing in this early literature not with or not only with gay whiteness but the paradox of gay ontologies in white bodies that stand in contradistinction to whiteness itself.
To see what I mean, we might return briefly to Randall Kenan’s A Visitation of Spirits, which provides an apt counterpoint for understanding the paradox I have described. In his novel, Kenan uses magical motifs to foreground voices of sexually non-normative characters struggling within a racialist or racist context evoked as a site of exclusionary (black) racial reality within the fiction. The spirits invoked in the novel by Horace Cross seem defiant, even hostile to community sexual and moral norms, and they allow Cross a way, if only temporarily, to articulate and embody his homosexuality in the face of social forces that abject it (and him) and that would destroy both. As Maisha Wester writes, “Kenan’s novel interrogates the horror of being forced to align yourself with a group that demonizes homosexuality and that defines itself by a singular, stable identity”.11 We see something similar in White and Holleran, albeit the patriarchal, racial context against which magical evocations of homosexuality are set is, obviously, not African American but white. In all three cases, the authors use otherworldly elements to reflect problematizations of gay sexuality on the racial border and in distinction to the abhorrence felt for it by the racial communities in which it exists. All three also criticize the exclusionary, even perhaps imperialist, racial ideologies of which they are a part. It is not enough, then, to say that writers such as White and Holleran merely conspire with white, racist, imperialist ideologies because of the inherent privilege whiteness always confers on those who attain it in Western societies. Though White’s narrative, perhaps, manifests a longing for racial connection that is not wholly unlike that we find in Kenan, both White and Holleran, like Kenan, dramatize the impossibility of fully overlapping sexual and racial categories in the homonormative present in which they write. And, also like Kenan, they evoke potential voices of resistance within that present. It is precisely that resistance, that critique of whiteness that has not been fully understood in critical evaluations of these and other gay white writers. Gay whiteness in Holleran and White is evoked within contexts of desire for another world than the one in which their characters live. So at the very least thinking about these works within the narrative structures of magical realism provides us a way to see more clearly how they problematize gay and gay white ontologies—and perhaps even de-ontologize any singular gay white subject.
To be clear, I do not seek to equate black and white gay experiences or literary discourses. Rather, I want to suggest only that within a fifty-year period at the end of the twentieth century many male writers concerned with questions of homosexuality (both black and white) had already been shaped within racialist discourses that belonged to a continuing history of the abjection of both blackness and homosexuality, discourses that inevitably draw the examination of sexualities into those of race, in both white and black writers.12 Nor do I mean to suggest that I will or that we should be uncritical of aspects of white gay thought revealed in these novels or in white gay cultures that fail to know their own history and the ways their gains in ontological privilege, epistemological status, and civil protections in the post-Stonewall world have been harvested from the fertile soil of whiteness and its privileges in America. What I hope to provide is a more nuanced representation of the ways white gay culture grew in relation to a tightly policed whiteness that seemed attainable only as a magical idealization for gay thinkers at the time. If whiteness has in fact become the racial magic that makes present-day gay-assimilation viable and alluring to some, the permutations of magic, race, and sexuality we find in White and Holleran suggest these novelists did not automatically authorize that more modern valorization.
Some Queer Histories
It seems to me that we increasingly read white gay male authors of the post-Stonewall period through a theoretical lens formed in response to the disappointments of modern gay assimilationist strategies and not in terms of the complex history of homosexuality early gay thinkers forged. What is more, because we have tended to assume that whiteness (both in these texts and outside them) is a settled ontology, we have not understood its conditional nature in early gay fiction. In other words, we have called these authors to account for a history of assimilation to white privilege that may, in fact, belong to their futures and not the present in which they write. What I want to show in this essay is that if these authors dare to imagine gay white privilege at all, they do so primarily within the paradigms of unreality similar to those we find in magical realist texts, as a feature of life outside their everyday reality. Several recent studies critiquing the mainstream modern gay movement and its failure to challenge normative structures of oppressive difference provide us with a more complex history within which we might begin to understand this point.
Recently, for instance, the esteemed historian of gay life in America, Martin Duberman, has suggested that “the national gay agenda of the past two decades has reversed course and all but exclusively concentrated on winning marriage rights for gay people (and, secondarily, the right to serve openly in the armed forces)”—both, I would add, relatively conservative goals.13 In Duberman’s analysis, which I do not dispute, the modern gay movement has shaped gay life within a normative structure that does not seek common cause with other oppressed peoples. It would, perhaps, be too much to say that this normative structure is, in itself, white. But it certainly supports a status quo that fails to challenge the privileges of whiteness. What is more important for my purposes, Duberman’s work also reminds us that many early gay liberationists, in contrast, sought rather to transform society itself. He reminds us that not all white, gay thinkers have been assimilationist, and he recalls us to the ways in which the early political strategies of gay liberation struggles anticipated recent queer thinking about collaborative politics and non-binary thought. Although Duberman is not interested in gay literature per se, his work nevertheless provides an opportunity to re-read White’s and Holleran’s early novels within an unfamiliar historical context.
Another critic, the queer sociologist Roderick A. Ferguson has also explored connections between early gay liberation ideology and queer theory in his recent, fascinating study, One Dimensional Queer. Like Duberman, Ferguson argues that the drive toward assimilation in modern, mainstream gay white culture betrays the “multidimensional” social and political commitments that were the norm in the gay and lesbian movements for liberation coalescing around Stonewall.14 But, unlike Duberman’s more empirical account, Ferguson’s seeks at least in part to provide voice to the underrepresented constituencies whose central roles in the Stonewall uprising have been suppressed by assimilationist gay histories: so, for instance, he shows how the sometime openness to gay and lesbian concerns of groups such as the Black Panthers has been occluded by the homophobia of a few of their more articulate spokespeople (such as Eldridge Cleaver), or, another instance, he introduces us to early transgender radicals whose multidimensional and anti-capitalist political agendas have been all but forgotten in the new gay normal in the United States. Such analysis shows us that we need not, indeed we should not, begin with the idea that gay thought was narrowly assimilationist in the late 1960s and 1970s—an idea, as I’ve suggested, I wish to bring to new readings of White and Holleran.
But in its focus on the ways the modern gay agenda has betrayed the radical ideas of early liberationists and become part of the problem with white patriarchy in the United States, Ferguson’s argument may be more polemical than historical. He does not take enough account of the ways in which white homosexuals, as Duberman makes clear, contributed to the emerging, non-assimilationist movement at the time of Stonewall. If Fergusson is rightly suspicious of the ways dominant constructions of gay white sexualities rely on race to advance privilege, and if he shows convincingly how strategies of white gay assimilation have conspired with that advancement, he, nevertheless, seems to me to essentialize white homosexuality if only by failing to document alternative histories that do not suggest that all early white gay thought led directly to modern gay assimilation. I do not have space to articulate in detail my disagreement with this aspect of Ferguson’s otherwise useful and productive work. But a few words may suffice.
Like many queer theorists, Ferguson articulates what he sees as a problem with “one-dimensional” identity formulations among gay thinkers, so that white gay men can never qualify as part of the resistance he imagines from others. Much queer thought, not only Ferguson’s, routinely sets up white gay culture in an exclusionary binary relation to the queer as a way of defining and validating its resistant, non-normative politics. In this sense, “one-dimensional queerness” might seem to exist primarily as a rhetorical and recursive polemical gesture through which queer theory attempts to set itself up as gatekeeper to sexual non-normativity. In my reading, homosexuality in the United States has always been and continues to be formulated in relation to race, including whiteness. So, it seems to me we need to historicize in a more nuanced fashion the ways in which it does or does not contribute to structures of exclusionary white privilege. To the extent that queer theory tends to essentialize the conservative bias of mainstream modern gay and lesbian movements as the singular gay whiteness against which it defines its own non-normativity, it ironically seems to function within the parameters of an identity politics more intent on preserving than deconstructing a particular kind of difference.15
My reading of Holleran and White, however, suggests that whiteness, as John Hartigan explains, is “not a homogenous order or identity” but “a conflicted and heterogenous social position” (189), and that its construction throughout the last century was at least implicitly understood to be dependent on sex.16 My reading is intended to show that the fictions I study, with their irruptions into magic, are themselves locations for defining a more complex understanding of gay white ontologies. Underpinning my argument are studies by Mason Stokes and Siobhan Somerville (among others), who have both shown how non-reproductive masculine sexualities like homosexuality came in the twentieth century to be seen as a threat to racial, and, obviously, white reproduction. Somerville in particular outlines a history in which eugenicist discourses of race, were, at least in part, being used by sexologists to help define the specificity [and specific otherness] of homosexuality.17 So, even when the scientific literature began to move away from biologized notions of both sexuality and race, she continues, the two categories of difference persisted in influencing one another’s social fabrication: “two tabooed types of desire—interracial and homosexual—became linked in sexological and psychological discourse through the model of ‘abnormal’ sexual object choice.”18
Ferguson himself, in an earlier work, Aberrations in Black, outlines the ways in which sociological theory produced racial minorities as a site for the policing of aberrant sexualities and genders. Hence, he suggests that the normative construction of heterosexuality was linked to the production of whiteness.19 If we combine his insights with those of Somerville, we can reasonably conclude that queer persons of any color were being produced as bodies to be policed in the production of white heteronormativity.20 The difference marked by a visible queer sexuality was also a racial difference, and the threat queer men were assumed to pose to heteronormativity was historically perceived as being analogous to the fear of the sexuality of racial and ethnic minorities in the United States. Black, queer novelist Samuel Delaney remarks some of these intersections when he argues that homophobia in the United States originates partly as the result of a perception that homosexuals deliberately opt out of a cultural imperative to produce and reproduce that combined with proscriptions against miscegenation to enforce racial purity, white and black.21
To account more fully for Holleran’s and White’s novels, then, we need to take greater account of their representation of the shifting relations between whiteness and homosexuality that have been part of whiteness’s own identity crisis throughout the twentieth century.22 We need a hermeneutic that places anti-homophobic inquiry into dialectical relation with racial configurations of power, that unites queer theory, with its emphasis on deconstructive insights into identity, with whiteness studies. Ironically, we might find such a hermeneutic in Ferguson himself, whose Aberrations in Black has influentially articulated what he calls a “queer of color critique.”23 It is Ferguson who shows how configurations of race and other vectors of social power can be employed to stigmatize sexuality and, equally important, the ways sexuality can stand in for the stigmatizations of race. Although Ferguson develops his critique against a background of white patriarchal hegemony, his method of decoding a cultural field from a minority perspective within it, can also be employed to examine homophobia’s intersections with that other, “non-color,” whiteness, especially if we see that racial configuration as one that remains in flux in relation to its own privilege.24
Nocturnes for the King of Naples
One question posed by early gay authors was whether one could be both gay and white, at least as that race had been traditionally conceived. This question has been relentlessly deflected toward class, both by the authors and their critics. If we ask can one be both gay and middle class, the positive answer may seem clearer, because it has been shown to be true in the real world. But when we put race back into the equation, the answer is not so obvious. I propose that, at the least in 1978, one could not be gay and white outside the magic that fictions produced. Both White’s Nocturnes for the King of Naples and Holleran’s Dancer from the Dance provide some of the best statements we have of the ways competing conceptions of race and sexuality made (and perhaps continue to make) a coherent white gay subjectivity unlikely if not impossible. And they do so by imagining white gay being in terms that evoke the unreal, the supernatural over and against a more oppressive reality. In White’s novel, the point is more metaphysical than sociological, so it is there I will begin.
Edmund White’s Nocturnes for the King of Naples has often, and rightly, been called a Baroque novel because its story and structure—and the brilliant style in which both are achieved—recall the excesses of ornamentation that characterize the Baroque movement. The elaborate metaphorical structure of White’s language, and its extraordinary meta-linguistic attention to itself, evoke a high degree of emotion in the reader and gesture toward a revelation of the spirit immanent in its characters’ actions. The novel is written in second person, addressed to the narrator’s now-dead lover, who is evoked only as “you.” And this “you” becomes capacious in its ability to manifest ideas in the text, not the least of which is a notion of the persistence of love across multiple bodies, thus elevating gay desire to a matter of spirit. At the end of the novel, for instance, the narrator finds himself musing while on a boat journey that may represent a stage in that all-too-important real-life ritual celebrated by gay New Yorkers in the late twentieth century, a weekend trip to Fire Island.As I looked at the other passengers, I could easily pick out those expressionless, intriguing beauties I address as you, those same faces, dark or fair, brooding or elated, whom I’d always believed I could love, even if I’d seen them only for a moment on a train or a bus or passing on the street as I headed away from your dinner table, your saints, into the noisy, quickening night….25



But it is not the real world that concerns the narrator. White is providing a spiritual context to that most abjected of desires at the time, homosexual love. He does so because “you” is addressed throughout the novel as a god-like figure surrounded by saints, and his love is represented as a potentially stable presence providing meaning and spiritual validation through all the permutations of the narrator’s quotidian reality.
We might then discern in a sentence such as the one I cited—and this same style is repeated throughout the novel—the way White infuses his representation of gay being with an otherworldly splendor, one that seems a response to the ways dominant (and white, Eurocentric) culture has hoarded its spiritual resources for its exclusive use. And thus we see the otherworldly dimension of the novel’s representation of gay life that I am associating with the strategies of magical realism. In Nocturnes’ formal harking back to a longstanding and normative Western aesthetic tradition, its partial setting in Europe, and its extraordinarily learned references to Western and world culture, even religious culture, the novel situates itself in relation to whiteness. It is very easy to say, as many not entirely unfairly have done, that the gaze toward Europe and high culture in Edmund White’s work is the most white thing about it. (For novelist Diane Johnson, this hankering after Europe is a mark of White’s Midwestern heritage, which, too, at least within a mythic, racist American imaginary, can make his work seem quintessentially white.) But by seeing this novel as simply appropriating white privilege, we miss its implicit criticism of a culture that accedes only to its own control of the sources of spirit and meaning.
We might put this more baldly. One achievement of White’s novel is to queer the West and its heteronormative whiteness, to pull both down to the low and dirty level of gay sex, and yet still declare such desire a source of meaningful, spiritual interaction. The novel’s infamous opening provides just such a recognition of the magic of gay spirit when White dares describe those crumbling warehouses along the Hudson (that were, in the 1970s, fertile cruising grounds for gay men) as places of worship, “cathedral[s]” in which men ignored “everything in their search for the god among us” (4, 5). Although this moment is not like those absolute eruptions into alternate, magical reality that help delimit the boundaries of colonial or ethnic magical realisms, the language White uses to describe gay cruising, in what was even in the 1970s an infamous public sex space, re-signifies such actions in transformative, sacerdotal terms that hint at divinity: the men are “communicants telling beads” on buttons pierced through denim (presumably at the groin) and “celebrants” who raise a flame (presumably lighted cigarettes) in the darkness (4). So, Nocturnes for the King of Naples is framed by visions of (even white) gay desire that, in 1978, cannot have been seen as anything but magical—sub-natural images of gay sex and desire integrated into a dominant American culture that had always imagined itself as the Other to its magical margins.26 If this desire reveals its racist overtones in marking that dominant culture by and large white, it also fashions a relation between gay desire and its background culture not unlike the one we find in Kenan’s A Visitation of Spirits. In both novels, a world of spirit infuses a representation of homosexuality that is otherwise imagined differently in the novels’ everyday worlds.
One effect of what I might call the novel’s epistolary structure—its form of written address to another who is never actually present—is that it fashions gayness as a divided ontology. On the one hand, there is the lover addressed by the narrator who is, I have already suggested, god-like in his cultural and moral superiority. Like a king, “you” is surrounded by “tribute bearers assembled before the throne in their native regalia” (13). He is omnipresent, “everywhere beside me,” the narrator says (22). He is a somewhat inscrutable god who demands interpretation and who may or may not reveal himself:Was I unworthy of the gift you’d offered? Had I summoned you with kabbala alone (the thousand readings of the letter Aleph that begins Leviticus) but not been ready for your coming? Now that I am ready you have hidden your face. (32)



He is also a figure who fits effortlessly into a white world and culture that has traditionally been seen to exclude homosexuality (and this belonging, may also have been a fantasy of White himself, on whom the older lover is, in part, modeled). His friends are cosmopolitan elites and intellectual leaders, “saints” as the narrator calls them (35). Although this type of idolization on the part of the narrator is easily read in realistic terms (the narrator himself mocks his own mythmaking in the novel), what is extraordinary is the effort White expends on idealizing this “you” figure and the love he offers the narrator. What we miss if we read the novel realistically is its vision, expressed in supernatural and mythic terms, of gay love as spiritually significant and culturally central—as, in short, white. We miss the point that this love still needs to be constructed as a myth for the novel to make sense in the real world of its initial readers.
And, to be sure, White employs this myth to critique the decadent, shallow, and material nature of bourgeois white culture. He fashions the older “you” as someone who saves the younger narrator from the emotionally alienated and sexually troubled world of his family. We learn, for instance, that the narrator’s mother asphyxiated herself along with the boy’s dog, Tim, after his father left her. More to the point, early in the novel, the narrator attends a party at the house of his father, a man who at first fails to recognize his son, but who is also, it seems, charged with incestual desire for him. The narrator and his lover, “you,” are staying “just across the water,” at a remove from such decadence (9). The novel is suspicious of the monied world from which the narrator comes: “Now I can see,” he writes, “that my father kept his miserable little company in tow by paying out the two most common leads—money and excitement” (104). White is critical of the bland drive toward assimilation to such a world the narrator seems capable of indulging: at one point, in puzzled response to his father’s liberal, seemingly disinterested inquiry about whether he prefers men or women, the narrator says, “I only want to preserve his equanimity and our semblance of … normality, I suppose. Yes. Normality. I long for us to be ordinary citizens …” (104). That the dead lover, and his spiritualized gay love, is seen as the counter to what we might now see as heteronormativity is also something rather fantastic in this novel.
But what Nocturnes really seems to go after is the opposite of this idealized gay love that is in part made legitimate by its white cultural reference. The novel is highly critical of the narrator’s lived experience without his lover. Outside the novel’s fantastic evocation of white gayness lies a world in which the narrator’s sexuality is represented as material, alienating, and potentially predatory, one in which he sees himself dwindling into a ghost-like being that represents a state of death and entrapment rather than living. The narrator refers to himself as a ghost on more than one occasion in the novel. He sees himself as Lazarus attempting (with little success) to resurrect from the dead. And at the end he compares himself to a photograph of a civil war soldier, trapped forever in a rigid pose. All these instances suggest the opposite of the magical world of being imagined in the novel’s representation of “you.” The key to the narrator’s real sexual malaise, however, may very well come in the chapter in which he describes his relationship with an actor, Craig, and their multiple stagings of sexual fantasies in the theater in which they have taken up residence. In these scenes, sex becomes a type of theater, playacting, rather than the richly immersive cultural and spiritual experience provided by the novel’s fantasy of a union between the narrator and his narrated lover. What, finally, the narrator is left with is fiction, an attempt to write out his own confession with the hope of bringing back into existence the god he had rejected. And, indeed, the narrator only comes into being as a speaking voice or authorial figure who never again gets close to the real love within white gay being this Baroque novel represents only through mythmaking, fantasy, and magical idealization.
I am suggesting, then, that the mixture of seen and unseen, real and otherworldly, fleshly and spiritual voices that we might read in Nocturnes for the King of Naples is more in line with the ontological projects of magical realism than might at first seem to be the case, and that the novel’s questions around magical ontologies are woven securely into the traditionally privileged epistemological sphere of whiteness. Nocturnes does not represent magical realism in the strict sense. As it is always clear that the narrator is evoking memories of a time past, the novel is literally realistic. But the novel puts into play different conceptions of ontology, written as it is in a form in which the voice of the gay narrator comes into being only in conversation with another, a “you,” who is literally not there although he has the power to confer or withhold recognition and being. It is not simply sexual but also racial ontology that is at stake in this odd evocation of the supernatural among the living, for in the dialectical address of the narrator and his lost lover we can find represented at least two forms of gay whiteness: a fantasy form, associated with the “you” evoked by the narrator, one in which white privilege meshes happily with gay difference, and another, more abject version in which the narrator is literally, linguistically, inscripted as the other to that fantasy of whiteness. As I’ve already suggested, the narrator is himself a child of white privilege—his milieu is decidedly white, upper-class. And, without doubt, his fantasy is guided by the norms of this privilege. But the novel also reveals his inability to achieve a secure sense of sexual ontological integrity as a white gay man—a queerer reading might see that in his rejection of his older lover, the narrator actively resists such a secure self, even as he chastises himself for doing so.
Accordingly, although Nocturnes for the King of Naples is a novel whose frame of intellectual reference is unarguably white, Eurocentric, and privileged, it is structured in such a way to suggest that white gayness is something of a fantasy rather than a real possibility and that the narrator’s sexuality places him at a double remove from his own whiteness (i.e., from the cloying bourgeois world of his family and the brilliant reverse mirror of that world represented by the always evanescent “you”). Gay whiteness in the novel is not simply represented in fiction; it is represented as fiction within a fiction, an unreality this early gay novel struggled to represent perhaps before it existed ontologically in the culture. So, if that fantasy encodes desire for whiteness as a norm of gay living, a desire that achieves prominence in later gay thought, here such desire is revealed as a lack, a desire for what does not yet exist.27
Dancer from the Dance
What is at stake racially in these magical formulations of gay desire in early white gay male literature is perhaps made clearer in Holleran’s Dancer from the Dance, for, unlike White’s novel, Holleran’s makes specific reference to a racial and sexual world outside whiteness. Dancer from the Dance appeared to extraordinary acclaim when it was first published, and its appeal seems not to have diminished, owing possibly to Holleran’s beautiful prose and the way it mythologizes the many joys of gay life in New York in the seventies. Evoking its protagonist Anthony Malone as the observed of all observers, the novel charts his emergence into and disappearance from the rarified world it portrays. The story told by the novel largely concerns Malone’s brief and relatively disastrous love affair with a volatile Italian American from New Jersey, Frankie Oliveiri, and his subsequent, shorter-live liaisons with a series of other Latin men: “Rafael, or Jesus, or Luis”.28 But one of the things that make this novel relevant to magical realism is Malone’s exit from it, for at the climax, after a decade as the most desirable man in New York, Malone leaves a huge party on Fire Island by swimming into the bay toward the mainland. He is never to be heard from again, which, I will suggest, seems to make him a bit like another, more famous beauty who disappears miraculously in the magical realist canon, Remedios the Beauty, from Gabriel García Márquez’s genre-defining One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967; English translation 1970).
On one level, Dancer from the Dance is a gay tale of growing old and losing one’s beauty as well as a lament for failed love. These aspects of the novel are best understood through its famous framing device. In it, two friends (one who has left New York and one who remains) discuss a novel written by the New Yorker, a novel about Malone, his larger-than-life, transsexual friend Sutherland, and that great gay experiment in living that took place in New York in the 1970s. As is the title of Holleran’s actual novel, which obviously alludes to W. B. Yeats’s “Among School Children,” the title of this novel-within-a-novel, Wild Swans, is also presumably an allusion to Yeats. In “The Wild Swans at Coole,” the Irish poet writes appropriately enough about his speaker’s melancholic observation of enduring nature, symbolized by the unchanging presence of the swans at Coole park, while he himself continues to grow old and wither.
The device of the novel-within-a-novel allows Holleran to suggest there is an outside to the world he is going to present to us, and one point of the framing letters is to call into question the validity of the world and lifestyle described in Wild Swans. It raises the question of why one would write a gay novel at all, the questioning of which is surely one of the ways gay life was necessarily set outside white, heteronormative, colonial, patriarchy (which has never ceased to novelize itself!). One effect of the framing device, then, is to suggest that everything about which we are to read exists outside reality, so that we might wonder whether the gay living represented in Wild Swans is, itself, a magical representation outside the history of the normative or the “real.”
In describing his gay subjects, the unnamed author does a little mythmaking himself:most fags are as boring as straight people … I have no desire to write about them.… But … that tiny subspecies of homosexual, the doomed queen, who puts the car in gear and drives right off the cliff! That fascinates me. The fags who consider themselves worthless because they are queer, and who fall into degradation and sordidness! It was those whom Christ befriended … (18)



Such musings on a subspecies do not, of course, make for generic magical realism. As Holleran’s younger contemporary David Leavitt suggested, there is a simple sociological explanation for the multiple layers of reality described in Dancer from the Dance: Holleran and White wrote, he says, in “response to living in the middle of a gay community forming in reaction to a homophobic exterior” (51). But the doomed queens Holleran loves are, as we see in the novel’s representation of Malone’s best friend, Sutherland, a version of humanity so alien to heterosexual life that they serve as myths for new ways of being. The recognition of varying degrees of gay being, then, effects a structure in Holleran’s novel similar to those found in magical realist texts that embody different responses to the colonial condition. Such layerings in magical realist work “unfurl,” as the editors of this collection write, “differential textures and latent potentialities entwined within the tightly knit formation of colonial reality.”29 And, as I will show, when we consider them in relation to the possibly magical disappearance of Malone, we come close indeed to something that is not, strictly speaking, sociological realism.
Notwithstanding the complexities of Holleran’s handling of these themes, which I am loathe to shortchange, the point I want to emphasize is that they emerge provocatively in fully raced discourses. So, Malone, a white, “golden hair[ed]” beauty (60), comes to be seen (at least on one level as “you” in White’s novel was) as a kind of supernatural figure of the white gay man in a world otherwise raced differently. Although his racial representation might seem to be complicated by a youth spent in Ceylon, his father is specifically identified as German-American and his mother Irish-American. He was born in Ohio, and from first to last he is characterized as longing for a kind of happiness he associates only with the white picket fences of small-town American life. In some of his very last words in the novel, he says “I’ll only be happy working in some little town in Idaho, and living a decent life” (232). Malone experiences a tension between his urban gay life and a more comfortable happiness recognized in the white, middle-class America from which he, as a gay man, is separated. His story is a tale of desire for a “decent” life outside the racially charged gay world of New York as well as a tale of the desire of the narrator and others for Malone’s clear, white-encoded beauty.
As we’ve already seen, the author of Wild Swans is fully cognizant of a bourgeois (and thus at least partly white-identified) homosexuality outside the gay communities forming in the large cities of America. But Dancer from the Dance seems to ask whether whiteness can or should exist within the vibrant, democratic, racially mixed community based on sex and dance that is New York in the 1970s. For Malone’s beauty notwithstanding, gayness in the novel is largely characterized by its interaction with and attraction to racial and ethnic Others, as New York’s gay characters, and especially Malone, are drawn time and again to those men the narrator calls the true “angels” of New York: dark-haired, dark-eyed Latins and Puerto Ricans (131). Such men, subtly differentiated from otherwise white characters, are everywhere, always available symbols of a strongly heated desire. If there is a certain disturbing exoticism to be discerned, we might still say that one salutary aspect of the novel is that in it dark men are taken seriously as objects (and later, I will suggest, subjects) of desire to be weighed and balanced against that other object of desire coded white, Malone. And if Malone is a man unable to assimilate fully to gay pleasures that are racialized in the novel, he is also an unattainable object of desire for other white gay men. So, their attraction to him seems problematically self-abnegating rather than joyously interracial. For all the problems we may discern in Holleran’s portrayal of a racially complex gay world, his most brilliant gesture may be to recognize that such a world is not unremarkably white, perhaps not suitable for whiteness, and that whiteness is not the sine qua non of gay desire.30
The gay ghetto in Dancer is literally a racialized space and the novel partly appeals to a democratic desire to break down binary racial identifications. Although there is ample evidence of racism in white gay communities in the 1970s, Holleran is probably correct when he represents gay life as also achieving at the least a type of social democracy in the open, multicultural places of gay congregation, especially on the dance floors of gay discos. David Bergman goes so far as to suggest there is a raceless, classless democracy of erotic beauty and desire memorialized in the discos of Dancer from the Dance that symbolizes one of the great pleasures and contributions of gay life to American culture.31 In one memorable passage, Holleran’s narrator evokes this democracy of the dance floor in his description of the Twelfth Floor disco where we are first introduced to Malone. Significantly, he omits the fact that the real venue on which this bar was based, the Tenth Floor, was, in fact, somewhat more exclusive. If my source can be trusted, it was a member’s only, primarily white gay bar.32 So, the representation of a raceless, classless democracy of gay life in Dancer is deliberate.
Certainly, I don’t mean to suggest that such fantasies of racial democracy, even in the real world, stand in place of committed action for political justice, a stand that the later history of the mainstream gay movement has failed to take. But the racial space represented in Holleran’s novel is important because it embraces, without obvious regret, the dominant association of even white homosexuality with racial and ethnic others that had been central in (homophobic) discourse in America throughout the twentieth century. In many ways, it seems to celebrate that otherness, that non-normality. As if to re-confirm the point, one of the novel’s final gestures is to suggest that Malone’s erstwhile lover, Frankie, who has beaten Malone during their relationship and threatened him throughout the remainder of his time in New York, comes to replace him in the elite society of beautiful men on Fire Island. So, the ghetto itself is seen as appropriating those darker-skinned men who had formerly been objects of desire and who now become, through an appreciative magic, subjects of desire in their own right.33 In his appearance on the circuit, Frankie becomes the most handsome man in town, and thus, by way of narratological strategy, catalyzes Malone’s disappearance. It is a gesture genuinely radical, then and now, that acknowledges that gay life cannot be easily defined as whiteness.
Of course the gay ghetto, as we note in Frankie’s stalking Malone, has a darker side that is problematically manifested in and as racial difference, not the least because of its power to overwhelm whiteness. In a comic moment that nevertheless savors of racism, Malone’s friend, the high-camp Sutherland, attempts to console Malone over the loss of Frankie. Gay men, presumably white ones, he says, are “enslaved” by “dark beauties” (94), and to the dark beauty of the gay ghetto. Even though, he continues, it is white rather than dark-skinned people who “understand” love and “really suffer the pangs of heartache” (95). Given that Malone himself is represented as a color-coded symbol of an almost ecstatic, religious vision of love thwarted by (sexually and racially) impure desires, the novel itself certainly could be read as endorsing this point of view. But I called the moment comic because as with nearly all Sutherland says, his words are camp, satiric, and not wholly to be taken at face value. They are composed, after all, as part of his own play for Malone, who rejects him, at least possibly because he is effeminate and white.
My point, though, is not to call Holleran out for racism. It is, rather, to suggest once again that Dancer from the Dance provides real evidence, if more were needed, of the ways America’s racial imaginary shapes (even white) gay subjectivity. Sutherland’s words may suggest that the racially charged gay ghetto of the 1970s is a threat to whiteness. But whether we understand that threat as whiteness’s evaporating into the race-free zone of the disco or magically disappearing from it, as does Malone, is open to debate. Dancer from the Dance reveals a potential aporia at the heart of white gay racial identities that may help explain why future assimilationist gay thinkers have been so concerned to disavow the experiments in social sculpting initiated in the 1970s. Holleran’s novel helps us see better an American history in which all sexuality is inherently racialized and in which all sexual liberties will always already be regulated by race.
Still, what makes the novel especially intriguing in this context is the way it uses elements of magical realism to explore the racialized sexuality of the gay ghetto. I return, then, to my earlier suggestion that Malone’s mysterious disappearance from the island ghettos of the novel replays thematic tropes similar to those found in García Márquez’s conception of Remedios the Beauty. For the most part, Malone fits seamlessly into the context of realistic representation in Wild Swans. But his mid-night swim brings him, albeit less clearly than in Remedios’s case, into a possible realm of myth and magic. In a realistic vein, various characters speculate that Malone kills himself, perishes in the infamous fire at the Everard Baths, or leaves Fire Island and Manhattan to pursue his own private dream in Idaho. Such tantalizing possibilities are dangled before the reader to explain Malone’s disappearance within the realistic framework of the novel. But because Holleran doesn’t finally assure us about the meaning or reality of his disappearance, none of the explanations offered closes down the possibility that Malone simply transcends the narrative structure of the novel in a way as magically real and thematically full as Remedios’s exit from Macondo.
As with Remedios’s ascension, Malone’s disappearance invites readers to question their sense of what is or is not true. And what seems resolutely not true in this racialized gay ghetto is its need for a certain type of whiteness reflected in Malone’s nostalgia for white middle America. The disappearance of such whiteness from the novel is, of course, magical in a literal sense, for valorizations of whiteness have not disappeared from gay American life, as assimilationist politics suggests. But perhaps more to the point, we might approach the issue through David Damrosch’s reading of Remedios. García Márquez, he says, creates this memorable character, in part, as an object of “men’s lust for the ‘eternal feminine,’” and in a way that “is both matter-of-fact and absurd, a kind of bringing down to earth of high-flown ideas of religious transcendence.”34 Malone does not, of course, reflect the eternal feminine, but he perspicuously embodies that eternal sublime object of homoerotic desire, the white gay man not sullied (at least in fantasy) by the supposed sins of his homosexuality. He is, we are told on his first entrance into the novel, flawless, except, as Sutherland points out, ironically, “he is still searching for love, when it should be perfectly clear to us all by now that there is no Mister Right, or Mister Wrong, for that matter” (55). In the paradoxes of a man who has had sex but still falls into the category of the innocent, a “chaste” “true lover” (33), Malone stands for a purity otherwise disallowed gay men at that time, and perhaps now.

But if, on one level, he represents a desirable magic in the homo-toxic world in which Holleran writes, if his innocence and beauty (like Remedios’s) inspires a not-to-be-discounted (indeed perhaps salutary) lust in all that see him, Holleran also satirizes his gay characters’ responses to Malone and his whiteness. Once again, Damrosch provides the clue when he writes that “García Márquez both accepts and satirizes the machismo of his male characters” through their response to Remedios the Beauty. In One Hundred Years of Solitude, Colombian men demonstrate a need to transform their lust for Remedios into religion, and the same can be said of Dancer from the Dance. Only in this case the religion is the pervasive worship of Malone exhibited throughout, which cannot be dissociated from his race. Malone’s admirers seem to need to possess, become one with, and legitimate themselves through a connection with his unattainable, infinitely desirable, indeed god-like, gay whiteness—and the purity imagined to come with it. Allowing Malone to exit the novel in such a mysterious way, Holleran suggests that what he represents is a fantasy, an unreality that, like the fantasy of possessing Remedios’s purity, only makes sense on a supernatural, not a natural, plane.

That I have reduced Malone in this essay to a symbol of whiteness should not obscure the many other things he represents in the novel, including someone whose beauty becomes a liability in relation to others’ perception of him. But given the racialization of the gay ghetto in Dancer from the Dance, Malone’s disappearance serves to remind us of an ontological position that does not comfortably exist there—the white gay man. It is a fantasy ideal that torments the gay men who succumb to it, and it disappears from the novel in Holleran’s parody of all those representations of the blonde-haired blue-eyed boy who struggles simply to be homosexual and normal.35 In a telling moment, Malone asks Sutherland “Do you sometimes not loathe being—gay?” It is, historically speaking, the reifying question of white gay identification with heteronormative patriarchy. And Sutherland responds aptly: “You … may be a homosexual manqué,” using a term that in its etymological history suggests a crippling lack in this particular homosexual who fails to live up to his own queerness (104). The ghetto of Dancer from the Dance is a world of darker realities than cannot be comprehended by such an innocent as Malone—and it’s in such a conclusion that the novel’s real magic is located. Holleran seems to leave it to other than white-identified gay men to forge new social connections outside the confines of their race, in the multidimensional gay world that has, perhaps, not yet come to pass.
Queer Magical Realism, Then
It will be clear that there are issues I have by-passed in my readings of Nocturnes for the King of Naples and Dancer from the Dance. Of most pressing concern is the representation (or non-representation) of African Americans in the novels. White simply takes no notice. And Holleran, despite his celebration of the racial democracy of the dance floor, primarily portrays African Americans as decorative accessories in the showroom that is the Twelfth Floor. Sutherland’s statement applauding two black gay men’s hats—“dinge are the only people who take hats seriously!” (48)—may be the novel’s most defining illustration of a camp sensibility that thrives by taking the absurd entirely seriously (or vice versa). But it is also racist, revelatory of the kinds of racial distinctions common among gay men in the period. Certainly, and perhaps equally damaging, both novels can also easily be read or misread as idealizing white gayness. As I’ve suggested, in some ways Malone surely must stand in for that white object of desire all-to-often venerated by gay men (myself included) across America in the decades since Dancer from the Dance was written. White’s idealized white beloved, “you,” has not proven so clear a role model for desire, but his evocation of Eurocentric gay perfection remains equally problematic. So, I do not mean to exonerate these novels fully from charges that they contribute to a racist culture within the archaeology of assimilationist gay thought.
But to see them only in such terms does not bring us either to a place of truth about the imperialist energies in them or to an understanding of how these energies may be directed elsewhere. The truth that I hope I have revealed adequately is that these novels dramatize the concerns of men (and I don’t mean simply the authors) who were themselves part of a despised minority. The novels reveal some of the ways two individual authors attempted to redeem that minority status, and they reveal glaringly the difficulties and culpabilities of doing so when one’s other intersectional affiliations are otherwise privileged ones. But they do not represent any special culpability on this count, and to dismiss them as single-issue novels is allowing their complexity to be belied by their critics’ simplicity. The intersections in which their sexuality is represented are numerous white ones, both privileged and not. These brilliant, revelatory novels are fashioned as part of a system of discourses primed to co-opt even the best ideas. But as White and Holleran show, these discourses can also be resisted even in the midst of one’s participation in them. A more adequate response to them, as I hope I have demonstrated, may be to show the complexity of their positions within the variety of oppressive (and privileging) discourses that have shaped them.
It may be most important to recognize the resistances to racial discourses (including white ones) that are also encoded in these novels. In both White and Holleran, gay whiteness comes primarily into visibility as a magical projection of something that is not fully there, and the lack of which constitutes an oppressive apparatus. Approaching these works through the lens of magical realism allows us to see how desires for gay whiteness in them are both real and repressed manifestations of desire, indeed repressive manifestations visited even upon white by white. Both novels remain at least somewhat skeptical of gay whiteness’s ability to effect gay legitimacy—even White’s in which the idealization of participation in Eurocentric culture bangs smack up against its exclusion of gay sex and queer thought. It is quite to the point that he portrays his narrator as a ghost who never quite achieves being, for White is aware that he remains a queer in the old fashion sense of the term. And Holleran, as we’ve seen, banishes Malone from his ghetto altogether. To be charitable, we might say he is just too good for the rest of us. But that, after all, is what many of us who disagree with the assimilationist turn in mainstream gay thought are also hoping to do: banish those spokespeople for that house in a small town, with a white picket fence that one buys after one’s gay marriage. If we recognize the perils of the assimilationist position, so, apparently, did Holleran. We might, then, read these novels not as they reflect the author’s failings to be as fully woke as we are, but as they reflect the unrealities of any attempt to make whiteness and gayness into a coherent ontological whole. If mainstream assimilationist thought has seemed to make that magic dream come true in recent years, we might, through the magic of our own queer reading, banish it, and read our literary heritage differently, more critically and more queerly. Through careful reading, we can isolate in these early novels discourses of resistance to an ontology that never seems to fully cohere except in the languages of an assimilation to white norms that is always only precarious.
Queer Magical Realism, Now
Even in the more ideologically conservative early twenty-first century, magical realism in gay literature disrupts easy associations with assimilationist norms. I can’t provide a thorough analysis of a complex play in my conclusion, but a few brief comments on Matthew Lopez’s The Inheritance, which I’ve already mentioned as evidence of the persistence of queer magical realism into the twenty-first century, may help us understand better how magical realism continues to shape gay American literature now. Lopez’s play was first staged by the Young Vic, in London, in March 2018, and was immediately popular. Its run was extended into the West End, and it won the Olivier Award as the best play of 2018. A gay re-working of E. M. Forster’s Howard’s End, no small part of The Inheritance’s queer conservatism (and indeed perhaps a rather assimilative gesture) is the homage it pays to a canonical work of English literature. But that it avails itself of magical, non-realist moments there can be no doubt. The play brings Forster himself on stage in the present to help this ensemble work’s large cast of young gay men learn to “tell [their] stor[ies].” The stories of “who [they] are,” “how [they] got here” (10). Early in the work, then, Lopez replays a durable feature of queer magical realism, its concern with gay being, gay ontology—not as something that simply is but as something that has to be constructed.
The emphasis on the salvific quality of history is, too, another dimension of the play’s conservatism. But Lopez puts this theme to more progressive uses when he varies the meaning of the house his main character Eric Glass inherits at the end of the play. In Forster’s novel, Ruth Wilcox leaves possession of her beloved country house, Howard’s End, to Margaret Schlegel, who, Ruth intuits, will honor its culture and history. In The Inheritance Eric Glass ultimately gains possession of a house from his friend Walter, the partner of Henry Wilcox (and later Eric’s husband and then ex-husband). In his day, Walter used his home to create a comfortable refuge for men dying of AIDS, and in doing so, incurred the displeasure of Henry, who imagined he might live free of a disease that, in his mind, seemed to symbolize the “plague” of his own homosexuality (64). But to the point, Eric’s qualifications for such an inheritance are his learned understanding of the ways his life, gay life, has been shaped by that so-called plague, the knowledge and history of the men who passed before him and who appear at the house as embodied ghosts. Like Margaret Schlegel, who stays at Howard’s End to help her sister and illegitimate nephew in a highly censorious Edwardian England, and like Walter, Eric, too, uses his inherited house to tend his friend, Leo, an ill and formerly destitute prostitute who does not comfortably fit into a conformist, early twenty-first-century gay life.
Admittedly, there is little in The Inheritance that takes it out of the realm of whiteness studies, per se. Indeed, the play has a white savior complex embodied by Forster, Walter, and Eric. But its queer whiteness is nevertheless complicated by magical irruptions of history that remind us of the precarious ground on which such identities stand. Once again, we recognize the queer (white) attempt to gain legitimacy in the world set against a social background that derogates homosexuality and undermines its ontological security. Magical Realism is not, of course, the only form in which to manifest such a theme in gay literature, but it seems particularly suitable to it. So, Forster’s appearance in The Inheritance insists on ways in which the characters’ queerness (and in most cases their whiteness) has been and continues to be shaped by the reality of their socially disorderly place in history. As a reminder of that disorder, Forster remarks that when he wrote his famous gay novel, Maurice (1913; published 1971), “… it was imperative that it have a happy ending. The newspapers were filled with too many stories that ended with a young lad dangling from a noose or carted off to prison for his nature” (242). Notwithstanding Lopez’s tone-deafness in using the racialized imagery of young men dangling from nooses, Forster consciously builds his novel around a reality that didn’t exist (revealing, thereby, the necessary magic of gay literature from its inception in the twentieth century).
And the presence of the ghosts of men dead from AIDS, whose companionship Eric finds and embraces in his newly inherited house, does not suggest that assimilative posture in which queer white men move away from their troubled past into a normative future. It reflects, rather, their need to take responsibility for and revise their past. For all its sentiment and cloying dependence on history for ontological justification, The Inheritance uses elements of magical realism to disrupt and reject over-simple understandings of white queerness and to chastise, in its own quiet ways, the supercilious superiority of queer characters like Henry Wilcox, who imagines he can, somehow, live free of the taint of his own history. So, even in more conservative modes in the twenty-first century, queer magical realism renders the seemingly monolithic history of queer whiteness an ironic impossibility. That irony gives the lie to gay assimilation and thus provides a way forward in the twenty-first century.
I am suggesting, then, that queer magical realism is, in fact, a literary reality. If it is not yet (or destined never to become) a fully defined grouping of type or genre, it is, at the least, a means for representing queer being in its disparate ontological modalities, even when, or especially when, whiteness is one of the modes. Far from merely instantiating a privileged space of one-dimensional white homosexuality, White’s and Holleran’s novels (as well as Lopez’s play) remind us of the continuing ontological precariousness of white gay identities in ways that remain important in the twenty-first century. Their seemingly intuitive uses of magic (for as far as I know, not one of these writers confesses to having been influenced by magical realist texts) provide them ways to reflect the disruption of gay identities that, in less ontologically complicated literary modes (among which I would include some queer theorizing), may seem more coherent than they are. The literary model White, Holleran, and Lopez create, as well as the complexity of our modes of reading that model, disrupt those assimilationist understandings of “one-dimensional” queerness that worry Duberman, Ferguson and other queer thinkers. There is no doubt as Ferguson argues that a “narrowing queer politics,” aligns “sexuality with the mainstream”.36 But, as queer magical realism suggests, such strategic political narratives do not make for ontological fact. Reading sexuality through race, even white races, and accounting for the ways discourses of sexuality are inherently disrupted by race, alerts us to the ways single-issue sexualities are themselves more magical than real. While a queer theory and politics may need to contest specific uses of their political gestures, we give them greater power than they deserve when we respond to them as if they shaped an ontological monolith. The stable white queer subject has not, so far, existed, except in our fantasies.
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	30.David Schopp argues that in his many allusions to Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby Holleran “interrogates the belief that only by resurrecting our individual or collective pasts can we hope to fashion our future” (154). Although he doesn’t speak specifically about race, and he takes a more sanguine approach to Malone than I perhaps do, Schopp’s point seems relevant to my sense of the ways Holleran interrogates dominant whiteness—as well as to my comments on Matthew Lopez later in this essay.
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	33.Damien Riggs distinguishes between a “logic of reciprocity that is appropriative rather than acknowledging” (10). Dancer imagines both possibilities, albeit equivocally. To the extent that Frankie is brought into gay culture, he is appropriated by it. To the extent that this culture is white, the narrative replicates a logic of privilege. But Holleran, as I suggest, also acknowledges some of the complex ways in which gay culture is not white at all. Hence, the ascendancy of Frankie may acknowledge the contributions of non-white peoples to the ghetto.
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The theorization of magical realism, from its origins to the present day, has been consistently marked by a tension between apparently opposing and incompatible emphases, which might be described as the transnational versus the national, the global versus the local, the postmodern versus the postcolonial, and the literary versus the anthropological. This tension is enshrined in Alejo Carpentier’s prologue to The Kingdom of This World (El Reino de Este Mundo 1949), in which he suggests that magical realism is a distinctively Latin American phenomenon arising from a “collective faith” in the marvelous, rendering it distinct from the “usual formulas” of European fantasy traditions.1 This tension is also reiterated in contemporary scholarship, which acknowledges magical realism’s development beyond Latin America but continues to deploy a similarly binary rhetoric contrasting the postcolonial, Indigenous, marginal and authentic against the postmodern, universal, cosmopolitan, and aesthetic. Mariano Siskind, for example, argues that magical realism “belongs organically to non-Western, or rather marginal, cultures” and rejects the work of “postmodern” practitioners, which “merely reproduce the technical gestures of magical realism” and “cannot ground their formalist magical realist stunts in a material reality.”2 Eric Camayd-Freixas argues that most scholars “lean towards an ethnological version of Magical Realism,” though it is truer to say that most invoke a bipartite definition that is inclusive of both ethnological and “literary” versions.3 Jeanne Delbaere, for example, differentiates between a type of magical realism that reflects genuine cultural beliefs, motivated by “a political determination to regain an identity largely eclipsed by colonialism and neo-colonialism,” and a type of magical realism that is “intellectual … purely verbal.”4 William Spindler distinguishes an “anthropological” form of magical realism, which represents the “pre-industrial beliefs … of developing countries” in support of “equality” and “the creation of new national identities,” from an “ontological” form of magical realism, which celebrates “the total freedom and creative possibilities of … the author.”5 Jesús Benito, Ana Manzanas, and Begoña Simal also introduce two competing visions of magical realism, insisting that “the full effect of a magical realist text depends on the faithful representation of a reality that admits no doubt,” owing to its emergence from societies where “a manifestly magical and multidimensional reality does permeate the everyday experience,” while also admitting a “consciously experimental strand” that is “ironizing, relativising, and questioning.”6 Christopher Warnes likewise differentiates a “faith-based” magical realism from an “irreverent” version, arguing that the latter “treats discourse as discourse” while the former “frequently translates it into being.”7

There are several observations one might make about the characterization of magical realism as a mode that leaves behind its rhetorical status as literature in certain, usually racialized, contexts. However, I would like to primarily attend to the perceived incongruity or incompatibility between the aesthetic (a property synonymous with “formulas,” “stunts,” “irreverence,” the “intellectual,” the “author,” the “experimental,” and “discourse”) and the postcolonial (which traffics in “faith,” the “organic,” the “material,” the “national,” “equality,” and “being”). As Bill Ashcroft argues, postcolonial studies have long demonstrated a suspicion of the aesthetic, which historically functioned as a “bourgeois imperialist technique of colonial marginalization,” most obviously through the canon, transcending the political through its appeal to a disingenuous humanism.8 The aesthetic is also conventionally associated with the decorative, trivial and feminine in ways that appear to conflict with the weighty agendas of postcolonial literatures.
Ashcroft, however, challenges what he sees as the continuing repudiation of the aesthetic in postcolonial theory by critiquing the fetishizing rhetoric of authentication that so often accompanies the production and consumption of postcolonial—particularly Indigenous—artifacts. Postcolonial and Indigenous works of art, like all cultural objects, do not arise in an osmotic or unmediated fashion, and neither do they emerge from cultures bound by a static and unadulterated tradition. Rather, they develop from socially ritualized and strategic processes of “intercultural exchange and transcultural dialogue.”9 Ashcroft argues that contemporary Australian Aboriginal Walpari dot paintings, for example, materialize from a series of techniques and practices derived in synergistic relationship with those of other Australian Aboriginal nations (such as the neighboring Papunya), and in response to the intervention of modern and Western frameworks of cultural production and consumption, with which Indigenous artists proactively engage. These frameworks intersect with what Kathleen Birrell describes as “the creation of the ‘Indigenous’ by the machinery of modernity” as an “international concept … defined by a unique and unassailable attachment to the past”—a form of strategic essentialism that facilitates historically based land claims, for instance, but that remains “highly fraught” for reiterating the Indigene’s occlusion from the present.10 Indeed, when it comes to Indigenous identity, we might regard it, as the Australian Aboriginal (Yiman and Bidjara) scholar and activist Marcia Langton does, as “a field of intersubjectivity in that it is remade over and over again in a process of dialogue, of imagination, of representation and interpretation.”11 All of this is to say that cultural artifacts—as much as cultural identities—especially in this age of globalization instated by colonialism, emerge from the space of a transnational imaginary. In such a context, while the concept of authenticity remains of utmost value in the global economy for postcolonial and Indigenous artifacts, it is problematic as a critical apparatus for theorizing the agency of cultural products. After all, surely every single artifact, as a temporal expression of a translocal culture, is as authentic (or inauthentic) as any other. The “authentic,” for Ashcroft, is thus “rendered meaningless.”12 He draws attention, instead, to the aesthetic form of the postcolonial artifact and what he calls its “material resonance.”13 In fact, he locates the possibility of political agency in the aesthetic and affective properties of the postcolonial work of art.
It is likewise the premise of this chapter that the aesthetic and affective properties of magical realism, rather than its authenticity, are the foundation of the mode’s potential to unsettle and transform hegemonic and discriminatory epistemologies. Indeed, this chapter argues that the prototypal magical realist technique of representing the magical as real, even in texts by Indigenous authors, is less an authentic representation of faith (as Carpentier first asserted) than a kind of formalist stunt (to redeploy Siskind’s terms), which implicitly mobilizes irony and its hermeneutic frisson. While the ironic staging of incongruity fundamental to the narrative form is often neutralized in ethnographic definitions—as in Suzanne Baker’s argument that magical realism’s “element of ‘unreality’ … only appears as ‘fantasy’ or ‘magic’ to the … reader” unfamiliar with the fantastical beliefs being conveyed14—such explanations are presumptuous (denying readers of faith the ability to read literarily, for example), misrepresentative (because the fantastical episodes in magical realist texts do not consistently correlate with cultural myths) and, indeed, counter-intuitive (given that magical realist literature’s distinctiveness as a mode relies on its striking antinomy). Indeed, magical realism’s interest in ironizing discourse is often highlighted or exaggerated through parodic or satiric stratagems.
Irony is hardly a heuristic anathema to postcolonial critique. As Linda Hutcheon argues, despite irony’s reputation for cosmopolitan frippery, irony is not just a “discursive practice or strategy” but a “social and political scene,” where the “superimposition or rubbing together of … meanings (the said and plural unsaid)” carries a “critical edge” or “affective ‘charge’ … that cannot be ignored,” drawing attention to the “(many) different discursive communities” from which we make sense of things and the possibility that we, as readers or listeners, are not always in a position “to fix meaning securely.”15 Irony is also “a ‘weighted’ mode of discourse in the sense that it is asymmetrical, unbalanced in favour of the silent and the unsaid,” facilitating challenges to “the single-voicing of authoritative discourse.”16 However, Hutcheon clarifies that it is “not the two ‘poles’ themselves” but the “hermeneutic movement between them” that engenders irony’s radical epistemological uncertainty.17
While Hutcheon clarifies that irony’s uses and effects are unpredictable, the value of irony’s ambiguity and dynamism in postcolonial contexts is usefully theorized by Gerald Vizenor, the prolific Native American (anishinaabe) writer and literary scholar. Vizenor is an important figure for this chapter, because he identifies a “vital irony” in literature as evidence of the “survivance” of Native Americans.18 The neologism “survivance” is Vizenor’s attempt to harness language’s dialogical energies to convey a sense of the survival/endurance of Native Americans in a way that transcends stereotypes of “absence, literary tragedy, nihility, and victimry,” as well as identities of “mere commerce and simulation of romance and nostalgia,” precisely because it is manifested through “the pitch and turn of native mockery and irony.”19 It is through irony that natives or “varionatives”—as opposed to the simulacra of “Indians”—are “secured as the unnameable,” as identities under erasure, escaping definition by a colonial “scientism” of biology or anthropology, or by “fickle crystal setters in search of the authentic and overreal.”20 Natives are, instead, liberated as “fugitives,” maintaining their “sovereignty of motion … the ability and the vision to move in imagination.”21 Notably, the Native American literature that Vizenor identifies as enlivened by survivance (the work of Thomas King, Louise Erdrich, and Sherman Alexie, for example) is often classified as magical realist, though Vizenor prefers the term “mythic verism.”22 Vizenor’s avoidance of the magical realist label attests to the ways in which the rubric has lost much of its aesthetic and political vitality. Magical realism has itself become one of those “terminal simulations” or racialized stereotypes that Vizenor repeatedly condemns; it has become a literary category appropriated by “those who truly believe in Indians.”23 However, Vizenor’s theorization of an ironic postcolonial magical realism may very well be the key to bringing about a renewed transcultural engagement with the literary form.
It is a view I aim to justify through a close reading of three magical realist novels, Plains of Promise (1997), Carpentaria (2006) and The Swan Book (2013), by the Australian Aboriginal (Waanyi) writer Alexis Wright. Certainly, Vizenor’s theorization of the subversive energies of irony resonates strongly with Wright’s magical realist texts. That resonance is partly the result of a shared context—“the brutal impact of the colonial encounter” and the ways in which “Indigenous collective identities have been heavily shaped by external factors”—which renders a comparative approach “especially suited to a study of Indigenous literatures.”24 However, it is also because magical realism’s development as a transnational literary form distinguished by irony induces a comparative methodology duly attentive to that defining generic characteristic. In Wright’s magical realist fiction, irony is certainly hard to miss, given the ways in which it is typically amplified with parody and satire as strategies intrinsic to her postcolonial agenda of historical and sociocultural contest. Her ironic novels use comic energies to underscore and undermine the doublespeak of colonialism, to complicate monological and static versions of Indigenous identities, to create opportunities for epistemological and sensory experiences of indeterminacy and recalibration, and to provide vehicles for the emergent energies of Indigenous survivance as evidence of Indigenous sovereignty. It is therefore vital that we attend not to the authenticity but to the aesthetic of postcolonial magical realist literature as fundamental to its agency.
Plains of Promise (1997)
In Australia, magical realism is by no means a minority form of literature. Many of the country’s major novelists have experimented with magical realism to ironize the foundational lies of the colonial past—such as the original myth of terra nullius, which held that Australia was not meaningfully occupied prior to European settlement—and of a complex present in which “postcolonial forces contend with hegemonic colonial legacies or emergent neocolonial practices.”25 Writers who identify as Aboriginal Australian—such as Kim Scott, Sam Watson, and the more controversial Colin Johnson or Mudrooroo (whose Indigeneity and substantial body of work have been discredited in a demonstration of the fraught politics of literary authenticity)—have contributed key works to Australia’s magical realist canon, destabilizing univocal colonial versions of the “real” through their ironic operations and revealing the survivance and sovereignty of Indigenous nations, which trace a living history back some 65,000 years.
Wright’s magical realist fiction, like that of other Aboriginal Australian writers, is often ethnographically interpreted in relation to that ancient cultural history. The white-Australian critic Alison Ravenscroft, for example, even disputes the appropriateness of reading Wright’s novels as magical realist literature, arguing the category embodies a “positivism in … reading practices”26 that defuses the “bewilderment” more appropriately occasioned by Wright’s work.27 Indeed, she describes Wright’s first novel as “necessarily and radically unintelligible to me as a white woman,” informed as it is by the “foreign” epistemology of “Indigenous law.”28 Here Ravenscroft essentially upholds the distinction between the aesthetic (represented by the entire category of magical realism this time) and the Indigenous (authenticated by nothing less than the “law”). Plains of Promise does engage with Indigenous Law—originally called the “Dreamtime” or the “Dreaming” by Western anthropologists—which might be described as a system of environmental knowledge and sociopolitical regulation embodied in myths and rituals that form not “a marker of ‘culture’,” as represented in the colonial imaginary, but “a source of authority and judgement.”29 However, the novel does so in ways enlivened by the oxymoronic strategies of magical realism, which are, contrary to Ravenscroft’s assertion, eminently recognizable to Western readers. Certainly, there are ample grounds to read Plains of Promise as a transcultural artifact, rather than an ethnographic object signifying only cultural difference. Wright herself has referred to the influence of magical realist writers, such as Keri Hulme, Gunter Gräss, Gabriel García Márquez, Salman Rushdie, and Toni Morrison on her work,30 and Wright’s Plains of Promise clearly belongs to a “self-conscious … global, post-modern, literary mode” that “pays homage to that cross-cultural affiliation, that fellowship.”31
Like Hulme’s The Bone People (1984) and Morrison’s Beloved (1987), Wright’s novel concerns the occluded story of a traumatized child whose suffering is related to colonial history. Ivy Koopundi is one of the so-called Stolen Generation of Aboriginal Australia, a mixed-heritage child removed from her Aboriginal mother and relocated to a Christian mission in response to a culturally destructive—indeed, genocidal—assimilationist policy in twentieth-century Australian history. As in One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967), a banana plantation has an integral role in the trauma represented by the novel. Ivy is raped there by the mission’s Reverend Erroll Jipp, who is ironically described as possessed “with full powers for the protection of … eight hundred or so Aboriginal inmates under state laws” (Wright 1997, 5). It is a crime that is never recognized. However, Ivy endures to haunt and provoke successive generations. Indeed, despite the solemn historical subject matter, Wright’s novel demonstrates a strong sense of the Rushdie-esque absurd, as apparent in the belly-dancing classes offered to the damaged inmates of the Sycamore Heights Mental Health and Research Institution (which come to include Ivy) or the cartoon-like explosion that takes place in the outback shack Ivy inhabits prior to institutionalization. That explosion catches an attacking dog called Pal “in mid-air” so that all that is left of him the next day is the “white tip of his tail” (198).
In Wright’s literary practice, we consistently see evidence of a comic and ironic sensibility that refuses submission to the tragedies of colonialism and to the closures of literalism. For instance, Wright’s novel is acutely aware of the doublespeak and dissimulations of colonial discourse, that is, the tendency for colonial discourse to mean one thing for the colonizers and something altogether different for the colonized. The title of the novel alone—in ways reminiscent of Thomas King’s Green Grass, Running Water (1994)—parodies a phrase used by the first pastoralists in the Gulf of Carpentaria in Northern Australia, the homeland of Wright’s family and the Waanyi people. The pastoralists described the grasslands there as “plains of promise” for their cattle. Wright explains: “it might have been ‘plains of promise’ for them … but it wasn’t for us.”32 The novel explicitly condemns the pastoral industry—which “enjoys an iconic status in white Australian mythology as the home of some of its pastoral heroes: the stockman, the shearer and the drover”33—as in fact “forged by Aboriginal men and women who lived in slavery, bound to the most uncivilized and cruellest people their world had ever known” (Wright 1997, 133).
Published in the same year as the 1997 Bringing Them Home Report, which was the result of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families, Plains of Promise also illustrates the disjunction between the allegedly protectionist practice of removing Aboriginal children from their families in order to assimilate them into white-Australian society and the devastating reality of its outcomes. In fact, Wright’s narrative explicitly reflects on the ways in which words such as “Protection” and “Assimilation” were simply “different words that amounted to annihilation … The white people wanted everyone to become white, to think white. Skin and all” (74). That destructiveness is revealed in the novel’s plot, not only in relation to Ivy but also her grieving mother. Ivy’s mother becomes suicidal when her daughter is removed from her care. She suffers from traumatic visions of “small and faceless” men, who visit her in “the blackness of the night … trying to rip her apart” (14), and of a blackbird—a crow—that attempts to peck her to death, with these images demonstrating how magical realism can often be metaphorically interpreted, as Jenni Adams suggests, as “a dramatization of” or “a symbolic substitution for an unknowable and unnarratable historical extremity.”34 Soon after this episode, Ivy’s mother uses kerosene to transform herself into a “human fireball” (Wright 2006, 15), seemingly triggering a spate of similar suicides among other Aboriginal women. Following the dramatic events, the mission staff come to believe, according to the terms of their Christian faith, that Ivy is a “bad apple” (23). Indeed, she becomes an Eve-like scapegoat (as implied by her name) who is blamed for introducing death to “God’s paradise on earth” (37). This paradise even has a “God’s tree” (3), albeit an imported Poinciana, which Jipp planted upon establishing the mission. The narrative, however, thoroughly undermines the Christian allegory to critique both the misogynistic scapegoating of the feminine and the mythical integrity of the colonial mission. While Jipp brands Ivy a “She-devil” (32), he is the one who violates her in the banana plantation, as we have seen. Jipp’s bananas also make the other mission children sick, and the plantation ends up doubling as a cemetery, suggesting that it is the colonist who is responsible for introducing the supernatural “fruit” of sin—maternal suffering and death—to the Aboriginal world.
The complex intertextual and heteroglossic strategies of Wright’s novel are consistent with Vizenor’s understanding of magical realism (or mythic verism) as a form of “trickster discourse” or “language game” through which “the world is ‘deconstructed.’”35 However, it is not only the colonists’ destructive fantasies that are deconstructed in Wright’s text; the self-destructive supernatural beliefs of the Indigenous characters are also ironized, recalling Vizenor’s affirmation of “the treat of trickster stories over monotheism.”36 In Plains of Promise, the Aboriginal characters scapegoat Ivy as much as the Christian characters, blaming her, rather than colonialism, for their dire predicament. They describe Ivy as a “disease carrier” from a “Sickness country” (Wright 1997, 56), identifying her with the crow that occupies Jipp’s Poinciana tree. Indeed, the children of the mission call Ivy “the crow’s Time-keeper” (22). When Ivy is cast out of the mission after falling pregnant to Jipp, the narrative attends to how misogynistic scapegoating—the belief in “black witches” (71)—excuses the abusive actions of the Aboriginal men who likewise persecute Ivy. Such scapegoating is parodied when an isolated Ivy later appears as “a wild woman who lived with the goats” and who has “white hair like a goat’s, down to the ground”. Irony here frees Ivy from the determinism of gender ideology.
Wright’s novel also resists cultural reification through its representation of the elderly Chinese man Pilot—his name further evidence of the Christological allegory or parody available through an ironic reading of Wright’s text—as a keeper of Indigenous Law. Indeed, it is Pilot who features in a key episode of supernaturalism. After his mysterious murder and mock-crucifixion, the spirit of Pilot rises from his grave, with the important message: “Draw no simple conclusions” (140; emphasis in original). Apparitions are a common aesthetic device in magical realist texts. There is the ghost of the murdered slave-child Beloved in Morrison’s novel, and the ghost of Prudencio Aguilar in One Hundred Years of Solitude. Such apparitions, for Lyn Di Iorio Sandín and Richard Perez, often serve to signal a “repressed history or discursive formation … in a manner that is catalytic.”37 This is certainly the case when it comes to Pilot’s ghost. Following his ascension, Aboriginal elders reveal that they had been surreptitiously working with the Chinese man to return Ivy to her homeland according to a “Law” described as carrying far greater weight than that of the “Australian government” (Wright 1997, 144). Pilot’s ghost thus exposes a new way of understanding the poisonous Ivy, which resonates with the specter’s advice against drawing “simple conclusions” and which implies an Indigenous “plot” lying beneath and beyond the apparent “plot” of colonialism.
That shift in context and meaning is consistent with the work of irony and metaphor, which bring about hermeneutic disruption and transformation. Notably, the transfiguration of Ivy’s story is achieved through the metaphor of the crow, which is endowed with ominous powers in ways that resonate with transcultural mythological and gothic traditions—as well as with Robert Kroetsch’s magical realist novel What The Crow Said (1978)—and which is engaged with “prolifically and ambiguously” in Wright’s text.38 The crow’s affiliation with Ivy, as well as her predecessors and descendants, means that it often functions as a gothic symbol of “transgenerational haunting.”39 Much like a ghost, it provides a conspicuous symbol through which the text highlights a repressed and traumatic history: the theft of children by a colonial bureaucracy; the despair of successive generations of Aboriginal mothers. However, the crow ultimately comes to signify something beyond this, metaphorically evoking a 65,000-year-old system of Indigenous knowledge and ecological jurisprudence that radically recasts Ivy’s story and the entire meaning of the novel outside the realm of European colonialism.
In the final section of the novel, the crow is befriended by Ivy’s daughter Mary (whose name provides further evidence of the novel’s parodic Christian typology). Placed with a white family in the city as an infant and knowing nothing about her Aboriginal ancestry—“all traces of her past had been removed” (Wright 1997, 209)—Mary makes a pet of the visiting crow as she begins attempting to find her Aboriginal mother. At the narrative’s close, Mary and her daughter are in a plane above the area where Ivy by now lives in a bush camp. While Mary is unaware of the significance of their location, it becomes clear that they are flying over their matrilineal homeland. The pilot—who brings to mind Pilot’s supernatural ascension and his secret quest to return Ivy to her people—points out a “Disappearing Lake” on the ground below (302). The lake is filling with water for the first time in thirty years, with “thousands of waterbirds returning … as if they had known” (302). Upon seeing this “magic” spectacle (302), Mary remembers an enigmatic story, related to her by an Aboriginal elder, about a powerful waterbird, which becomes separated from its flock during the annual migration. Crows, described as “greedy and evil” (303; emphasis in original), steal the waterbird away from the Disappearing Lake so that “the secret of the lake went away with them” (304; emphasis in original). The crows here seem to take on new meaning as a potential metaphor or totem for a group of Aboriginal people. Moreover, Ivy and the Koopundi women are cast as regenerative waterbirds. In fact, they are “unsuspecting carriers” (304; emphasis in original) of Indigenous Law, that is, of the kind of culturally enshrined wisdom about an ephemeral water source necessary to Aboriginal survival over millennia.
Vizenor comments on the importance of metaphor, and of animal metaphors in particular, to Native American magical realist literature. Describing ravens and crows as “native tricksters, a union of pushy, avian mongrels, trust breakers, thieves, and astute healers,” he argues that animal metaphors are important in magical realist narratives because they often provide the “actual moment of an aesthetic conversion.”40 Vizenor is unequivocal in linking the rhetorical operation of metaphor to that of irony, which engenders a shift in context and significance, whereby “one concept turns to another.”41 This is certainly the case when it comes to the metaphor of the crow—one of the “tricky tropes” of magical realism—in Wright’s novel.42 For it is through this unstable and polyvocal metaphor that Wright converts an apparent portrait of colonial victimization and trauma into a shimmering vision of the survivance of Aboriginality, epitomized by the lake forming in the barren landscape.
Wright’s novel, which works to expose the tenets and ruses of colonialism, is undoubtedly a magical realist text of postcolonial consequence. One might, like Ravenscroft, argue that the text’s challenge to the determining forces of imperialism needs to be honored by downplaying the literary strategies through which that challenge is communicated. Alternatively, one might embrace the “humanistic tease, vital irony, spirit, cast of mind, and moral courage” that we find in Wright’s novel as it subverts colonial epistemologies through the aesthetic strategies of magical realism.43
Carpentaria (2006)
Wright’s second magical realist novel Carpentaria (2006) has been similarly framed by an ethnographic and authenticating discourse. The white-Australian scholar Jane Gleeson-White, for example, describes the novel’s magical realism as a fusion of “Western realism and Australian regional Indigenous realities.”44 Here Gleeson-White touches on a familiar binary that aligns the West with the discursive (“realism”) and the Indigenous with a superior ontological weight (“realities”), providing evidence of what Vizenor sardonically describes as the West’s fetishization of the Indigenous “overreal.”45 However, as Diane Molloy argues, Carpentaria’s magical realist form in fact instantiates an ironic and carnivalesque aesthetic of playfulness and subversiveness, which is heightened by “parody, exaggeration and the comic” and which brings about a “liberation from the prevailing truth,” including when it comes to “official cultural frameworks for representations of Aboriginal people and culture.”46 To use Vizenor’s terms, what we see in Carpentaria is a postmodern work of “aesthetic activism” that “break[s] out of the heavy burdens of tradition with a tease of action and a sense of chance” in a dynamic instantiation of “native survivance.”47
Indeed, what I would like to focus on in my discussion here is the novel’s prolific and vital use of parody as a fecund heuristic for postcolonial critique, because its ironic hermeneutic so clearly complements that embodied by the magical realist narrative strategy. Parody, as Hutcheon argues, sets up a distance between “the background text being parodied and the new incorporating work” in a way that inherently mobilizes the heteroglossic energies of irony.48 For Vizenor, the “closure of meaning by cultural representation” is what “provides the situational potentiality of native tease, parody, mockery, and irony,”49 and Carpentaria exposes various “closed” or monological texts to dialogical rupturing and unsettling. The Christian Bible, as in Plains of Promise, is one target. In Australia, as in other nations, Christianity was profoundly implicated in the colonial project: in the ideological mystification of the material reality of invasion; in the relocation and management of Aboriginal populations, who were often bound to missions; and in the abolition and usurping of Indigenous systems of spirituality, which are, as we have seen, inseparable from Indigenous systems of jurisprudence. Referencing this destructive history, Carpentaria begins with a brief prologue, in which “innocent little black girls” (Wright 2006, 1) return from church to their homes in the rubbish dump outside Desperance, described as a “small coastal town … tucked away in the Gulf of Carpentaria” (44), where they recognize only the Christian concept of Armageddon in the “human fallout” (1) of colonialism. The novel then aborts that apocalyptic beginning, defined by colonial history, and replaces it with an extended representation of a pre-colonial Aboriginal origin story about a “creative serpent” that “came down those billions of years ago, to crawl on its heavy belly, all around the wet clay soils in the Gulf of Carpentaria” (1), shaping Desperance’s landscape, including its tidal coastline and river. That story, as the narrator explains, encodes an “inside knowledge” of ecology enshrined in a system of “Aboriginal Law handed down through ages since time began,” which preserves essential information about tides, “hidden underwater courses” in an environment that is often “bone-dry,” the shifting of “trade winds,” and the “climactic change” that comes with changing seasons (3). This knowledge is ritualistically consolidated through pilgrimages along so-called Dreaming Trails or Song Lines, which retrace the “underground river several kilometres wide, travelling from one side of the continent to the other” (446). Notably, though, these pilgrimages occur in convoys of motley cars, thus defying the “terminal creeds” or reifying stereotypes of stasis or ahistoricity associated with Indigenous cultural practices.50 This transition at the very beginning of the novel—from imported Christian to Indigenous epistemology, from the tragic outcomes of colonialism to the enduring vitality of Aboriginal Law, from colonial history (“simply a memory no greater than two life spans” Wright 2006, 57) to Aboriginal history (“time immemorial of the black man’s existence on his own land” 103)—is again conspicuously effected through the discursive ironization and conversion of an animal motif, the snake, from its Christian connotation of loss to its Aboriginal affiliation with creation.
The notion of the apocalypse is similarly transformed through what Vizenor calls a magical realist “trickster hermeneutics.”51 By the novel’s close, a supernaturally powerful cyclone erases Desperance. The loss of the town is hardly a misfortune, given that its reason for being is sarcastically described as resisting “invasion by the Yellow Peril” (Wright 2006, 3)—a phrase invoking white Australia’s historical fear of Asian invasion—and commenting “on the state of their blacks” as a “contribution … to maintaining the decent society of the nation as a whole” (4). The cyclone is resonant of the finale to One Hundred Years of Solitude and of a recurring trope of apocalypse in magical realist texts generally, which are commonly concerned with the devastation wreaked by empires. However, in Wright’s novel, the cyclone is figured in relation to “the most powerful creation spirits, who come down out of the skies like a tempest when they start looking for Law-breakers” (497). Their message to evacuate is ironically “translated” to the white townspeople by “The Bureau of Meteorology” (466), again showing how Wright’s magical realist novel, even when ostensibly representing Aboriginal myth, precludes racial reification through what Vizenor describes as “the tease” of “transmotion,” guaranteeing that natives remain “aesthetic fugitives.”52 The cyclone is preceded by the destruction of the satirically named Gurfurrit (“go for it”) mine, which has been employing corrupt and ruthless tactics to manipulate Native Title and destroy sacred land. Aboriginal guerrilla activists blow up the mine into “burnt chop suey” (Wright 2006, 411), and the subsequent cyclone consolidates the text’s fantasy of Indigenous retribution. It is even suggested that the Aboriginal Elder Normal Phantom or Norm, whose ancestors occupied the area “from before time began” (6), has harnessed the ancestral spirits to enact “payback to the town” (487). The cyclone’s apocalyptic force clears the way for re-settlement by the traditional owners and caretakers of the land, where frogs are now “singing the country afresh” (519) and where Norm is the first man to step foot. The novel thus ends with a sense of an Adamic beginning, just as it began with the sense of a revelatory apocalypse.

However, as Vizenor points out, survivance is antithetical to “an escape to tradition or futurity,”53 and Carpentaria’s vision is characterized by an ironic doubleness that precludes the reification of past or future. While Norm returns to a prelapsarian paradise “where all dreams come true somehow” (Wright 2006, 519)—a phrase itself rendered ironic by its hackneyed nature—his activist son Will finds himself “dumped onto an extraordinary floating island of rubbish” (493) alone at sea. Will, like Noah, that other Adamic character from Genesis, is described as “a practical man in a practical man’s paradise” (496), who tends the fruit trees and other vegetables that begin to thrive on the island of refuse thanks to the fertilizing activities of roosting seabirds. However, soon the would-be ark becomes a kind of “dungeon” (499), where Will is plagued by thoughts of his refuge disintegrating and by confused hallucinations of rescue. The island recalls the uncanny landmass on which the shipwrecked Pi and tiger briefly take refuge in Yann Martel’s magical realist novel Life of Pi (2001), which similarly transitions from utopia to dystopia. Demelza Hall interprets Carpentaria’s heterotopic island as a space where postcolonial questions “about home, nation and identity” are negotiated.54 These are questions to which Wright’s novel calls attention when the omniscient narrator pointedly asks, “What would the discoverers call the sole inhabitant on his sinking oasis: a native?” (Wright 2006, 502).
Will’s predicament as a solitary castaway is also resonant of Robinson Crusoe’s, with parodic polyvalence providing a crucial source of Carpentaria’s “motion of sovereignty and will to revisit dominance.”55 Other important intertexts include Xavier Herbert’s classic Australian novel Capricornia (1938), which is similarly set in Northern Australia and which focuses on the story of the “half-caste” Norm making his way in a post-Federation nation founded on a principle of safeguarding whiteness. Carpentaria’s “norm,” who derives power from his tradition, inverts Capricornia’s hypotragic “norm,” who must disavow his. Perhaps even more noteworthy, despite its peculiar neglect in Australian scholarship, is Wright’s parody of Tim Winton’s magical realist novel Cloudstreet (1991). Cloudstreet is a contemporary classic, which has been adapted in Australia for both stage and screen, is regularly voted as Australia’s most popular book, and has been a fixture on the secondary school English curriculum. Winton’s novel, however, represents a reactionary fantasy of postcolonial reconciliation. In it, two Anglo-Australian families, the Lambs and Pickles, uneasily share a house in early-twentieth-century Perth in Western Australia. The house, located at Number One Cloud Street, previously sheltered Aboriginal children of the Stolen Generation, before the Pickles family unexpectedly inherited the building, renting out half of it to the Lambs. The white families are haunted by the ghosts of the past, before the birth of a white child unites the two families and, significantly, banishes the unsettling specters of Indigenous inhabitation and colonial injustice. By the novel’s conclusion, a Christian and prelapsarian fantasy of European settlement has been successfully redeemed: “Sun poured careless into the quiet yard where vegetables teemed in the earth and fruit hung, where a … small congregation amassed in the light.”56
Described by the Aboriginal (Kulin) writer Bruce Pascoe as another contribution to the “Little Golden Book of our history,”57 Winton’s novel is satirized in Carpentaria, where a chapter called “Number One House” explicitly re-appropriates the primacy claimed for the Lamb and Pickles residence. In Wright’s revisionary novel, the Number One House belongs to Normal Phantom, who is not a formulaic ghost of literary tradition—a convention parodied by his name—but a traditional owner of the land who “could grab hold of the river in his mind and live with it as his father’s fathers did before him … from before time began” (Wright 2006, 6). Norm’s traditional connection with water pointedly usurps the preternatural affiliation with water of the Christological character in Winton’s novel called Fish Lamb. Undermining ideologies of bucolic settlement, Norm also relates stories of a brutal colonial past “glued … to surviving relics, like the still-to-be-found fire-gutted ghost gum … where the local pastoralist whipped Aboriginal men and women, the boulders with a peephole view where cartridges were as many as stories on the ground from the massacre of local tribespeople” (102). Making even clearer the target of this chapter’s parody, Norm’s son wonders why he has to study “Tim Winton’s novels” (106) at school and, in fact, soon after is “rendered an idiot” (109). Here we see how Wright deploys the comic energies of parody to ironize what Vizenor calls “the manifest manners of storybooks” or the colonial romance of inevitability—involving notions of Christian destiny and the doomed Indigene—mobilized by Winton’s novel.58
Cloudstreet provides a useful caution against utopianist or totalizing readings of magical realism, which is, like irony, a “discursive practice or strategy” (rather than a worldview) and is therefore “transideological.”59 Indeed, magical realist texts, despite emerging from an “unending process of reciprocal transtextuality,”60 often manifested in homage or parody, insist on an individual and, moreover, located reading. This is in part because of their tendency to represent what Fredric Jameson has called a “history with holes,” which demands extradiegetic engagement with an “historical framework.”61 The fight against the mining company Gurfurrit represented in Carpentaria, for example, parallels a genuine fight in 1990s Australia, during which the Carpentaria Land Council opposed the Century mine and the “Gulf Underground Resistance Movement … declared its readiness for guerrilla action.”62 Wright’s parodic engagement with Australian literary classics such as Cloudstreet and Capricornia can also be more easily activated with the advantage of cultural propinquity, as can Carpentaria’s honoring of the “memory keepers of the ancient stories and song cycles” of Aboriginal nations.63 Jameson, however, confuses the significance of locality for Indigeneity, naturalizing and neutralizing magical realism’s incongruity, which he describes as “constitutively dependent on … the overlap or the coexistence of precapitalist with nascent capitalist or technological features.”64 Such a position denies the dynamic irony of magical realism as an aesthetic strategy—which is clearly available to writers anywhere in the world—and implicitly marshals racist binaries that oppose the “precapitalist” or Indigenous with the “capitalist or technological” to account for magical realism’s dialectical interplay of the magical and the real (as if the “capitalist” could in any way be confused for rational, especially in the Anthropocene.) For Vizenor, “There are no measures of fierceness that could be reparations for the theft of native irony, humor, and original stories” by “a culture that … celebrates museum simulations over a native presence.”65 Wright’s most recent magical realist novel, The Swan Book (2013), is interesting in this regard, given the ways in which it explicitly thematizes the challenge of ironizing and converting narratives of stereotypical victimry and dominance into narratives of Aboriginal survivance—and in the context of an imagined future devastated by climate change.
Alexis Wright’s The Swan Book (2013)
Wright’s The Swan Book (2013) employs the science fiction convention of a futuristic setting in ways that immediately destabilize hegemonic associations of the Indigene—and of magical realism—with the past. The novel is set in Australia three centuries after the colonial invasion of 1788. Climate change has wreaked havoc on ecosystems, and climate refugees from all over the world have been dumped alongside Aborigines on the shores of a desert swamp. The novel offers a vision of colonialism’s destructive force that is both vast and intimate, representing global environmental disaster—directly blamed on a colonizer who has sacrificed “the whole Earth” to himself as if he was “the new face of God” (12)—and the individual story of a sexually assaulted and traumatized Aboriginal girl called Oblivia Ethylene. Honni Van Rijswijk describes The Swan Book as “a dystopic history of our future, a story of relentless, interconnected harms.”66 However, Wright’s novel is by no means fatalistic, deploying magical realism’s staging of discursive irony and a parodic heteroglossia to incarnate “a sense of native presence and actuality over absence, nihility, and victimry.”67 The novel’s playfulness is already apparent in Oblivia Ethylene’s ambiguous name, which evokes both oblivion and the oblivia genus of flowering plant, as well as the naturally occurring chemical used in both the manufacturing of plastic bags and the agricultural ripening of fruit. The novel’s refusal of what Vizenor describes as “hypotragic impositions that deny a comic world view”68—its agenda to “loosen the seams and outwit the weavers of terminal cultures”69—is also instantiated by Oblivia’s “quest” to dislodge a foreign “virus” that wants her to hide in “its lolly pink bed” (Wright 2013, 5), surrendering to her pain. Oblivia, however, must work “to regain sovereignty over [her] … brain” (4).
The context of Oblivia’s quest for independence is a world dominated and almost destroyed by European ideologies, which have taken over Oblivia’s identity, positioning her as, among other things, a hopeless victim of her Indigeneity. Oblivia, we learn, has been gang-raped by a group of “brain-damaged, toxic-fume-sniffing addicted” Aboriginal youths (31) and subsequently “rescued” by the ironically named Bella Donna of the Champions. Recalling a poisonous plant—and sharing a name with a poisoned character in Vizenor’s Bearheart (1990), a magical realist novel that similarly locates Indigenous characters in the future to address how “new self-imaginings are synonymous with psychic survival”70—Bella Donna sets about “saving” Oblivia through assimilation. Her “aim in life was to get the girl to act normal: behave and sit up straight at the table and use a knife and fork properly, learn table manners, talk nicely, walk as a butterfly flies, dress like a normal person, learn something marvellous on a daily basis, and show some resilience” (Wright 2013, 21). The Aboriginal community at the swamp recognizes the neocolonial program behind Bella Donna’s apparent benevolence: “Swamp people were not ignorant of white people who, after all, had not turned up yesterday” (22). In fact, Bella Donna is regarded as an agent of the Australian army, which “was being used in this country to intervene and control the will, mind and soul of the Aboriginal people” (47), and who had been specifically “sent by the Government in Canberra to save babies from their parents” (47). Here the plot references a recent episode in Australia known as the Northern Territory National Emergency Response or the Intervention. In 2007 a national emergency was declared in relation to alleged child sex abuse in the Northern Territory, and the Australian government sent armed forces to take control of 73 Aboriginal communities. Exposing the colonial ideology that informed this “humanitarian” intercession is at the heart of Wright’s magical realist narrative, just as exposing a historical massacre of striking plantation workers provides the focal point for One Hundred Years of Solitude. According to Melinda Hinkson, the Intervention was marked by two elements. The first was “the severing of the ‘crisis’ from any consideration of past governmental action and neglect.”71 This is something Wright’s narrator highlights by advising, in regard to Oblivia’s rape, “[i]t’s not that shit happens”—ironically deploying an Australian colloquialism that embodies a dismissal of causality and responsibility—but, rather, “it’s the eternal reality of a legacy in brokenness that was the problem” (Wright 2013, 86). The Intervention also, as Hinkson argues, demonstrated a “refusal to take into account … the views of Aboriginal people themselves.”72 It thus represented not only a denial of the trauma of colonial history, even as it paradoxically embodied and perpetuated that very history, but also a profound repudiation of Aboriginal sovereignty.
That denial of sovereignty is represented in Wright’s novel. Even Oblivia’s name has been bequeathed to her by Bella Donna, and her memory “created by what the old woman had chosen to tell her” (Wright 2006, 89). Oblivia is presented as having been tranquilized by the “ether” (44) of Bella Donna’s nostalgic European stories about white swans in particular. As Gleeson-White suggests, Oblivia “is the swan princess, a vessel into which Bella Donna introduces her alien swan stories,” which draw “on the long cultural history of white swans, from Leda and the north-pointing Cygnus constellation, to Hans Christian Andersen’s story ‘The wild swans,’ Wagner’s Lohengrin and Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake.”73 Oblivia could also recite the “poets’ lines to the swan’s beauty—Keats, Baudelaire, Neruda, Heaney” (Wright 2013, 327). According to the novel, “it was a foreigner’s Dreaming she had” (16)—something challenged, as Gleeson-White writes, by the introduction to the narrative of the Australian native black swan.74 The swan thus ultimately functions as one of Vizenor’s trickster motifs, as a “comic holotrope”75 that “summons agonistic imagination … and livens chaos.”76
As in Okri’s The Famished Road, in which Azaro’s battles for survival occur in an increasingly dreamlike and supernatural realm, Oblivia’s quest to secure “what it means to have a homeland” (Wright 2013, 4) is pursued in a progressively hallucinatory and heterotopic space, where various forces compete for Oblivia’s allegiance. These include an Aboriginal Elder from the desert swamp, called the Harbour Master, who is typically accompanied, in his ghostly form, by an “acclaimed monkey genius” known as Rigoletto (Wright 2013, 254)—again demonstrating how Wright uses “the constant tease of humour” to “overturn the simulations of … the arbiters of colonial authenticity.”77 Warren Finch, who becomes Australia’s first black “President” and who is ironically described as “post-racial … even post-Indigenous” (Wright 2013, 122), attempts to rescue Oblivia through modernization, claiming Oblivia as his wife and relocating her to his city apartment. However, swans begin crashing into the apartment windows, prompting Oblivia to return to the desert swamp, to which the swans lead her along sky paths resembling the ecologically holy pilgrimages of Aboriginal Law trails. The epilogue to the novel shows Oblivia nursing a single black swan, notably called “Stranger” (331), in the dried-out ruins of the former desert swamp. It is a complex image of survivance representing a rejection of Vizenor’s “prison of false identities” and Oblivia’s release into “a native self, a teasable self in names, relations, and native contingencies.”78
The Swan Book is another magical realist novel—like Okri’s The Famished Road and Isabelle Allende’s The House of the Spirits (1982)—that shows how fantasy, far from being naturalized or celebrated in magical realism, is often something to be contested or rejected, whether as a metonym for corruption (as in Okri’s novel) or feminine passivity (as in Allende’s). The hesitancy to read magical realist fiction in an ironic way, which often transpires from the desire to respect the cultural faith systems that are said to inform magical realist texts, is understandable. As Anne Hegerfeldt suggests, “people’s multiple ways of perceiving and constructing their world must be acknowledged as real.”79 However, as I have argued in this chapter, reading magical realist texts as mimetic representations of cultural difference risks misreading their complex operations and subversive energies as literary texts. It risks effacing “[l]iterature as a discourse or practice, engaged in a form of transformative ‘work’” in favor of an authenticating rhetoric that involves the “moral rectification of a ‘given’ essence.”80 As such, it risks re-installing precisely the kind of reificatory discourses that magical realist texts destabilize through the ironic playfulness that is fundamental to their postcolonial aesthetic and their postcolonial agency.
Viewing magical realist fiction, as Amaryll Chanady recommends, as “a rich literary corpus that is widely appreciated … for its formal and stylistic mastery” has immediate and important advantages.81 It allows for a coherent definition of magical realism that frustrates the anthropological hermeneutic of “sentimental scholars and culture hobbyists enchanted by abstruse emblems and assumed tribal values.”82 It also enables recognition of magical realist literature’s energization by irony, which signals “that wild space, over and between sounds, words, sentences and narratives” of “being … and liberation,” accessed by magical realism in order to contest hegemonic colonial epistemologies or other systems of institutionalized power.83 Wylie Sypher argues that “the comic spirit keeps us pure in mind by requiring that we regard ourselves skeptically,” and it is the argument of this chapter that acknowledging magical realism’s comic spirit can likewise keep it pure and free.84
Purifying and liberating magical realist fiction through such reading strategies is an important enterprise if magical realism is to retain its vitality into the twenty-first century, if magical realist novels like Wright’s Plains of Promise, Carpentaria and The Swan Book—and, indeed, the entire pantheon of magical realist texts—are to maintain their cultural and political valency. Ramón Saldívar, addressing magical realism in the twenty-first century, offers Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao as an example of how contemporary magical realist fiction is marked by an “ironic irony” and “transcends the literal meanings of both history and fantasy, in the process creating something new … ‘something more’ … in order to remain true to ethnic literature’s utopian allegiance to social justice.”85 Saldívar calls this “imaginary history or historical fantasy,” arguing that it is distinct from “the critical aesthetics of García Márquez or Toni Morrison” in which “postmodern play” and “magical realist wonder” allegedly could “suffice as stand-ins for justice.”86 However, such a disavowal and misreading of the generic history of magical realism is unfortunate and unnecessary, given that One Hundred Years of Solitude and Beloved are marked by precisely the kind of narrative irony and commitment to social justice that Saldívar describes here—something that contemporary transnational magical realist texts, including Díaz’s and Wright’s, continue to honor in their different ways. Magical realism’s redemption for the twenty-first century is dependent not on the rejection of the inauthentic in favor of the authentic, the postmodern in favor of the postcolonial, the ethnic in favor of the non-ethnic, or the old in favor of the new, but simply on the recognition that magical realism has always embodied, as Saldívar puts it, “the aesthetic equivalent of … the rhetorical function of parabasis and irony.”87 To use Hutcheon’s terms, magical realist narrative—in representing the flagrantly unreal as real, often with a parabatic nudge and wink—is essentially a “‘meta-ironic’ function” that “sets up a series of expectations that frame the utterances as potentially ironic” and “operate as triggers to suggest that the interpreter should be open to other possible meanings.”88 It is this discursive ambivalence, as this chapter has argued, that lends magical realist texts not only their aesthetic distinctiveness but also their political affect or “edge,” making readers aware of their investments in the uncertainties of discourse as well as of the necessity of taking a responsible, risk-filled role in meaning-making. Of course, the uncomfortable nature of irony makes it easy for magical realist literature’s meanings to be foreclosed upon, but as Hutcheon asks, “What is at stake when irony happens—and when it does not?”89 The answer would seem to have a bearing on the future of magical realist fiction.
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Using Edwidge Danticat’s Claire of the Sea Light as a template for the discussion of magical realism in Caribbean literature, this essay discusses the uneven development of the genre within Caribbean studies. The Cuban author Alejo Carpentier is widely recognized as the originator of Latin American magical realism, having introduced the concept of “lo real maravilloso” (“the marvelous real”) in his 1949 essay, “On the Marvelous Real in Spanish America.”1 But “magical realism” as the movement that has been defined through Latin American roots and more specifically through the fiction of the iconic Gabriel García Márquez, has not applied to contemporary Caribbean literature in a seamless way. Scholars have noted and acknowledged moments of magical realism in Caribbean texts, but it is not always clear where this analysis comes from or why, especially when we consider the brand of the magical realism with which contemporary Caribbean authors like Edwidge Danticat, Maryse Condé, or Mary-Elena John are also sometimes associated.2

Yet in a 1998 issue of Francofonía, Marie Dominique La Rumeur argues that the marvelous real inspired by the South American continent and developed in Haiti by a writer like Jacques Stephen Alexis has figured as a permanent literary movement on at least this island since the sixties. She notes the genre’s decline, but she also finds in the writers and critics of the “diaspora” a questioning of “the characteristic touches of [the genre’s] expression” (209) to give it new life, with the recent work of post-Duvalierist women writers in particular representing a renewal of its key concepts. In light of Danticat’s well-known admiration for Alexis whose third novel In the Flicker of an Eyelid (published in 1983) she helped translate and wrote the foreword for, it is therefore not surprising that her own fiction would be infused with the qualities of a genre that has been identified as a “permanent literary movement” in Haiti and with which Alexis was so closely associated. Specifically, Edwidge Danticat’s Claire of the Sea Light provides a useful template through which to examine the ways in which the premises of magical realism have been used, contested, extended, and manipulated by contemporary Caribbean authors. In fact, the novel turns on its head the fundamental and defining feature of magical realism, namely the presentation of fantastic and extraordinary circumstances as if they were real.
In their important 1995 anthology Magical Realism, Zamora and Faris revealed that the literary genre that had been seen as confined to the Latin American writers who had popularized it was actually an international phenomenon with a wide-ranging history and influence. Essays on writers as diverse as Toni Morrison, Günter Grass, Salman Rushdie, Derek Walcott, Abe Kobo, Gabriel García Márquez, and many others provided evidence about the universal nature of the literary movement that had almost exclusively been discussed as a regional phenomenon. Still, when it comes to the Caribbean, the essay showcasing the workings of magical realism in the work of a representative author, one who is set forth as a prototype of the genre in the region, is not as conclusive as one may wish.
In his essay on Derek Walcott, David Mikics argues that upholding as an example of Caribbean magical realism the writer he singled out for that purpose, “may at first glance seem surprising.”3 Far from claiming that Derek Walcott is an outright magical realist writer, Mikics sets out to highlight the “family resemblance” that links Walcott to his Latin American and squarely magical realist cousins.4 Indeed, Walcott’s writings are shown to avoid the “more flamboyant juxtapositions of fantasy and reality exploited by Alejo Carpentier, García Márquez, Wilson Harris, Carlos Fuentes, and others.”5 So Walcott is a magical realist but not quite.
“Not quite” in postcolonial studies inevitably evokes the “not quite/not white” quality of the mimicry theorized by Homi Bhabha in his important book Location of Culture. Bhabha uses the phrase to refer to people who are marked as racially and categorically different in (once) colonized countries, but who are culturally similar to the colonizers. These are the hybrids, he explains, who both reify “whiteness” by trying to mimic it and who end up destabilizing it—not necessarily consciously—by revealing its constructedness (hence the ambivalence of the colonial discourse Bhabha analyzes).6
There is no more hybrid space than that of a Caribbean culture whose very genesis occurred through and in the colonial encounter with all its racially, linguistically, and culturally charged intermixing and metissage. The Caribbean has consistently staged and identified with transcultural experiences that undermine our usual classifications in terms of national, racial, and cultural identities. This is reflected, for instance, in the tripartite racial classification scheme that has defined its societies. This structure derived from slavery was formed, with blacks at the bottom, whites at the top, and “coloreds” in the middle. It is also reflected in the creole language, which is defined by the combination of a vocabulary derived from the colonial language and an African syntax.
Hybridity, then, is Caribbeanness’s middle name, and not surprisingly, it affects literary and generic categories as much as the cultural, linguistic, or racial ones with which the process of creolization has historically been associated. Movements like magical realism are also subject to a recalibrating and hybridizing impulse in the work Caribbean authors.
Edwidge Danticat has herself identified Claire of the Sea Light as a “hybrid novel” that is something in between a novel and a story collection,7 but the book is hybrid in more ways than one: It also reframes, hybridizes, and reappropriates the key characteristics of the genre of the marvelous real. To bring into relief how, it behooves us to first review what those elements are: the small-town feel and atmosphere in which everyone knows everyone else; a fluid notion of time which is neither linear nor flows in one direction even as it creates a sense of timelessness; the matter-of-fact tone in which more or less extraordinary events are told in the most normal manner. All of these characteristics define the narration in Claire of the Sea Light, which tells the story of Claire Limyè Lanmè Faustin, a girl who lives in the small seaside town of Ville Rose, Haiti. The close-knit nature of the community is both produced and reinforced by the interconnected tales of characters whose distinct professions (fisherman, mayor/undertaker, teacher, principal, fabric vendor…) also enhance the small community feel. These are the people Claire grew up around, the ones she passes on the street and greets, the people, plain and simple, who constitute her distinctive neighborhood and community. In Jackie Craven’s words, magic realism “is not about space explorers or wizards; Star Wars and Harry Potter are not examples of the approach… Despite the extraordinary events in their lives, the characters are ordinary people who live in recognizable places.”8
Claire of the Sea Light also adopts the dispassionate voice of typical magical realist novels, especially in relation to the extraordinary and strange occurrences depicted throughout the book (even if the narrator does show compassion and empathy in relation to the characters’ subjective states). The surreal nature of the outside circumstances in which the characters find themselves is neither noted nor interrogated, even when its emotional impact may be. For instance, the dead fisherman’s remains, we are told matter-of-factly through Nozias’s focalized perspective, “might wash up in a day or two, or more likely they never would” (4). And the drama of the radio journalist Bernard’s unexpected murder is downplayed when his parents’ restaurant that “had already opened for breakfast when his parents found him… continued to serve the food they’d cooked, as a Cité Pendue magistrate and an anti-gang prosecutor came and wrote up their reports” (83). The chapter ends with the morning newsflash on Radio Zòrèy, the Radio Station for which the murdered Bernard ironically worked, and which dryly rationalizes and normalizes his killing as “An eye for an eye. Another bandit has been erased from the face of this earth” (83). In the concluding sentence, the narrator simply and tangentially comments that “[i]t was a piece that, were he still alive and working there, Bernard Dorien might have been assigned to write” (83). The next chapter then moves on to another character’s storyline altogether.
In keeping with the time distortions that define the genre, the third-person narrative also moves chronologically backward through each of Claire’s birthdays, all the way back to her mother’s death during childbirth, and ultimately returning to the present day. In other words, rather than see the title character grows older as in a typical Bildungsroman, we actually move back in time to provide context for the social and environmental processes that have determined her life. Other characters and their individual tragedies are introduced who are more or less directly linked to Claire’s life in the mesh that defines the interconnectedness of Ville Rose’s inhabitants. Finally, the novel ends like it began, with a chapter with “Claire” in the title, and bookended by the sea. This structure contributes to a sense of timelessness, which is also enhanced by the text’s weaving of past and present. Time appears to stand still when various characters are shown reliving the traumatic events of their life: the loss of a mother (Claire’s), of a child (Gaëlle’s daughter), lover (Max Junior’s), or husband (Caleb the Fisherman Josephine’s and Gaëlle’s). Again and again, we are made aware of the fact that the unconscious knows no time. Critic Albert Ríos may have put it best when he stated that “[i]n magical realism, time is often everything, but the clock is nothing.”9
The first chapter in particular seems to include all the ingredients to evoke the characteristics of the genre: It introduces us to seven-year-old Claire not only on her birthday, but also in conjunction with a “freak wave, measuring between ten and twelve feet high” that causes the death of a fisherman by crashing down on his boat. Claire’s father Nozias, also a fisherman, is the one who witnesses the “wall of water rise from the depths of the ocean, a giant blue-green tongue, trying, it seemed, to lick a pink sky. Just as quickly as it had swelled, the wave cracked” (3). To Nozias, this confirms that his daughter, to whom her mother died giving birth, had a birthday that “was also a day of death, and the freak wave and the dead fisherman proved that it had never ceased to be” (4). Add to this strange observation that the father is contemplating “to whom, finally, to give his daughter” (4), and we have what it takes to evoke the normalized extraordinariness of the genre.
Yet at the same time as the “freak” occurrence and the disturbing fatherly confession as well as the dispassionate narrative voice set the tone for the magical realist quality of the narrative, they also provide the elements through which Claire of the Sea Light stages the genre’s revision. Indeed, while in more conventional magical realism, marvelous, and fantastic events are presented as normal, run-of-the-mill, as if they were everyday things that happen to ordinary, everyday people, they nonetheless need remain marvelous and extraordinary events whose surreal nature has to retroactively get normalized for the genre’s tenets to operate.
By contrast, despite its apparent adherence to the conventions of magical realism, Claire of the Sea Light also overhauls one, if not the key component of the genre. Indeed, its major characteristic, namely the presence of fantastical and fabulous events that are approached as if they were real, is simply turned on its head in the novel. Here, it is the everyday that is revealed in its extraordinary, unsuspected, and seemingly fantastic dimensions, not the extraordinary that is normalized through tone or strategic juxtapositions with the mundane. The tsunami-like “freak wave” that opens the book may at first look surreal and give us pause in light of its singular, extreme, decontextualized, and remarkably short-lived intensity, but in our current context of climate disasters and environmental crises, the element of surprise that goes hand in hand with magical realism gives way to the feeling of déjà vu, the familiar, and the realization that this scene and its potentially “phantasmagorical narrative excess” (382) is now part of our everyday. Claire of the Sea Light revises the Latin American tradition of magical realism precisely because it does not reach for fantastical elements whose strangeness is underplayed but for natural ones whose extraordinariness derives from humanity’s lack of accountability. Indeed, what once shocked to the point of looking supernatural has now become an inevitable and common aspect of our human lot as the natural increasingly adopts supernatural qualities due to climate change.
Ironically, the destructive potential of natural elements has only recently become part of a continental Western consciousness (Danticat’s reading public), but it has long been part of the national imaginary in the Caribbean. The region has long been prone to natural disasters whose economic, social, and environmental consequences they have had to face. This is so true that Maryse Condé once claimed that hurricanes play the same function culturally and historically as national monuments do in the West: Their occurrence functions a historical marker in relation to which people remember births and deaths, in a way that relates memory to history.10 Still, the adverse effects of climate change and sea-level rise not only remain a priority in the region but their impact is disproportionately high due to the size of the islands. Their small size increases the gravity of environmental crises, whether these are due to a disaster or to the slow violence of environmental destruction with things like invasive species. There are limited options for relocation of the population and infrastructure to safer areas.
It is significant, in this respect, that Claire of the Sea Light is Danticat’s first novel since the devastating 2010 Haiti earthquake. In a 2013 interview for Haiti Now which Danticat gave following her book’s release, she explained why the earthquake is now inevitably part of her and her fellow Haitians’ consciousness: “Well, I mean, the earthquake is part of now, the present of Haiti and will always have a life before the earthquake, and a life after the earthquake.”11 In another conversation for Guernica, she further insisted that “[w]hen I’m writing anything set in Haiti now, whether fiction or nonfiction, always in the back of my mind is how people, including some of my own family members, have been affected not just by history and by the present but also by the earthquake.”12 Yet the novelist, to whom every news channel turned as a spokesperson for her stricken nation and whose interviews and lectures have consistently born witness to the tragedy’s aftermaths, decided to set the first novel she wrote after the 2010 earthquake in 2009. She later explained that “I personally don’t feel capable or ready yet to write stories that are set after the earthquake. So I wanted to set this story actually on the cusp. You know, this town is right — it’s right before the earthquake and how people were living their lives.”13 Nevertheless, although the environmental disaster cannot diegetically be referenced in the world of her novel, the references to disturbed environments and natural phenomena that appear more incredible than possible inevitably raise the specter of the earthquake and other natural disasters.

In the novel, much of the extraordinary marks the ripples of the natural world in everyday human life. In fact, Ville Rose and Haiti’s environment structures the novel as a whole. For instance, the narrative is bookended by the sea and Danticat quickly establishes the ocean as a character that “does not keep secrets” (199); she introduces the readers to the fragility of a life dependent on the ocean, something the villagers know at the cellular level (3). The novel’s final chapter again features Claire in the title (“Claire de Lune”) and is ironically the first time the reader is privy to Claire’s point of view. This is when the sea returns a man who may or may not have survived.
The early metaphor of the tongue-like wave establishes how Danticat renders the ordinary into the extraordinary. The town itself, named Rose, looks like a flower, so much so that “the major road connecting the town to the sea became the stem and was called … Stem Rose Avenue, with its many alleys and capillaries being called épines, or thorns” (5). Did the name of the town determine how it looked like a flower, or did its looking like a flower determine the shape—and trauma experienced—by the town? Rose, the Lavauds’ daughter, is doomed to die in a motor vehicle accident at a young age. The layering of names also layers histories and fates; Laurent Lavaud announces to his wife his desire to name their child Rose after his ancestor, Sò Rose, “the free colored woman, the wealthy affranchie, who’d founded the down after Pauline Bonaparte had left,” who “had been named by her slave mother and French father after Sainte Rose de Lima, patroness of the southern region” (55).
Residents in Ville Rose understand acutely how humanity depends on nature, and increasingly, the human world feels the consequences of its own boomerang impact on nature. Yet this understanding cannot mitigate the social realities of poverty. The reality of a changing natural world incurs in the novel within the first few pages, when Claire recalls that her fisherman father, Nozias, would “tell anyone who would listen” that “[l]apéch, fishing, was no longer as profitable” as in the past, when fishermen’s nets would be so full of fish that they could return baby fish or sea creatures to the sea (9). With the seas showing signs of overfishing, fishermen “had to do with what [they] got, even if [they] knew deep in [their] gut it was wrong, for example, to keep baby conch shells or lobsters full of eggs” (9). In the ocean, human activity causes “the sea bed … disappearing, and the sea grass that used to nourish the fish was buried under silt and trash” (9). Still, the fishermen must fish; there is no other way to support themselves or their families.
Similarly, Laurent Lavaud, the fabric vendor Gaëlle’s husband, foresees the detrimental impact of human activity on the land. He attempts to convince peasants living next to him along the river to cease cutting down trees, telling them that land erosion was causing the river to flood. His chosen metaphor, “It’s like killing a child,” received this reply: “If I have to kill a tree child to save my child, I’ll do it, sou de chèz” (52). The villagers do not reject the metaphor, which Laurent himself declares “the basest … most melodramatic of pleas,” as overwrought or unimaginable (52). But faced with the choice between the natural world and their families, they, much like the fishermen, choose supporting their families, despite the mounting evidence that their choice is less of a choice than an impasse.
The imbalance in nature can also be seen in the town’s frogs dying in droves, which occurred the year Gaëlle got pregnant with her daughter Rose. Again, we live in times when the mass dying of animals no longer feels apocalyptic, impossible, or indeed, even extraordinary. In past years, scientists have recorded an increase in mass animal die-off, which in turn have been reported in news stories accompanied by shocking photos or visuals. Newsweek and Time magazine details many of the following events.14 In 2003, 2004, 2008, and 2009, hundreds of pilot whales and dolphins breached on the coasts of Australia and Tasmania. Similar occurrences have recently been noted. The decline of bee colonies, which are responsible for pollinating a significant amount of the world’s food supply, has been recorded since 2006. On New Year’s Eve in 2010, around 2000 red-winged blackbirds fell from the sky in Arkansas; a few days later, another 500 birds, this time a mix of red-winged blackbirds and starlings, fell dead in Louisiana. Across four days in 2015, 60,000 saiga antelope died in Central Asia. In 2016, the Antarctic’s second-largest colony of emperor penguins collapsed, with more than 10,000 chicks lost due to the early breakup of the fast ice in the ice creeks that the birds habitually used for breeding; the population has not recovered after “three years of almost total breeding failure.”15
In Claire of the Sea Light, Ville Rose’s épines remain a constant reminder of the imbrication of nonhuman with human life and environments, as the thorns are shown to prick many of the residents who experience loneliness and loss, disappointment and death. With the French word for sea (mer) nestled in the French word for mother (“mère”), Danticat also suggests a mirroring between the sea’s relationship to Ville Rose and its characters and the variety of mothering performed by women in the novel, contrasted with fathering and the devastating effects of the expectations of masculinity. Not even Nozias is impervious to its tenets: The loving father who is giving away his daughter for her sake and not, as he claims, “pou chèche lavi, to look for a better life” (8) puts her material comfort above the child’s need for paternal love. Even his white lie reinforces the notion of social elevation as an ideal, a very masculinist one indeed.
At the heart of Claire of the Sea Light are the women of Ville Rose—those who stayed, those who left, and those who returned, whose embodied experiences connect them to the environment that surrounds them and us to the “art of surprises” that defines magical realism.16 Both pregnancy and menstruation—the socially recognized biological markers of femininity—are engaged through the lens of the ordinary/extraordinary dyad whose interplay defines both the more typical genre of magical realism and its Caribbean variation.
Significantly, pregnancy as an event is both ordinary and extraordinary—ordinary in that pregnancy is a fairly common experience shared across species. Yet pregnancy is also extraordinary in how we still view pregnancy and its result as a form of quasi-miraculous procreation. Both Gaëlle and Claire Narcis view their pregnancies as momentous events and clearly think of their fetuses as “unborn children” conceived in happy marriages.
What is more, Danticat uses the natural world to interweave Gaëlle and Claire (the mother). Gaëlle’s pregnancy was not always easy and Danticat repeatedly reaches for natural imagery to describe the experience. Gaëlle remembers that, some days, pregnancy felt like “carrying a nest of snakes in her stomach” (43). When the Ville Rose frogs were dying violently, exploding from the abnormal heat, a pregnant Gaëlle wanders along the water, looking for frogs to perform her daily ritual of frog skin burial. She recognizes the activity may have no value other than fulfilling her own compulsion and “mak[ing] her feel useful, as though she were performing a crucial service that no one else would or could do” (43). Despite Gaëlle’s inability to articulate the reasoning behind her compulsion, she and the other Ville Rose residents understand that the unnatural and mass frog deaths indicate an environmental imbalance. The pregnant Gaëlle fears that, should the heat continue, she, like the frogs, will expire. Read against this fear, Gaëlle’s care for the frogs can be seen as a way of managing her own difficult pregnancy, one that at times “repulsed her” (59). A sonogram shows Gaëlle’s fetus has a cyst, and the doctor predicts that even if Gaëlle carries to term, the baby would likely die soon after birth.
After learning about the cyst, Gaëlle has a conversation about the frog deaths with other concerned women, including Claire, in the fabric shop. Claire echoes Gaëlle’s fears of mudslides and heat, again suggesting a connection between the two women: “‘It’s terrible,’ Claire Narcis declared in a now thunderous voice so that she’d be heard above all the others…. ‘With all the heat and rain this year, we’ll either melt or be washed away,’ she added, as though interpreting each layer of worry on Gaëlle’s face” (53). Another woman, the octogenarian florist Suzanne Boncy, presents a newspaper article that reports on research conducted by a French herpetologist and according to which the frog deaths were due to a fungal disease worsened by “hotter than usual weather” (54). Clearly the scientific explanation is given in response to Elie, the town’s car mechanic’s gossipy and superstitious intervention, according to which, a “crazy woman” who was accustomed to eating small frogs by the river “died from this, and everyone said so” (53).
Danticat does not detail any reaction to these explanations from the women, but when Gaëlle finds herself again walking among the dead frogs, she picks up a dead frog and swallows it, seemingly by impulse. She thinks to herself decisively, “two types of animals were now inside her, in peril: her daughter, Rose, and now this frog. Let them fight it out and see who will win” (59). But it is not just an inner battle that her surprising act stages. It is also a test of the two diametrically opposed explanations provided earlier about the dying of the frogs by the informed octogenarian woman and the gossipy young mechanic. Ultimately, both she and her fetus survive, leaving open the magical possibility that the frog defeated the cyst or empowered Rose in some way, though this is a possibility that is never named by Gaëlle or the novel.
Motherhood and loss bind Claire Narcis and Gaëlle together despite their class differences. Their tie is highlighted through Danticat’s descriptions of the two women’s pregnancies. On the day of her daughter’s birth, Gaëlle describes her body as “a jellyfish whose hood was billowing into herself” (61). And, as relayed by Nozias in the first chapter, a newly pregnant Claire Narcis’s swimming fearlessly in the sea at night among silverfish and algae inspires their daughter’s name Claire Limyè Lanmè, Claire of the Sea Light. Claire also develops a relationship with Gaëlle by gifting the latter embroidered baby blankets or clothing. Claire’s generosity, although it remains acknowledged in the text as a form of clairvoyance, anticipates the tragedies on the horizon for both women, and the gifts draw an alliance between her family and Gaëlle’s. When Gaëlle insists that Claire stop bringing gifts, the latter responds, “We must look after each other,” words that tether Gaëlle to Claire and Claire’s future daughter (54).

When Gaëlle finally decides to take Claire Limyè Lanmè as her own daughter, she recalls Claire Narcis saying those words to her. And previously, when Nozias brings the infant Claire to Gaëlle, she nurses the baby in part because of Claire Narcis’s unexpected presence at her husband’s funeral. Gaëlle describes seeing Claire under a willow tree and thinking thatClaire Narcis and the weeping willow had become one. Claire’s body seemed indistinguishable from the small part of the willow’s trunk that was not covered by its drooping branches. Claire’s head was topped by the willow’s golden crown. Claire Narcis had seemed that morning to be a dazzling mirage, a veil between the dirt being piled on her husband’s coffin and the wailing baby waiting at home. (163)



Danticat takes Claire’s gesture of support and, through Gaëlle’s grief, turns it into a stunning moment where the natural world meshes with the human world to create something almost divine. Yet with the repetition of “seemed” and the clear distinction between Claire and the willow’s bodies, Danticat’s description remains outside of the fantastical.
Though science was able to offer a plausible explanation about the frog deaths, science and medicine are unable to explain Louise George’s unusual condition. Madame Louise is the host of a popular gossip and grievance show on Radio Zorey called Di Mwen (Tell Me), which villagers in Ville Rose and the surrounding areas listen to with rapt attention. When menstruating, Louise also coughs up menstrual blood for inexplicable reasons and at 55, shows no sign of menopause. This condition causes Louise to insulate herself from others during menstruation, which is also the time when the “baby spider birthmark” on her belly “grew into a full-blown black widow” (131). That Louise’s mouth fills with blood is a metaphor for a woman whose minor celebrity status and primary trade is to facilitate the spoken, publicized grievances of others.17 In this seeming abnormality, Louise uses her self-quarantine to develop the basis of her show, which becomes vehicle for both knowledge and revenge. Di Mwen may be considered unrefined by the upper echelons of society, but it unifies most villagers during its airtime. In fact, the show is so popular with so many listeners tuning in that it can be heard in the streets. It can also become a means of extracting revenge by lower classes on the upper classes, and, as seen in the hands of Flore Voltaire, a means of protecting her illegitimate son.
Unlike Claire Narcis and Gaȅlle Lavaud, Flore Voltaire’s son Pamaxine was not conceived within a loving marriage. Pamaxine’s biological father, Max Junior, is the son of Max Senior, head of the Ecole Ardin. The reader learns that Max Junior is gay, and he “had foolishly wanted to prove something to his father that night, that he could be with Flore” (196). However, Max Junior’s attempt to gain notice from his father is drowned out by that night’s outside hailstorm. Though the wealthy Ardins have a better built house, the hailstorm still threatens to dislodge the building. During the rape, Flore notices “a few drops of rain in the corner of the room, sliding down the walls from the ceiling,” and thinks, “if the room were damaged, then she is no safer than she would be outside” and walks out of the house (168).
Over the next few pages, the hailstorm and its potential damage to the house become a way for her to process the traumatic event. After returning back to her room, she describes feeling “the danger brewing both inside and outside the house, the scorched smell of lightning cracking open the surrounding palms and the echoes of swelling waves meeting the seashore” (189). After being disempowered in her own body, Flore’s understanding now exceeds her own body to the storm’s full and extensive reach. This leads to her imagining the hailstorm’s full potential for apocalyptic catastrophe: “She imagined water pouring underneath the door … [s]he imagined seeing, as she had in other floods, fire-red ants floating in fist-size balls on the water’s surface. The house would then dislodge from the earth, and she would open the door and peek outside and the water would be like a black sheet all around her and she would not see land for miles” (189). Though this moment may seem abnormally calamitous, the descriptions are in fact rooted in the very real images of natural devastation that Haiti experiences due to its geographic location. Additionally, Danticat uses the hailstorm to examine the vulnerability of the female body to violence. Twenty years later, Flore goes onto Madame Louise’s radio show, and her public recollection becomes both a portent and a form of redress.
The story Flore relays on the radio acutely reflects the class inequality experienced in the Ville Rose society. Madame Louise’s probing questions surfaces and truths that are otherwise only implicitly acknowledged. Because of this, Di Mwen exacts retribution on more than an individual level; it also does so on a social level. For example, Louise asks Flore why she returned to the Ardins after the rape, to which Louise answers, “I could not lose my job” (174). Louise presses, “Couldn’t you have gone to the commissariat and filed a complaint?” (174). Louise knows that her listeners would laugh at this, aware that the commissariat would take no action against the powerful Ardins; there could be no real justice found in the corrupt system.
Madame Louise and her radio show also remind the reader of Bernard’s description of the ocean: “The sea does not hide dirt. It does not keep secrets. The sea was both hostile and docile, the ultimate trickster” (199). Again, Danticat twins the natural and human worlds, this time evoking the trope of likening a woman’s power and unruliness to the unpredictability of the sea. However, the metaphor operates differently than typically expected. Where more often than not, the sea is gendered female and likened to a woman, here, it is Madame Louise and her show that echo the characteristics of the sea. Reversing the metaphor naturalizes Madame Louise’s show in a way that makes Di Mwen more than one woman’s vengeful gossip machine. The radio show’s transgressive quality emerges not only from its vengeful possibilities, but also from the specific possibility of the disempowered striking against the powerful. The act of uncovering secrets becomes a vehicle, though imperfect, to resist a patriarchal and corrupt system.
Danticat consistently describes Ville Rose’s women through natural or divine metaphors. Not only does the pregnant Gaëlle likens herself to a jellyfish, but she also has a vision of Claire Narcis as a weeping willow. Additionally, Nozias calls Claire Narcis as “his Lasiren, his long-haired, long-bodied brown goddess of the sea” and in death, finds her “stomach was still round like a frigate bird’s bill” (34, 210). Max Junior, Louise’s on-and-off lover, often tells her she is “like a starfish, that she constantly needed to have a piece of her break off and walk away in order for her to become something new” (143). In Louise’s recollection, Max Junior tinges his descriptions of her with paternalism; Louise thinks of this shortly after Max Junior announces he will stop seeing her, and she suspects he is leaving her in order to jolt her into completing the work he thinks she should be doing. Louise also thinks to herself that his explanation of the starfish metaphor more aptly describes him than her.
Starfish’s regenerative possibilities capture imaginations, but their importance to their specific ecosystem offers perhaps a more fitting description for Louise. Scientists now accept starfish as a keystone species; in other words, a species whose function plays a vital role in an ecosystem’s maintenance. In many marine ecosystems, without starfish as a predator, mussels and barnacles would devour seaweed, causing many other animals that live off of seaweed to suffer (“Keystone Species”). This version of the starfish metaphor reveals the importance of Louise’s role as an alternative vehicle for justice—a justice otherwise unattainable—within the Ville Rose ecosystem.
As one of the most influential voices to articulate the characteristics of the genre of magical realism, the Caribbean writer Alejo Carpentier placed a certain drama in his conceptualization of “the marvelous real.” He claimed to see the “marvelous real” in “everyday life” in Haiti, yet the examples that he returns to as representative of the “marvelous real” in Haiti are all larger-than-life figures (Mackandal, Henri Christophe), the moments when a “regular” person turns into a myth: “Mackandal, on the contrary, leaves an entire mythology,” and “Because of the virginity of the land, our upbringing, our ontology, the Faustian presence of the Indian and the black man, the revelation constituted by its recent discovery, its fecund racial mixing [mestizaje], America is far from using up its wealth of mythologies.”18 Carpentier was predominantly interested in the extraordinary. For instance, he claimed that “[t]he marvelous real is found at every stage in the lives of men who inscribed dates in the history of the continent and who left the names that we still carry: from those who searched for the fountain of eternal youth and the golden city of Manoa to certain early rebels or modern heroes of mythological fame from our wars of independence, such as colonel Juana Azurduy.”19

By contrast, Danticat seems to employ a different type of human-nature intimacy in many of the magical realism moments of her fictional text—perhaps a marvelous/magical terrestrealism. Claire of the Sea Light does not attempt to track “extraordinary figures” or even “extraordinary moments.” The “magic” is more of a hint that lingers through evocation than an actual magical occurrence, and the implication is that it is an offshoot of the extraordinariness of humanity’s bottomless overexploitation of the resources of the land and the sea, which, at least in Haiti, is inseparable from colonial and imperial history; it is less revelatory and more woven in the fabric of social relations and everyday life. While Carpentier, who is interested in the extraordinary as mythology, doesn’t talk much about the political nature of figures like Mackandal or Toussaint L’Ouverture, in Danticat’s revised “terrestrealism,” the colonial and political question is always at the forefront of how her country’s people, at home and in the diaspora, interact and live. That a loving and devoted father could think of giving away his beloved daughter takes an overfished ocean, the impossibility of social betterment in a country where poverty rules, a land in which foreign powers have destroyed the local economies and overexploited the natural resources to the point of complete deforestation, erosion, and devastating earthquakes, as well as the legacies of a Duvalier regime whose disempowering effects continue to be acutely felt.20
For Carpentier, it is “improbable juxtapositions and marvelous mixtures” that define his island’s adherence to the “marvelous real,” one that values Cuba’s historical ties to Latin America over its geographical identity and proximity to the rest of the Caribbean.21 By contrast, Danticat’s brand of revived magical realism does not represent “the unreal … as part of reality” (Leal 119) but shows reality to be at the mercy of the unreal ways in which humanity interfaces with the environment, people, and animals.22 It is possible that these two divergent approaches are less about each individual author and more about the historical barriers that define and locate their different “Caribbeans.” I will leave it up to others, or another essay, to develop this line of inquiry, but it may indeed be important to remember that “the historical and cultural ties which people acknowledge as more important than geography in defining their region are aligned mostly along the differences wrought by the European legacy—one of the most evident and immediate being language.”23 Edwidge Danticat, a Haitian-American writer who was raised speaking French but found a home in the English language after moving to the States as a teen, helps bridge the Anglophone and Francophone Caribbean contexts, but her work may also reveal the untranslatability of magical realism’s Hispanic and Latin American roots in other regions of the Caribbean.
Nevertheless, independently of the broader context behind Danticat’s different engagement with the genre, if it is true that the effect of magical realism is “to liberate history’s destructive aspect into an imaginative sense of future,”24 then certainly, Claire of the Sea Light qualifies as a formidable example of the genre: A better future may ultimately be what becomes conceivable when the runaway Claire runs back to join her father and Gaëlle at the end of the novel: “She had to go home … She had to go back and see her father and Madame Gaëlle, whose own sorrows could have nearly drowned them” (238). Indeed, her surrogate mother whose resemblance and closeness to Claire’s mother have repeatedly been noted in the narrative, finally points to the possibility of a reconstituted, happy family with all its reassuring “ghosts nearby” (Claire 160).
Notes

	1.Other critics have credited different writers with launching the movement. According to the literary critic Angel Flores, for instance, magical realism began with a 1935 story by Argentine writer Jorge Luís Borges (1899–1986). The term itself had been coined by critic Franz Roh (1890–1965) as Magischer Realismus (Magic Realism) to refer to the work of German artists who portrayed routine subjects with eerie detachment.

 

	2.In her review of the novel, Elaine Savory identifies Claire of the Sea Light “as a prose poem of great lyrical power and magical realism” (264).

 

	3.David Mikics, “Derek Walcott and Alejo Carpentier: Nature, History, and the Caribbean Writer,” 371.

 

	4.Ibid., 372.

 

	5.Ibid., 371.

 

	6.Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 92.

 

	7.See the Guernica interview.

 

	8.Jackie Craven, “Introduction to Magical Realism.”

 

	9.Alberto Ríos, “Magical Realism: Definitions.”

 

	10.For the period 1990–2008, the Caribbean experienced 165 natural disasters. Disaster costs were 15 times higher in 1990–1999 than between 1950 and 1959 (ECLAC).

 

	11.Edwidge Danticat Interview, in Haiti Now.

 

	12.Edwidge Danticat Interview, “The Art of Not Belonging,” in Guernica.

 

	13.Edwidge Danticat Interview with Jeffrey Brown, PBS Newshour.

 

	14.See Tharoor et al., “Top 10 Strange Mass Animal Deaths.”

 

	15.Peter T. Fretwell and Phillip N. Trathan, “Emperors on Thin Ice: Three Years of Breeding Failure at Halley Bay,” 1.

 

	16.Angel Flores, “Magical Realism in Spanish American Fiction,” 114.

 

	17.It has been well documented that due to the hormonal changes (and the increase in progesterone) that occur during the menstrual cycle, “some women experience oral changes that can include bright red swollen gums, swollen salivary glands, development of canker sores, or bleeding gums” (WebMD). True to its hybrid engagement with representational practices, the text does not provide a clue as to whether Louise’s complaint is a function of such a natural phenomenon or of a more supernatural one.

 

	18.Alejo Carpentier, “On the Marvelous Real in America,” 88.

 

	19.Ibid., 87.

 

	20.In the Guernica interview, Danticat explains that the idea came to her when “I saw a documentary about orphans in Haiti. Or rather, not quite about orphans. It was about kids who have parents, but their parents bring them to an orphanage so they can have a better life. One of the aid workers in the documentary said that the parents do this because these people are not that attached to their kids”.


 

	21.Alejo Carpentier, “On the Marvelous Real in America,” 75.

 

	22.Luis Leal, “Magical Realism in Spanish America,” 119.

 

	23.Jennifer Mohammed, Cape Caribbean Studies: An Interdisciplinary Approach, 9.

 

	24.David Mikics, “Derek Walcott and Alejo Carpentier: Nature, History, and the Caribbean Writer,” 382.
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In memory of Toni Morrison and Beloved
Jesmyn Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing1 is in part a response to the 2010 British Petroleum Deepwater Horizon oil spill, and the post-humanist and Anthropocene relations unearthed by it. But, more than this, it is a tale that explores US racial injustice through the themes that shape the novel; for two black boys murdered by state-sanctioned U.S. racism propel the narrative of Ward’s novel forward. Equally, Ward’s most brilliant move is to utilize strategies of magical realism to imagine a de-ontologizing of black experience in ways that address racial injustice often erased by the universalizing discourses of post-humanism, and the claims of “the Anthropocene,” a signifier of the most recent “human-centered” epoch. Therefore, the text deconstructs not only (assumed) white human being; it shifts epistemology and being into a relationship that simultaneously privileges the black living and the black dead, the black human and non-human animal. In so doing, the earth and its numerous earthlings may have occasion to braid previously silenced voices into a new ontology.

As such, the novel’s argument asserts that apocalyptic variants of the Anthropocene can only be remedied through addressing the social injuries of black humanity and black suffering made invisible by such apocalyptic visions.2 Sing, Unburied, Sing evokes Diana Leong’s powerful claim that “blackness is the specter that haunts the Anthropocene and its possible futures.”3 The Anthropocene demands a global response to the man-made effects of the biogenetic era, such as climate change, ecosystem deterioration, and species extinction. In addition, the Anthropocene is also linked to post-humanist discourses, for it lays bare the connections between human and non-human animal life, and, of course the earth itself. However, and to emphasize Leong’s point, the most confounding element of the Anthropocene is the erasure of racial differences that are produced to deadly effect by the U.S. social world. These remain largely unaddressed by each discourse, whose leading voices “talk of an earth crisis, of the danger the whole planet faces, and avoid the racial implications of this crisis.”4
As an intervention into these discourses, Sing, Unburied, Sing features the living, natural world in its inextricable relation to other living beings. It is built on scenes that juxtapose the human against the non-human animal in its effort to critique species-ism, respect the earth, and imagine a more racially just response to lived social being. Just as important, it commingles the black dead and the black living. The congruence between the black dead and the black living brings the novel into a magical realm that, ostensibly, does not exist. Here, the dead appear not, as in classical European-centered magical realism, as irruptions presented as “magical” against a realistic narrative.5 On the contrary, the novel uses the black ghost, and the non-human animal to represent magical possibilities for de-ontologizing black lives. If, as Perez and Chevalier assert, “[o]ntology, in short, is the study of what exists, what is being, what is real, and the relation between these entities,” then to de-ontologize means to break new ground in our understanding and experience of being.6 To de-ontologize is to multiply all manner of “being” into varieties of thought, sense, and body. Sing, Unburied, Sing, therefore, moves away from more traditional strains in twentieth-century magical realist theory, which reproduce magical elements against a realistic background that is ultimately species-specific, and often always already racially white. And it imagines the possibility of new worlds of U.S. justice by de-ontologizing the racial constructions upon which such (in)justice depends. In an example from Ward’s novel of what I characterize as “deontology,” Richie’s ghost—who dies at the age of twelve—returns to haunt the characters of the text in a specific quest: his return demands a radical revision of the terms of his life, and an articulated and expanded interpretation of his death. Ultimately, Richie’s return insists upon the “song” signaled in the title of the text. In search of his song, the ghost Richie (who, it must be said, takes center stage in the novel as a living character more than a ghoulish haunting, and in this way resonates with the living ghost of Sethe’s baby in Toni Morrison’s Beloved) serves as a metonym for the “unburied” in the title of the novel. As such, Richie and the other ghosts in Ward’s novel signal Afro-syncretic interpretations of death and animism.
Therefore, this essay discusses Sing, Unburied, Sing as an example of twenty-first-century African American magical realism. It situates the novel at the intersection of critical race theory and the discourses of post-humanist theory, specifically what Cary Wolfe identifies as “species-ism….which like its cognates involves systematic discrimination against an other based solely on a generic characteristic—in this case, species.”7 Yet, in this novel, such “species-ism” hinges on the regimes of racial difference, the visual, and embodiment. For the novel reproduces the racialization of black humanity as animality in the social world; this blackness is cordoned off from the human species, and its rational, “civilized” whiteness. Sing, Unburied, Sing asserts that the contemporary, U.S. legacies of enslavement and colonialism—its afterlives—can only be changed through de-ontologizing settled logics of species-ism, which, as Wolfe defines it, characterizes the “fundamental repression” that underlies most ethical and political discourse: repressing the question of non-human subjectivity, taking for granted that the subject is always already human.8 Of course, a critical “fundamental repression” in Western philosophy assumes the subject is also always already white.9 But as we know, and as the novel demonstrates, every repression is unsuccessful. If the subject is, therefore, the racialized/gendered black human being and the non-human animal; add to these as subject the natural world; and, in addition, too, a black spirit whose very presence is no longer ghostly, we might have a chance to rewrite the future from a liberatory, ethical ground—for black and brown subjects, modes of being that center and privilege non-Western models of life and death, non-human animals, and the earth itself, upon which all rely.
Additionally, I argue that Ward approaches this critique of species-ism via what philosopher Kelly Oliver defines as terraphilia, “[e]arth ethics through which we love the earth enough to take responsibility for it.”10 But while Oliver’s argument teaches us to respect the earth and differences between species in an accounting of the pernicious and deadly effects of the political world upon the earth, it, somewhat surprisingly, fails to address the racial inequities in that political world. In this light, Oliver’s terraphilia and Wolfe’s post-humanist species-ism can be considered variants of the Anthropocene, also recently critiqued by Erik Swyngedouw as a force “powerful in disavowing or displacing social…antagonisms.”11 Although Oliver’s argument accounts for the lethal effects of the political (the world), upon the earth, it does so without directly addressing racial inequities.12 As Oliver again argues, while “earth ethics is based on our shared cohabitation of our earthly home…the tension between politics and ethics, world and earth resonates, [and] our ambivalent place on earth is signaled in that tension.”13 Ward’s novel answers Oliver’s poignant plea regarding “our shared home,” and “our ambivalent place on earth,” by underscoring the requirement of the racial other, and black death, in the shaping of a home and a place in the social world for everyone else. If ever there is an “ambivalent place,” it is in the U.S. world of an anti-black politics that grounds a specious universality in post-humanism.14
So, almost as if in response to the critical discourses Oliver and Wolfe represent, Sing Unburied, Sing seeks a way to dismantle the racialized inequities of our lived social world. The novel is still guided by an ethical relationship to the earth but, it must be said, this relationship exists as the organizing sign of non-Western models of being in Afro-syncretic and indigenous ontologies. To add a further complexity, the novel presents Afro-syncretic ontology as an alternative to Western models of oppression, yet the narrative workings of the text also demand that we critique the alternative, and not romanticize its resistant power, especially in its relation to animals. That is to say, although oppressed by the systemic U.S. racism of the Mississippi South, the African American characters in the novel also perpetrate violence upon other “others.” In this way, Sing, Unburied, Sing reflects upon Claire Jean Kim’s idea of the “metric of animality” regarding human, racial others, but, at the same time, does not dismiss out of hand the problematic foundation of alternative models of being in relation to animal sacrifice. It also operates in manifold ways, and all against the human/animal binary. At the narrative level, the text presents that which Kim asserts as a “taxonomy” that is “synergistic,” instead of a binary that “interlocks.” According to Kim, the result is “an ethics of avowal” that deconstructs the racial human other in relation to the animal.15 According to the novel, we can only begin to think a shared responsibility for the earth through enacting a shared responsibility for each other—and all others—including animal others—by radically deconstructing and decolonizing the U.S. capitalist neoliberal investment in anti-black racism, thereby re-ordering the social world into a more just and ethical framework. Ward’s novel is a de-colonial project that is eco-critical and anti-racist, and it mirrors recent studies of “Latinx de-colonial environmentalisms” that honor a social justice turn in environmentalism.16 This turn grounds an anti-imperial relation to the earth and allows for black mourning, and black modes of transition from life to death, death to life. Of crucial import, in addition, is the novel’s simultaneous critique of Afro-syncretic modes of being and their relation to the animal. I argue that this effort must be guided by a self-conscious political reframing of black humanity and the animal.17
Consequently, Ward’s novel centers black humanity and black death/suffering as a way of pressing the question: how can the earth be our common ground when the racialized politics of the world insist upon the normativity of black death, and the silence—the refusal—of black mourning, is the foundation of this ground?18 I here follow Christina Sharpe’s urgent reposing of Joy James’s and Joāo Costa Vargas’s question, “[w]hat happens when instead of becoming enraged every time a Black person is killed in the United States, we recognize Black death as a predictable and constitutive aspect of democracy?”19
As such, the text challenges the universalizing threads of the Anthropocene and species-ism, but not to dismiss them altogether. Rather, Ward’s novel is interested in privileging the necessity of black life’s infinite value and grieve-able articulations over and against these discourses. If, as Oliver argues, “to acknowledge the dependence of man and humanity on animal and animality is to undermine man’s sense of himself as autonomous and self-sovereign,” Ward’s text asks, which “man” are “we” talking about, and, which “animal” do “we” address?20 In order to “love the earth enough to take responsibility for it,” the novel theorizes the various registers by which we must take responsibility for each other, through a more just, racialized ethic in the world, in order to succeed in our responsibility for a “shared world,” and as a community of stewards of the earth.21 Ultimately, we will not arrive at a “shared world” until black humanity is no longer the necessary “animal” sacrifice for the ground of that world’s humanity. Yet the text additionally points us toward difficult questions regarding non-Western modes of being that also sacrifice non-human animal others, and the ethics of those sacrifices
.

Even more to the point, and what makes this study relevant to the present collection, is Ward’s brilliant de-ontologizing adaptation of magical realist conventions that marks a twenty-first-century development of the narrative mode. She uses ghosts and animals to unbury our assumptions about what constitutes a legitimate experience of consciousness, whose experiences are privileged, and why this is the case. For example, Ward does not understand the dead and the animal as magical irruptions into a realist narrative whose structure is set ever more firmly into place through the temporary presence of “the other.”22 Rather, she uses the relation between animals, the human, and the dead as opportunities to deconstruct traditional magical realist techniques that ultimately privilege black lives previously silenced in death and in life.
In particular, the black ghost, the animal, and a devastated nature exist in the novel as Avery Gordon’s “seething presences.”23 These presences seethe through a magical realist narrative mode that fulfills all five characteristics theorized by Wendy Faris; they are “irreducible elements of magic,” yet more specifically, they “detail a strong presence of the phenomenal world;” equally the animal, the ghost, and nature “merge different realms,” and “disturb received ideas about time, space, and identity.”24 In Ward’s hands, the novel deploys the magical realist mode in part as a “cultural corrective” of both the politics of racial injustice and the aesthetics and politics of magical realism. This is accomplished through her unrelenting deconstruction of the ghost as a being firmly entrenched in this world, and the relation of the non-human animal to the human. If, as Parkinson Zamora and Faris state, “[magical realism] creates space for interactions of diversity… In magical realist texts, ontological disruption serves the purpose of political and cultural disruption: magic is often given as a cultural corrective, requiring readers to scrutinize accepted realistic conventions of causality, materiality, motivation,” then Ward’s novel does more than require scrutiny from its audience.25 Where magical realism traditionally places racialized and ethnicized magic against a realistic background that reifies white, Euro-privileged reality, the ghosts and animals in Sing, Unburied, Sing actually reflect the unreality of that background. They do so by bringing the magic into the emplotted foreground of the textual experience; as such, the narrative structure represents a way out of the various injustices indexed in the novel. In Ward’s example, the argument of this “ontological disruption” is primarily located in the problem of racial/sexual difference attenuated to the animal, when the Other of the human is the black subject who carries racial otherness, and, as Achille Mbembe reminds us, is always “cast within the perimeter of animality.”26
Ward’s novel takes its place with recent discourses of animism, species-ism, and terraphilia. These overlap in ways that the novel itself makes clear. But more to the point, they overlap with American racial constructions, and Ward sees more clearly than perhaps the theorists how seeking racial justice is the solution to these issues. Ward accomplishes this by situating the events in the text through the man-made disaster of the 2010 British Petroleum oil spill; the man-made horror of U.S. racial injustice experienced through the production of the penal institution, Parchman Prison; and the man-made reproduction of human dominance over the animal.
A Devastated Earth, a Devastated Humanity
The novel is set in Mississippi after the 2010 Deepwater Horizon (MODU—Mobile Offshore Drilling Unit) British Petroleum oil spill that devastates the Gulf of Mexico and the United Southern states at its border, its water-species, all associated industries, and of course, the human lives directly and indirectly connected to them. President Barack Obama identifies the spill as “the worst in the nation’s history,” and, as reported by The Trust for Public Land, “the oil would eventually extend 68,000 square miles—but the spill’s effects reached far beyond that. Oil washed up on beaches and marshes along 1,100 miles of the Gulf Coast. A million seabirds and thousands of marine mammals and sea turtles died after exposure to the oil, and the fishing and tourism industries reeled.”27 The largest marine oil spill in world history, Deepwater Horizon, scores one example of rapacious corporate irresponsibility linked to anthropogenic activities at the expense of the environment and the populations connected to it. In addition to the environmental disaster, eleven workers are killed in the blast.28
The devaluation of life is no surprise to the Bois Sauvage, Mississippi African American family at the center of Sing, Unburied, Sing. Each is deeply marked by the racialized politics of the U.S. south, and long before the British Petroleum Deepwater Horizon spill. Pop (River Red), his wife Mam (Philomène), their son and daughter, Given and Leonie, along with their grandchildren, Jojo and Kayla, are all branded by the loss of black life to systemic racism. The novel’s beginning is shaped by a birthday celebration, and a road trip, yet the character’s lives are overshadowed by a consistent confrontation with death throughout. Ward’s text opens on Jojo’s thirteenth birthday, years after his Uncle Given’s murder when a high school senior, and decades after thirteen-year-old Richie’s death at Parchman Prison. Leonie sets out to take her children on a road trip to retrieve her white husband, Michael, from Parchman Prison. Mam is descending further into the clutches of cancer, and Pop is variously absent and present to his loved ones. Individually and as a family they live “in the kill” of a social world that structures racial difference at the limit of animality. The following pages explore the limits of animality and lived racialized human being in Sing, Unburied, Sing.
In the “Kill”; Racialized Ethics and an Imbalance of Spirit
Among the many gestures in the text toward the animal, at the end of the novel Pop tells his grandson, Jojo, “They kill animals better than that” (Ward 2017, 255). This statement is an explanation of his decision decades earlier to kill his fellow Parchman Prison inmate, the child Richie. At the time of the “mercy-killing,” River Red is a teenager at fifteen, and Richie, just a boy of thirteen. Both boys are incarcerated in Parchman; Richie for stealing food to feed his siblings, and River for “harboring a fugitive,” his brother, Stag, when Stag returns home after a barfight with a white man (18). River’s decision to take Richie’s life is one he would never have had to make, if not for the politics of plantation economies that continue to live and breathe during the racialized “travestied freedom” of a Jim Crow United States, and celebrated at penal institutions like Parchman.29 Pop’s decision is spurred by a racialized ethics: rather than allow the prison guard mob to catch Richie and tear the child apart in a grisly death, he chooses to end Richie’s life.30 But the position into which River Red is placed is completely structured by the dehumanizing racial politics of the Jim Crow U.S. south that place him in Parchman.31 In his confession to Jojo, Pop makes a connection between animals and black humanity that distinguishes the animal and the black human in “the kill.” The line, “they kill animals better than that,” structures the difference Pop clearly draws between Richie’s (and his) black humanity, and that of the animal, through the method of “the kill.” Jojo solicits Pop’s confession for Richie, who has returned as an insistent ghost, tortured by his inability to move on from this world for lack of his “song,” the knowledge of his death that remains a mystery to him in his afterlife. Richie is the “excess” of life in Bois Sauvage, in this regard.32 And as we will see, he remains inconsolable and present in the world of the living, even after he learns the details of his death.33
When River Red promises to “take [Richie] home,” his promise prevents the lynch mob—Parchman prison guards—from their intention to “cut him [Richie] piece from piece till he was just some bloody, soft, screaming thing” (255). River’s decision impedes the violence of Richie’s living dismemberment at the hands of the white mob, but his action is an effect of the lynching violence cause. Why should this be the case, however, since River Red “took the shank…and punched it one time into [Richie’s] neck” (255)? The mercy killing River/Pop effectuates is ostensibly far less physically violent than the unspeakable torture Richie is sure to experience, once caught by Parchman’s “trusty shooters.”34 However, River Red’s attempt to save Richie from the torture of a lynching death actually does not counteract the claim he makes years later to his grandson that “[t]hey kill animals better than that.” For the decision River makes as he shanks Richie is a decision produced by the racialized violence of capitalism’s carceral system that fixes black people as animals to be slaughtered, or worked, or used. This is Achille Mbembe’s world as postcolony for African American humanity, relegated to “raw life” and “several forms of dying.”35

In this way, Richie’s death mirrors Given’s, the Uncle Jojo and Kayla meet as a ghost, years after his murder, at their grandmother’s deathbed. Given is murdered by Michael’s cousin in his senior year of high school. It is notable, too, that Given is murdered in “the Kill,” a space in the Bois Sauvage woods where teenagers go to party and hunt, precisely for winning a game of skill: he bets Michael’s cousin that he can “kill a buck with a bow before the (white) boy could take one down with a rifle” (48).36 When he wins—which none of the drunken white boys he considers his friends expect—Michael’s cousin shoots him dead. The cousin later insists to Big Joseph the Sheriff (father to Michael and grandfather to Jojo and Kayla), “[h]e was supposed to lose, Pa.” (50). Given wins the game but loses his life as a result of the expectations built into the racist world-view of his white, teenage friends.37
Non-Hegemonic Fathers and the Magical Balance of Spirit
The first scene in the novel that establishes the bone-deep connection between the black human and non-human animal occurs on Jojo’s thirteenth birthday, with the boy’s eager desire to prove his manhood to his grandfather on the altar of animal sacrifice. But the connection is stamped in the desire to know animal death as an index of humanity, in the death enacted on a non-human animal. Jojo’s voice narrates the first lines of the text,I like to think I know what death is. I like to know that it’s something I could look at straight. When Pop tell me he need my help and I see that black knife slid into the belt of his pants, I follow Pop out the house, try to keep my back straight, my shoulders even as a hanger; that’s how Pop walks. I try to look like this is normal and boring so Pop will think I’ve earned these thirteen years, so Pop will know I’m ready to pull what needs to be pulled, separate innards from muscle, organs from cavities. I want Pop to know I can get bloody. Today’s my birthday. (1)



Jojo’s desire to “know death” is a desire to “look straight” at it, while he clearly models his grandfather’s bodily movements, exemplified in his “straight back,” and “shoulders even as a hangar.” The link between knowledge of death and vision is also connected to animal sacrifice, the ability to “separate innards from muscle, organs from cavities.” Indeed, Jojo wants Pop “to know” he can “get bloody.” In his desire for this knowledge, the boy links himself irrevocably to the world of the human animal, in a readiness to kill an non-human animal, and to thereby “know death,” specifically the death of the non-human animal other.38
After Pop “wrestles the goat like it’s a man,” the visual takes center stage. As the goat’s body falls in the background, its eye occupies the foreground of the scene. “It falls face forward in the dirt, turns its head to the side so it’s looking up at me with its cheek rubbing the dusty earth and the bloody floor of the shed. It shows me its soft eye, but I don’t look away, don’t blink. Pop slits…That eye: still wet. Looking at me like I was the one who cut its neck, like I was the one bleeding it out, turning its whole face red with blood” (4).
The scene’s intermingling of black humanity and the animal drives the logic of their magical irreducibility to each other. In “wrestl(ing) the goat like it’s a man,” Pop’s action wrestles the connection between non-human animals and humans. But the focus on the “soft eye” of the goat cements the connection. The “soft eye” gazes at Jojo with cognizance “[t]hat eye: still wet…looking at me like I was the one who cut its neck, like I was the one bleeding it out…” In this scene, animal knowledge at the boundary of death and life privileges the visual in the animal, as opposed to the human. The “still wet eye” captures Jacques Derrida’s “gaze called ‘animal’ [and] offers to my sight the abyssal limit of the human: the inhuman or the ahuman, the ends of man…the border crossing…”39 And the “still wet” eye evokes the wetness of human and animal bodily cavities, further establishing the connection between the two. The scene continues with Pop’s vivisection of the goat’s body, as the “wet eye” almost disappears till the end of the scene:Pop slices down the center of the stomach…It stinks like possums or armadillos smashed half flat on the road, rotting in asphalt and heat. But worse. This smell is worse; it’s the smell of death, the rot coming from something just alive, something hot with blood and life. I grimace, wanting to make Kayla’s stink face…it looks like she’s smelled something nasty: her green eyes squinting…I want to make that face because [it]…might cut off the stink of death. I know it’s the stomach and intestines, but all I can see is Kayla’s stink face and the soft eye of the goat and then I can’t hold myself still and watch no more, then I’m out the door of the shed and I’m throwing up in the grass outside. (5–6)



It is understandable that the smell and the sight of the goat’s vivisected body nauseate Jojo, and the scene evokes Sigmund Freud’s argument on the origin of humans.40 Jojo’s “straight” look at death fully recapitulates Sigmund Freud’s origin story of the human family which tracks the transition from nature to culture through the human animal’s ability to walk upright, the “diminution of the olfactory stimuli,” and elevation of sight over smell as the hallmark of this transition.41
Yet “the smell of pig shit” in Ward’s scene quickly takes over vision. It carries Jojo’s experience to “the smell…and stink…of death.” Vision and olfaction are commingled in Jojo’s experience, and metaphorized in Kayla’s “stink face” which works at the level of both senses simultaneously. The entire scene also works against Freud’s interpretation of the human animal’s transition from nature to culture in his privileging of the category of human vision over smell—the olfactory sense. For it is the smell of the just-killed goat that “overwhelms like a faceful of pig shit,” not the sight of it. Additionally, “…it’s the smell of death, the rot coming from something just alive, something hot with blood and life.” In the goat’s death, Jojo experiences “something hot with blood and life.” Significantly, for Jojo, the organic is not and cannot be repressed; here, Jojo’s experience of life and death, significantly of an animal life and death, is indistinguishable.
It is notable, too, that while Jojo “knows” he is viewing the intestines and stomach of the goat, finally “all [he] can see is Kayla’s stink face and the soft eye of the goat.” Overwhelmed as Jojo is by Kayla’s stink face and the goat’s eye, Kayla’s face combines vision and olfactory senses in the human; as such, the human is established through the simultaneous rendering of both senses, not one privileged over the other. Kayla makes a face of stink; her face “looks like she’s smelled something nasty.” The senses certainly are not always harmonious, and one may be privileged over the other at different times, for they enter or recede according to different stimuli. What is privileged often oscillates depending on the sense required by the body to respond to a certain event or experience. Yet here, the oscillation never rests on any single sense.
In this scene, Jojo’s connection to Pop as a father is ancient: it has to do with the ritual of animal sacrifice, and the human connection to non-human animals. For while Michael, Jojo’s biological father, is soon on his way home to his family, his function as a father is always already replaced by Pop, who husbands and sacrifices animals; Pop who walks straight as a board, and knows how to father. In Pop/River Red, the Afro-syncretic father function is activated. Pop is married to Philomène, priestess of the Mystère, the syncretic religion that structures the African diaspora community of Bois Sauvage, and in his very name, “River Red,” he is aligned with the natural world in its beauty, and its brutality. River Red is a non-hegemonic father who moves between human and animal, spirit and matter, magical and real; as such, he is present as a father throughout the text in different paternal functions.
River Red’s ability to move between animal and human differences is located in his inheritance of a non-Western, Afro-syncretic notion of the natural world, and animal relation. He tells Jojo about his inheritance thus,My great-grandaddy taught me that…Said there’s a spirit in everything. In the trees, in the moon, in the sun, in the animals. Said the sun is the most important, gave it a name: Aba. But you need all of them, all of that spirit in everything, to have balance. So the crops will grow, the animals breed and get fat for food…if you got too much sun and not enough rain, crops will wither. If you got too much rain, they rot in the ground… You need a balance of spirit. A body, he told me, is the same way. (73)



In Pop/River Red’s body, a non-hegemonic relation to animals and nature mirrors the earth’s ecosystem—which itself, in the Afro-syncretic ontology he passes on to his grandson, codifies the balance necessary to reproduce the health and fecundity of “trees…sun…animals.” River Red’s magical de-ontology of earth and world challenges the finance capitalism that subtends the British Petroleum oil spill and its aftermath. As an African American father, his cosmos is a world indebted to balance of spirit, of earth, and of all living beings on it.
In addition, River Red/Pop’s relationship to animals establishes a magical de-ontology that acknowledges the dependency of man upon animal, but does not undermine his sense of himself as a man. To the contrary, such recognition magnifies and supplements River’s sense of himself as human. He states, “Like this. I’m strong. I can split this wood. But maybe if I had some of the boar’s strength, a little bit of the wild pig’s tusk at my side, something to give me a little bit of that animal’s spirit, then maybe, just maybe…I’m better at this. Maybe it comes a little easier to me. Maybe I’m stronger” (73–74). Thus, animal spirit augments human strength, human skill, and human ingenuity. Contrary to Western notions of the animal that teach us how to be human by locating the animal as “abjected to humanity as its constitutive outside,” animal and human are here commingled in their multiplicity in River’s magic de-ontology.42 However, the goat’s “wet eye,” and the consciousness Jojo perceives in it, stand as a corrective to this alternative ontology.
Finally, Given’s contest with his high school mates, and Jojo’s desire to “know death” on his thirteenth birthday are rites of manhood that are both grounded in animal sacrifice. In the logic of species-ism, Given’s buck and Jojo’s goat are meant to establish both boys’s human transcendence over the animal. As such, Wolfe’s “sacrificial economy of species-ism” is the technique in each instance by which Given and Jojo attempt to become men. As Wolfe claims “because one must prove that one is a man; masculine identity is a “project”, not a given.”43 While Given is playing in the Kill with his ostensible friends, and is ultimately murdered for winning a game of skill with indigenous, pre-modern implements he is never meant to master over the ballistics of whiteness, Jojo and River Red/Pop’s goat is part of an Afro-syncretic ritual. This should make a difference.44 Yet to “prove that one is a man” one must first be considered human, in this world.
A Mississippi Father Burns Bacon: Hegemonic Fathers
When Michael, Jojo’s biological father, returns from Deepwater Horizon, he cannot find another job, and Leonie (Jojo and Kayla’s black mother who is daughter to Pop and Philomène, and sister to Given) initially misunderstands his dramatic loss of weight as a result of “…his grief, and the fact he couldn’t find another welding job anywhere in Mississippi, or Alabama, or Florida, or Louisiana, or the Gulf of Mexico. But later I found out the truth” (93). Michael attempts to relieve his post-traumatic stress and misery by turning to drugs; however, he suffers not only the loss of his job on Deepwater Horizon, not only the survivor’s guilt he endures for having survived as eleven other workers have not; but, in addition, he suffers because of the irreparable damage done to all aspects of living nature. This is a nature with which Michael identifies, for “…he liked working through the night so when the sun was rising, the ocean and the sky were one thing, and it felt like he was in a perfect egg” (225).45
Michael’s embryonic identification with the earth signals his understanding that he is literally Earth’s child, for he perceives, in the image of “ocean and sky as one thing,” that he is “in a perfect egg.” But it is racial identity and racial hegemony—the world—that intrudes upon Michael’s identification with the earth. When this Mississippi (white) father burns bacon late in the novel, his actions inspire Jojo’s memory of Michael’s related torment after the British Petroleum spill.46 And as his Mississippi father cooks bacon, Jojo remembers a story his father told him,I actually cried, Michael told the water. He seemed ashamed to say that, but he went on anyway. How the dolphins were dying off, how whole pods of them washed up on the beaches in Florida, in Louisiana, in Alabama and Mississippi: oil-burnt, sick with lesions, hollowed out from the insides. And then Michael said something I’ll never forget: Some scientists for BP said this didn’t have nothing to do with the oil, that sometimes this is what happens to animals: they die for unexpected reasons. Sometimes a lot of them. Sometimes all at once. And then Michael looked at me and said: And when that scientist said that, I thought that about humans. Because humans is animals. And the way he looked at me that night told me he wasn’t just thinking about any humans; he was thinking about me. I wonder if Michael thought that yesterday, when he saw that gun, saw that cop push me down so I bowed to the dirt. (226)



Michael’s communication with the water signals his non-hegemonic respect for the earth and his ability to grieve it. Further, the dolphins “oil-burnt, sick with lesions, hollowed out from the insides” are animals like Jojo’s goat, whose cavities are “hollowed out.” And Michael is indeed “thinking about” his son when he makes the statement that “humans is animals.” The small family has just returned from retrieving Michael from Parchman Prison, and, on the way, they are pulled over by a police officer. As a result, Jojo directly experiences his first state-driven racialized violence, up to the perimeter of death. It is a scene with which we are far too familiar.47 We should remember Achille Mbembe’s injunction that “power, in the postcolony, is carnivorous.”48 And the signifying chain of carnivorous power moves throughout this scene: Michael’s statement “humans is animals” resonates in this way; for they “die for unexpected reasons.” Yet the reasons are not unexpected—they are produced by systemic racism and white supremacy—neither of which Michael appears capable of accounting for in this conversation with his son. Yet, both father and son are still shadowed by the horror of having the police officer threaten their lives, specifically the child Jojo, with his gun. And while we learn of Michael’s deep sorrow over a devastated nature, Michael is now burning bacon; he is cooking a non-human animal, as he makes connections between humans and animals in their “unexpected” deaths, none of which are unexpected in power’s carnivorous appetite.
As if to further establish his point about the animality of humans, Michael tells his son, “My family ain’t always did right. Was one of my dumbass cousins that killed your Uncle Given…Whenever Leonie or Mam or Pop talked about how Given died, they said: He got shot. But Michael said something different. Some people think it was a hunting accident… One day I’ll tell you the whole story” (226–227). While the smell of the bacon is the smell of history as meat for both Jojo and Michael, the black boy and white man occupy different perspectives and vantage points in relation to this history as a result of their racial difference. Michael occupies the position of knowledge; he promises Jojo to one day tell him “the whole story” of “the hunting accident” that serves as the official story of Given’s murder. The internal contradiction in Michael’s identification with the water and with nature is precisely his hegemonic status written in his whiteness. As the white father, he can only go so far in his sympathies to the other/Other. In the text, he mourns a devastated nature, yet cannot fully transfer this sympathy for nature to loving kindness for his black daughter, Kayla, who he smacks—in a racialized inversion of the white father’s smack of his white child in Brooks’s poem—nor can he extend it to Given, his dead brother-in-law, whom he never directly mourns, or express it to his son, Jojo.49 As a sign of white male patriarchy, Michael mourns the earth he refuses to protect, and fails his own family. His failure as a father is also figured in his language; he “punctuates each word with a slap,” as he physically disciplines Kayla in this scene (228). In this racialized (political) world, Michael’s identification with nature is ultimately short-circuited by his positionality in white patriarchy. This moment dovetails with Saidiya Hartman’s assertion that the “white bourgeois family can actually live with murder in order to reconstitute its domesticity.”50
The Haunting of the Kill and Black Humanity
The black human and the non-human animal remain linked throughout the novel, and their connection reappears in the last scene, after the ghost Richie discovers the details of his death. This is the reason Richie troubles Philomène on her deathbed, for he imagines she is his mother who can love him into becoming on the other side; but, even with new-found knowledge gleaned from River/Pop’s confession to Jojo, he cannot make the transition. Philomène, however, earlier in the text, tells us that this is how the black ghost is produced “when the dying’s bad. Violent. Then half your spirit stays behind and wanders” (236).51 Despite all of his expectations, Richie does not disappear, he does not cross over (as do Philomène and Given) when River/Pop finally shares the details of Richie’s death. To the contrary, Richie returns again, and this time with a host of ghosts. While ghostly haunting is not Philomène’s way, it is Richie’s, and that of all the ghosts that grotesquely adorn the tree of deathly knowledge at the end of the novel. Neither Richie nor the community of ghosts can cross over like Philomène. Richie explains his return to Jojo as a failed transformation of storytelling, of voice, and of song. He states, “I thought once I knew, I could. Cross the waters. Be home. Maybe there, I could”—the word sounds like a ripped rag—“become something else. Maybe I could. Become. The song” (281).
It is important, too, that Richie’s failure to cross over is attenuated to the violence of his death at River’s hands. The failure to transition is the silence attenuated to his death, specifically in the lack of grieving, or mourning. Yet another feature of the grotesque and savage violence that the white lynch mob enacts on the black body is its repressive force in the aftermath of the murder. As Jacqueline Goldsby contends, “a significant but untold dimension of lynching force…as a tactic of white supremacy derives from its capacity not just to terrorize but to traumatize survivors into silence, leaving gaps of knowledge in its wake.”52 Although River kills Richie in what he thinks is a more merciful way, the body is defiled, for Riv “[L]aid him down on the ground. Told the dogs to get. They smelled the blood. Tore into him…[T]hey tore his throat out, hamstringed him” (256). And, in addition, Richie is not grieved. When Riv “finally found his mama…just so I could tell her Richie was dead and she could look at me with a stone face and shut the door on me” (256). Richie’s mother presents “a stone face,” and a “shut door” to River. Any possibility for community in the necessary time of mourning is foreclosed upon by the combination of the violence, and its effect: a communal repressive force. The lack of grieving black, violent death, to repeat Goldsby’s claim “traumatizes the survivors into silence.” There is the violence, and then the repression, and then the silence. There is the “stone face,” then the shut door. Surely, this is also the case in Given’s death, for Jojo remembers, “[w]henever Leonie or Mam or Pop talked about how Given died, they said: He got shot” (226). And that is the end of the story among the family, ultimately, another failure of transmission. The entire trajectory of the narrative is located in Jojo’s (and Richie’s) attempt to elicit River’s mourning story; of his tale of grief about his friend, and the loss of his own childhood; all of which, at some level, function as a placeholder for his mourning of his son, Given, whose murder is also displaced, distorted, and inarticulate within the family.
When Richie returns, unable to move on even with the knowledge of his death, the scene is centered upon a tree in which many ghosts appear, and up which Richie “ascends…like a white snake” (282). As a snake, Richie’s ghost takes on the aspect of an animal.53 And the multitude of ghosts who appear to Jojo and Kayla at this moment share the inverse litany of their violent deaths in an unusual way,None of them reveal their deaths, but I see it in their eyes, their great black eyes. They perch like birds, but look as people. They speak with their eyes: He raped me and suffocated me until I died I put my hands up and he shot me eight times she locked me in the shed and starved me to death while I listened to my babies playing with her in the yard they came in my cell in the middle of the night and they hung me they found I could read and they dragged me out to the barn and gouged my eyes before they beat me still I was sick and he said I was an abomination and Jesus say suffer little children so let her go and he put me under the water and I couldn’t breathe. (282)



These deaths are visually communicated, not spoken; they shape the curse (for what is an inverse litany if not a curse?) of transgenerational
 racial terrors visited upon black people that span historical time; from the slave plantation to contested freedoms; from the modern carceral, and the racial/sexual/gendered violence produced by the state through its systems; in slavery, and its afterlives. It is significant that in their afterlives, the ghosts “perch like birds, but look as people.” Even in their ghostliness, carried with them is the stamp of their non-human animal selves. What can this enigmatic message of the ghost mean, whose body is animal, and eyes, human?
Here is a final, powerful instance of River/Pop’s magical de-ontology. What follows the human spirit beyond a degraded life and violent death is an animal spirit that augments the ghost spirit with what they share: in this instance, their flight. But it is striking that the ghosts do not fly away. When Kayla, Leonie’s youngest, returns to this scene with Pop, she entreats the ghosts that only she and Jojo see and hear, telling them to “Go home. The ghosts shudder, but they do not leave….[T]he ghosts don’t still, don’t rise, don’t ascend and disappear. They stay… Kayla sings, and the multitude of ghosts lean forward, nodding. They smile with something like relief, something like remembrance, something like ease. Yes… Home, they say. Home.
” (284–285).
The novel ends on this note, with Kayla the toddler fully enforcing and using her magical inheritance beautifully, singing and keening with all the ghosts in the tree. They are here, with us.54 Unable to cross over like Philomène and Given, they are here for a reason. This scene is exemplary of Christina Sharpe’s assertion of “[b]lack being in the wake as a form of consciousness.”55 In Kayla’s conscious ability to grieve black life and death in her song with the bird-ghosts, the irresolvability of black life and death, and animal life and death, is celebrated, and grieved. It is not passed on, nor is it passed over, as Toni Morrison’s Beloved teaches us. It is fully articulable in its mourning: in the multiplicity of this world.
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“Films, in sum, are potentially ‘magical realist’; they can make dreams realistic and reality dreamlike, giving fantasy what Shakespeare called a ‘local habitation and a name.’”

—Robert Stam
If the Latin-American Boom in mid-twentieth century admittedly gave magical realist fiction a ‘local habitation and a name,’ twenty-first-century world literature and cinema have been thriving on its narrative versatility, intermediality, aesthetic appeal, and, probably most important, on its representational power, its uncanny ability to simulate and to recover the traumatic real. In terms of historical trauma, the century’s arguably most defining event, the terror attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, have also become its most mediatized one: live televised images of extreme violence spread around the world and impacted the consciousness of the global mass audience. In the wake of 9/11, a limit event that shattered the notions of power, security, and invincibility the world used to attribute to its sole remaining superpower, novels and films employing magical realist narrative methods and images have attempted to convey the feel of various historical traumata—i.e., not of what factually happened, but of what was perceived as happening—such as the Spanish Civil War, the Holocaust, India’s post-independence struggle, the Cold War, and 9/11, while theoretical discourses, including literary theory, media studies, trauma theory, and memory studies, as well as sociological analyses have pushed the boundaries imposed by politically motivated, “official” historiographies and overheated patriotic rhetoric beyond the rigid Manichean paradigms of good and evil, innocence and guilt, victim and perpetrator. Several studies analyzing testimonial literatures, particularly texts bearing witness to histories of violence, have come to explore the magical realism–traumatic memory nexus by relying on various interdisciplinary approaches covering narrative theory, cultural studies, historiography, Holocaust studies, trauma theory, and quite recently, clinical therapy.1 This study will seek out magical realist elements in the words (speech, voice-over, dialogues) and images (camera shots) of post-9/11 cinematic narratives (adaptations of literary works or based on original screenplays) which attempt to recover the ineffable of traumatic memories. In the following exposition and analyses, I will highlight the gravitational shift in magical realist representations of trauma after 9/11 from the textual to the visual, both in print and on screen, by corroborating such concepts as vicarious traumatization, mediatized trauma, and traumatic imagination, and by using as case studies a few outstanding twenty-first-century magical realist films.

Vicarious Traumatization
In an almost uncanny anticipation of 9/11 and the subsequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, whose numerous veterans suffering from PTSD were labeled either as “heroes” and “patriots,” or, as “victims” of ill-planned wars, depending on which side of the political spectrum one found oneself,2 Kirby Farrell had commented on terror and loss in the post-traumatic culture of the 1990s as follows: “A culture may make terror and loss heroically meaningful and so diminish its damage, but a culture may also contribute to psychic ruin. For exactly this reason – because trauma can be ideologically manipulated, reinforced, and exploited – it calls for critical analysis as well as psychiatric intervention.”3 Farrell’s statement sums up the main purpose of the present argument and its primary concentration on the magical realist treatment of trauma in post-9/11 cinema.
As I pointed out in another study, unlike the direct trauma incurred by victims, secondhand trauma, or traumatization by witnessing, does not necessarily require one’s physical presence at, or direct exposure to, an extreme event. “What matters is the feeling incurred by experiencing the event in one way or another: through oral accounts, written narratives, or audio-visual media.”4 The repetition of violent images by the media does tend to create a spatiotemporality in its own right and, in a way, “authentic” experiences from the audience’s point of view. A spectator (a reader or a film viewer) may thus develop what Thomas Elsaesser calls “prosthetic memory” and, on a case-by-case basis, “prosthetic trauma,” which will result in a subconscious overlap of different temporalities in the spectator’s perception of reality.5 The legitimacy of secondary witnessing and the pathology of vicarious traumatization have been treated extensively in the past few decades, ultimately leading to analyses of literary works as trauma work. In 2005, E. Ann Kaplan argued that “the reader or viewer of stories or films about traumatic situations may be constituted through vicarious or secondary trauma,” and that “most of us most of the time experience trauma in the ‘secondary’ rather than direct position,”6 while others before that, Jean Baudrillard, Jacques Ellul, Paul Virilio, and Slavoj Žižek, to name only a few, had discussed the impact of visual media on the collective consciousness, both within and outside of trauma-related contexts. It is important to note that vicarious traumatization is not always only the result of viewing or reading a trauma narrative but also—and more important from an artistic perspective—the cause, the psychological trigger, for building one.7
In the context of transgenerational trauma, Marianne Hirsch approached vicarious traumatization about two decades ago by proposing the concept of postmemory, “a powerful form of memory [whose] connection to its object or source is mediated not through recollection but through representation, projection, and creation—often based on silence rather than speech, on the invisible rather than the visible.”8 In Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close,9 for example, nine-year-old Oskar Schell is a hyperactive, frenzy-prone secondhand witness of the WTC attacks while Thomas Schell, Sr., his grandfather, is a silent firsthand witness of the horrors of World War II. Besides an underlying trauma of loss caused by the death of his father in one of the WTC towers, Oskar has also incurred mediatized trauma by obsessively watching the TV news coverage of 9/11 and later on by compulsively seeking out video clips of the Falling Man on the Internet. With reference to pictures of the Holocaust, Hirsch has pointed out that “[i]n repeatedly exposing themselves to the same pictures, postmemorial viewers can produce in themselves the effects of traumatic repetition that plague the victims of trauma.”10 Important to our argument, Hirsch’s emphasis on the processes of mediation and imagination ties in meaningfully with the larger and quite recent field of inquiry into mediatized trauma: “Postmemory’s connection to the past is thus actually mediated not by recall but by imaginative investment, projection, and creation.”11 Safran Foer’s Oskar has a particularly vivid imagination to which he resorts in order to design alternative scenarios of the past, or to reverse the trajectory of the Falling Man, whom he assumes to be his father. Without distorting the painful truth of the traumatic event, Oskar’s traumatic imagination makes simultaneous attempts to recover and to re-cover it in the process of working through trauma.
Mediatized Trauma
The most common exposure to trauma without subjecting oneself to physical harm or to immediate psychological injury has taken place for almost two decades now through the ubiquitous visual media, television (news footage and documentaries), film, photography, smartphones, and Internet, which has added a relatively new phrase to the field of trauma theory: mediatized trauma. The most significant example of a violent event to be experienced globally via digital technologies was the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, on September 11, 2001. The 9/11 phenomenon, as the event has come to be referred to, marked a turning point in the overall discourse on the effect of images on the viewers’ consciousness, screen trauma, and vicarious traumatization.
Among the first theorists to respond to the 9/11 attacks was Jean Baudrillard, who pointed out the powerful impact of the televised images on the event itself: “[…] the terrorists exploited the ‘real time’ of images, their instantaneous worldwide transmission […]. The role of images is highly ambiguous. For, at the same time as they exalt the event, they also take it hostage. […] The image consumes the event, in the sense that it absorbs it and offers it for consumption. Admittedly, it gives it unprecedented impact, but impact as image-event.”12 Baudrillard’s term “image-event” put representation and reality on an unequal, reversed footing: It was not the event itself that shocked the consciousness of the global mass audience, but the event as image—a fundamental point in present-day discussions of screen trauma. Around the same time, Slavoj Žižek offered a similar interpretation: “[…] what happened on September 11 [2001] was that this fantasmatic screen apparition entered our reality. It is not that reality entered our image: the image entered and shattered our reality (i.e., the symbolic coordinates which determine what we experience as reality).”13 These theorists’ view of the reality–image nexus, prompted by the 9/11 phenomenon, has led to the re-evaluation of the pathology of vicariously incurred trauma (by exposure to images of extreme violence), particularly in recent years, when drone operators have been found suffering from the same kind of combat trauma as fighters on the ground.
Another post-9/11 concept, distant trauma, “the psychiatric study into the clinical effects of watching catastrophic events on television, became an extensively researched—and increasingly accepted—clinical designation.”14 Almost a decade ago, E. Ann Kaplan and Ban Wang already argued that the visual media do not just mirror traumatic experiences, but “in their courting and staging violence, they are themselves the breeding ground of trauma, as well as a matrix of understanding and experiencing of a world out of joint.”15 The emphasis on “experiencing” violent realities through images, with consequences equal or close to those of direct traumatic experiences, has become a constant marker in contemporary discussions of mediatized trauma and vicarious traumatization. In his recent study, Amit Pinchevski reinforces Kaplan and Wang’s point of view: “That mediated images might be traumatic to the viewer complements this recent understanding of trauma, with the screen functioning as a potential locus of trauma. […] As visual media become recognized as potentially traumatogenic, the screen becomes operative in redefining the threshold operations between inside and outside, creating the possibility for images of far-off tragedies to impinge upon the viewer’s psychological wellbeing.”16 As peddlers of violent image-events, digital media can easily turn into sources of trauma in their own right and consequently require the same kind of attention in both theoretical and clinical treatments of traumatic disorders.
Theoretical interpretations of 9/11 and of the trauma discourse in its aftermath present a history-related semantic (and by extension, political) pitfall that needs to be addressed if one is to use this super-mediatized event as a milestone in twenty-first-century visual trauma narratives. As Lucy Bond remarked not so long ago, 9/11 is “not a stable referent,” should critics and theorists wish to attach to, or to derive from, it any analogical meanings. “Nowhere is this more clear,” Bond writes, “than in the peculiar appropriation of the moniker ‘Ground Zero’ as a signifier for the ruined Trade Center site in the aftermath of 9/11,” because the term, dating back to the American bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, evokes the epicenter of a nuclear blast.17 Thus, the arbitrarily embedded reference to Hiroshima as historical precedent makes the 9/11 narrative problematic by “blurring the boundaries between perpetrator and victim to problematize the overly simplistic construction of the contemporary world as a binary universe of ‘good’ and ‘evil.’”18 Shortly before 9/11, Jean Baudrillard (the “prophet of postmodernism”) had already decried what he perceived as the arbitrariness and artificiality involved in memorization and the glorification of heritage: “[t]his obsession with reliving and reviving everything, this obsessional neurosis, this forcing of memory is equivalent to a vanishing of memory – a vanishing of actual history, a vanishing of the event in the information space. This amounts to making the past itself into a clone, an artificial double, and freezing it in a sham exactitude that will never actually do it justice.”19 Whatever the takeaways of 9/11—the media event and its traumatic memories—the trauma films that followed at the beginning of the century, of which we will exemplify a few, generally avoid politicizing the violent historical realities that they represent, nor do they engage in suggesting spurious solutions or in providing fake hopes of healing—even though the purity of innocence and love, to different degrees of suggestiveness, plays a central thematic role in most of them.
Traumatic Imagination and Magical Realism
A traumatic experience may often trigger a chain reaction that starts with a psychological condition of woundedness, engages a creative psychic function, and ultimately leads to an artistic image. Therefore, in the earlier study20 mentioned above, I proposed the term “traumatic imagination”—conflating the adjective derived from trauma, a psychological syndrome,21 and imagination, a function of consciousness responsible for acts of memory and creativity—as an interdisciplinary critical category that may prove helpful to analyses of literary texts attempting to represent extreme historical events from different periods and geo-cultural spaces. Without considering magical realism an exegetic embodiment of trauma pathology, I nevertheless tend to view it as the artistic medium by which the traumatic imagination often creates fictional images based on an elusive reality (limit event). Through magical realist narratives, the traumatic imagination transfers to narrative memory events that have been precluded from narrativization by trauma. This postmodern storytelling practice does not copy reality, but rather reconstructs it by reshuffling all of its familiar elements, concrete details easily recognizable by readers or film viewers. Thus, the magical (the unexplainable, the supernatural) comes to act as an indispensable ontological ingredient by which the traumatic imagination re-arranges and re-presents reality.22
One of the first novels written after 9/11, based on a collective traumatic experience and making use of magical realist storytelling, is Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close.23 The book juxtaposes traumata suffered by two generations of characters half a century apart: the lingering pain and unprocessed memory of the Holocaust in Thomas Schell, Sr.’s psyche, and the powerful impact of 9/11 on the consciousness and behavior of his nine-year-old grandson, Oskar Schell, who lost his father, Thomas Schell, Jr., in one of the WTC towers. Oskar is the novel’s main character and first-person narrator although the central narrative line is at times interrupted by his grandfather’s letters to his son. The flashbacks of Oskar’s past interactions with his father tell the story of a severely traumatized consciousness.24 The boy clearly remembers his father’s story of the Sixth Borough, which broke away from New York a long time ago, and is now to be found in Antarctica, as well as the detailed description of Central Park being “pulled like a rug across a floor” into Manhattan. This story within a story, which runs over seven pages, constitutes the most compelling magical realist writing in the book.
The Sixth Borough was supposedly “an island, separated from Manhattan by a thin body of water whose narrowest crossing happened to equal the world’s long jump record, such that exactly one person on earth could go from Manhattan to the Sixth Borough without getting wet.”25 True to the fundamental technique of magical realist storytelling, fusing the sensational, the supernatural, and the unexplainable, and infusing them with highly realistic details, Oskar’s father employs concrete, verifiable, toponymical references:When the time finally came, the long jumper would begin his approach from the East River. He would run the entire width of Manhattan, as New Yorkers rooted for him on from opposite sides of the street, from the windows of their apartments and offices, and from the branches of trees. Second Avenue, Third Avenue, Lexington, Park, Madison, Fifth Avenue, Columbus, Amsterdam, Broadway, Seventh, Eighth, Ninth, Tenth… And when he leapt, New Yorkers cheered the jumper on and cheering each other on. For those few moments that the jumper was in the air, every New Yorker felt capable of flight.26



The following image suggests an impending apocalypse, a harbinger of sorts of the upcoming events of September 11, 2001: As the Sixth Borough starts breaking away, “[t]he eight bridges between Manhattan and the Sixth Borough strained and finally crumbled, one at a time, into the water. The tunnels were pulled too thin to hold anything at all.”27 Nevertheless, according to the father’s account, no one wants to leave the Sixth Borough; its inhabitants’ complacency and refusal to change will ultimately lead to their “floating away, one millimeter at a time.”28 Oskar interrupts his father with questions several times, attempting to verify the veracity of his sensational story, but Thomas Schell, Jr. just ignores them, leaving his son and us, readers, in a continual state of uncertainty and hesitancy, two essential ingredients of reading or listening to a magical realist narrative.
To salvage Central Park, which used to lie in the middle of the Sixth Borough, “[e]normous hooks were driven through the easternmost grounds, and the park was pulled by the people of New York, like a rug across a floor, from the Sixth Borough into Manhattan.”29 The children of New York, who had been lying on their backs in the park, were pulled “into Manhattan and adulthood. By the time the park found its current resting place, every single one of the children had fallen asleep, and the park was a mosaic of their dreams.”30 Endowed with exceptional insight and a keen curiosity, Oskar plays doubting Thomas, and makes his father admit that there is “no irrefutable evidence. There’s nothing that could convince someone who doesn’t want to be convinced. But there is an abundance of clues that would give the wanting believer something to hold on to.”31 In order to “see” the magic hiding in reality, one would need to go beyond pragmatism, take a leap of faith, and believe in that which is not immediately perceivable in reality, but, nevertheless, inherently part of it.
There is now a gigantic hole in the middle of the Sixth Borough where Central Park used to be, the story continues. “As the island moves across the planet, it acts like a frame, displaying what lies beneath it.”32 Now it is supposedly in Antarctica. What follows is a tableau frozen in time, with sidewalks covered in ice, frozen fountains, andchildren frozen at the peak of their swings – the frozen ropes holding them in flight. […] Flea-market vendors are frozen mid-haggle. Middle-aged women are frozen in the middle of their lives. The gavels of frozen judges are frozen between guilt and innocence. On the ground are the crystals of the frozen first breaths of babies, and those of the last gasps of the dying. On a frozen shelf, in a closet frozen shut, is a can with a voice in it.33



The last sentence foreshadows what will later be revealed as the answering machine (“a can with a voice in it”) with the last messages that Oskar’s father had left shortly before he was killed in one of the collapsing WTC towers, and which Oskar had hidden (“in a closet frozen shut”) out of shame and guilt for not having had the courage to answer the calls.
Tying in his father’s story of the Sixth Borough with his traumatic memories and feelings of guilt and shame, Oskar creates a reality of his own, where, he subconsciously hopes, he will not get hurt; inadvertently, however, in his desperate search for closure and safety, he puts his life on hold, and does nothing, in fact, but prolong the unbearable pain of the trauma of loss he incurred on 9/11. In his response to one of Oskar’s letters, a fictional Stephen Hawking writes, “[…] the vast majority of the universe is composed of dark matter. The fragile balance depends on things we’ll never be able to see, hear, smell, taste, or touch. Life itself depends on them. What’s real? What isn’t real? Maybe those aren’t the right questions to be asking. What does life depend on?”34 For now, Oskar’s life is supported by the feeling, not the memory, of his father’s presence; accepting his absence would be for him too painful to bear, so it cannot be real.
In a similar manner, Oskar’s grandmother reminisces, in magical realist images, about the last night she spent with her late sister, Anna: “She was my sister. We slept in the same bed. […] The books in my father’s shed were sighing. The sheets were rising and falling around me with Anna’s breathing.”35 What matters is not that books cannot sigh and that bedsheets cannot defy gravity, but, rather, the narrator-character’s conveying a numbing feeling of nostalgia and her unbearable pain of losing a loved one. In Safran Foer’s book, traumatic memories seem to find expression either in the characters’ utterances, or, if one or the other is overwhelmed by grief, such as Oskar’s grandfather, in pictures and visually modified print.
The Triumph of the Visual in the Printed Text and on the Screen
I do not use the term “triumph” lightly; nevertheless, I have to acknowledge a victory of sorts, that of the image over the word, of which Safran Foer’s book and the magical realist trauma films of the new millennium are telling (albeit not generalizing) examples. Three decades ago, Jacques Ellul adopted a critical attitude toward the triumph of images and what he called the “humiliation” of the word: “Images become unquestionable, just as reality is. This happens because images become more real than reality itself. The representation comes to serve as our mental framework; we think we are reflecting on facts, but they are only representations.”36 In the context of a traumatic reality, however, in which “facts” are either blurred by psychic wounding or downright inexistent, images may, indeed, become “more real than reality itself”—which confers, in fact, some unexpectedly positive value onto Ellul’s remarks.
Safran Foer’s book features visually altered text, i.e., pages with blurred or completely blackened print; uses entire pages for single words, phrases, or questions; intercalates photographs pertaining to adjacent textual references; and ends with a multi-page flipbook featuring a human body falling from one of the WTC towers. The graphically altered print, the pictures, the pages hinting at a deliberate avoidance of speech, and the flipbook implying time in reverse are all so many visual vehicles meant to represent—or, rather, suggest—the traumatized state of mind of the main characters. The author’s experimental fusion of images and words goes well beyond a simple knack for postmodernist gimmicks: Safran Foer establishes an almost physical, kinetic rapport between readers and his text by creating a level of empathy that visual perception can achieve a lot more effectively than words can. If language generally keeps readers away from the immediate danger of vicarious traumatization (even though that is always a possibility: What has been read cannot be unread), sight takes them hostage, tethers them to a terrifying reality from which it is unlikely they will ever break free even after closing the book. Ellul made a similar point when he wrote, “Reality apprehended by sight is always unbearable, even when that reality is beauty. We have a horror of reality, perhaps because we depend on it so. Language, even when it is realistic, allows us to escape from this terrible reality. Sight locks us up with it and obliges us to look at it.”37 If there is a whiff of the sublime in Safran Foer’s art, it cannot be accidental; it is just as real as the traumatic experiences it tries to convey.
For example, one of the pictures illustrates Thomas Schell, Sr.’s (the Renter’s) way of answering yes/no questions by avoiding speech: He simply writes the words “YES” and “NO” in each palm of his hands.38 (The other way is writing on pieces of paper or cue cards.) If Oskar is prone to overanalyzing, overthinking, and overintellectualizing his memories and reality by making extensive use of words, his grandfather, marked by the trauma of war and the Holocaust, abhors speech, and relies on the written (silent) kind, instead.
Furthermore, the novel visualizes the grandfather’s, Thomas Schell, Sr.’s trauma by gradually blurring the words in the text of his first-person narrative and ultimately by entirely blacking out print (Fig. 11.1).[image: ../images/472418_1_En_11_Chapter/472418_1_En_11_Fig1_HTML.png]
Fig. 11.1Thomas Schell Sr.’s waning words are reflected in print through the gradual blacking out of the text in Jonathan Safran Foer’s novel Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close (Penguin Books, 2005)



The smudged and finally completely blackened text suggests a gradual breakdown in communication (even if it pertains to the character’s internal monologue), that is, the words’ failure to convey the character’s painful reality and ultimately to make sense of his traumatic memories.39 Thus, readers may empathize with his pain more keenly than by reading a complete, factual account of it. The textualization of the reader is not just a magical realist/postmodernist gimmick: Instead of insulating readers against the onslaught of painful feelings experienced by the character, the text visually protrudes into the readers’ “real” reality, and deliberately jolts them out of their comfort zone. The visual creates an acuteness of perception that helps bring readers into an unmediated and quite intimate relationship with the character, specifically, with the character’s post-trauma persona, which, on account of his traumatic memories, has suffered a profound identity crisis. As often is the case with severely traumatized subjects, repressed memories have led to the doubling of the character’s consciousness—a phenomenon to which trauma theory refers as the doppelgänger syndrome.40 The grandfather’s “double” (or “ghost,” in a magical realist context) has entirely rejected speech and now relies exclusively on written words when struggling to communicate his thoughts, or, in Saussurean terms, he is unable to use signifiers (words in utterance) because of their inadequacy to render an ineffable signified (concept, meaning). Since one cannot exist without the other (the signifier without the signified and vice versa), language breaks down, and readers come to witness the gradual unraveling of the character’s consciousness. The visual means deployed by Safran Foer, the altered print, facilitates the process of witnessing. Covering two ontological grounds, the explainable and the fantastic, the natural and the supernatural, neither of which measures up to the real any more than the other, twenty-first-century magical realism succeeds in capturing and relaying the multiplicity and complexity of Being thanks to its versatile relationship with an unpresentable reality: the limit event or extreme historical violence. Arguably the most salient, and certainly the most pragmatic, instance of twenty-first-century magical realist ontology has recently been described by Sonja Bar-Am, who proposes that therapists and counseling practitioners employ the fictional technique of magical realism “as a conceptual and therapeutic space to listen to clients’ detailed stories of acute psychotic episodes and other expressions of mental illness.”41 Calling attention to approaching otherness by leveling the playing field of an intrinsically uneven power field of communication, Bar-Am situates sender and receiver, the reasonable and the plausible, in the same listening space.
At first glimpse implausible, the growing communication between grandfather, Thomas Schell Sr., and grandson, Oskar, is founded on, and sustained by, the paralyzing pain of their geo-chronologically remote traumatic experiences. Each character, however, deals with that pain in distinct and completely opposed manners: the grandfather through silence and resignation; and the grandson through oversharing and relentlessly trying to undo the traumatic event. In the context of Ellul’s language-sight dichotomy, Thomas Schell, Sr. shuns language, which would otherwise extend the unbearable pain suffered in a previous existence, while his grandson, Oskar, finds himself “locked up” by sight, almost literally hostage to the images of the Falling Man and of the collapsing towers. Oskar cannot live with the assumption that his father was killed in one of the towers: He must be certain of it. Exceptionally intelligent for his age, a characteristic that some have linked to Asperger’s and which I am skeptical about (cf. endnote 24), he knows that the inevitable closure is bound to happen sooner or later, but, for now, his desperate actions are aimed at making it happen as late as possible—or preferably never. Thus, the fifteen-page flipbook at the end of the novel42 (and part of Oskar’s journal in the film) visually simulates the Falling Man in reverse motion—giving the impression that he is flying upward, back to the window he must have fallen or jumped out of. While this imaginary, implausible scenario might instinctively be perceived as unreal, magical just like the story of the Sixth Borough, the sighing books, or the rising bed sheets, it is nonetheless true: It is Oskar’s traumatic reality. Seeing what he sees and feeling what he feels, readers come to experience the character’s complexity as a three-dimensional human being. If the traumatic imagination is the tool, empathy is the underlying state of mind of the magical realist experience.
Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, the triumph of the image has also materialized in a seemingly sudden craving for magic and fantasy, whose consequence was the success of screen narratives across the board (based on both novel adaptations and original screenplays), but particularly of the Harry Potter and The Lord of the Rings film series—the first installments of which were released in 2001, November and December, respectively. “Illusion is the general rule of the universe; reality is but an exception,” Baudrillard wrote in 2000. “If the same were identical to the same, we would be faced with an absolute reality, with the unconditional truth of things. But absolute truth is the other name for death. Fortunately, I do not know of any theory or intellectual construction that could – with its commitment to ‘unconditional truth’ – destroy this fantastic material and vital illusion.”43 The need for fantastic material and vital illusion has also found expression in a number of blockbuster magical realist films, such as Chocolat (2000), Amélie (2001), Big Fish (2003), Midnight in Paris (2011), and the Oscar-winner Birdman (2014), to name only a few. Furthermore, there have been magical realist films based on literary adaptations, such as Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close (2011, based on Jonathan Safran Foer’s 2005 novel); Midnight’s Children (2012, based on Salman Rushdie’s 1981 novel); and The Book Thief (2013, based on Markus Zusak’s 2005 novel), which attempted, with different degrees of success, to bridge the text-image divide in order to recreate and to convey historical traumata. Magical realism works differently in each, depending primarily on the kind of text, novel, or original screenplay, that finds its visualization on the screen.
The Utterance and the Image: Literary Adaptations and Original Screenplays
The literary text/film adaptation dichotomy, often voiced around the watercooler through the insight, “The book was so much better,” may generally, but particularly in the case of magical realist literary and filmic narratives, be considered a false dichotomy. The principle of “fidelity,” no matter how mediocre an adaptation or other may be, can only lead to specious methodological considerations. “Indeed, it is questionable whether strict fidelity is even possible,” Robert Stam explains. “An adaptation is automatically different and original due to the change of medium. The shift from a single-track verbal medium such as the novel to a multitrack medium like film, which can play not only with words (written and spoken) but also with music, sound effects, and moving photographic images, explains the unlikelihood […] of literal fidelity.”44 What can be said in the specific case of magical realist novels and their film adaptations is that the magical realist effect comes about in both artistic media through words: in literature, through the written text, and on film, through spoken dialogue. However, utterance plays a lesser role in magical realist films based on original screenplays—where images usually do most of the talking—than they do in films based on literary works, which probably happens, in the latter case, on account of the words being translated (transcribed) into an audiovisual medium. On the other hand, the text of an original screenplay is written expressly for audiovisual representation, rather than for being read. Screenwriters know that, in their craft, one can’t afford describing an angry character, for instance, but, rather, has to show the character’s emotions through actions, gestures, and words, or, to suggest them through setting, close-ups, weather, sounds, etc. If filmic adaptations can be regarded as hypertexts (Gérard Genette’s terminology) in relation to their original literary texts, or hypotexts, then, in fact, “an adaptation is less a resuscitation of an originary word than a turn in an ongoing dialogical process.”45 Dialogism, in an extended Bakhtinian sense, is at work in Jonathan Safran Foer’s 2005 novel Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close and Stephen Daldry’s film with the same title; dialogical processes also characterize Markus Zusak’s 2005 novel The Book Thief and Brian Percival’s 2013 eponymous film adaptation, as well as Salman Rushdie’s 1981 novel Midnight’s Children and Deepa Mehta’s 2012 film of the same name. The visual art form creates its narratives with its own individual tools, such as cinematography (including, case by case, CGI and special effects), musical score, soundtrack, character dialogue, and utterance in general.
The film version of Safran Foer’s novel Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close (2005) relies exclusively on the main character’s, Oskar Schell, accounts of his struggles with the trauma of losing his father, Thomas Schell, Jr., in one of the WTC towers on 9/11, and on a few flashbacks to moments the two shared at one time or other in the past. The other voices that appear in the book, his grandfather’s, Thomas Schell, Sr., and that of his grandmother, and implicitly their traumatic memories of World War II and the Holocaust are all absent in the film. In accordance with the argument laid out above (the independence of the two modes of representation, the textual and the audiovisual), such omissions would not affect the film in any negative way, were it not for the presence of the grandfather’s character, whom the screenwriter, Eric Roth, apparently deemed too important to leave out. Unfortunately, in the absence of a backstory, the intriguing eccentricity and mysteriousness of the character, forcefully portrayed by Max von Sydow, fall short of conferring on him the expected three-dimensionality.
Obsessed with skyscrapers and death, Oskar mentally creates hypothetical scenarios, morbid alternate realities, which are rendered as voice-overs in the film:So what about skyscrapers for dead people that were built down? They could be underneath the skyscrapers for living people that are built up. You could bury people 100 floors down… and a whole dead world could be underneath the living one.
What if you could ride an elevator down to visit your dead relatives… just like you take the bridge to see your friends in Brooklyn… or the ferry to Staten Island?



The hypothetical mode creates a deliberately aporetic tone (similar to the one used by the voice-over narrator in The Shape of Water) that, in its turn, serves not only to suggest the character’s insecurities and anxiety, but also to establish a state of hesitancy in viewers, and to set them up for the experience of an uncanny world where anything goes. In the spirit of Baudrillard’s remarks on 9/11, it was not the televised images of the collapsing towers that shattered Oskar’s reality, but the other way around: It was reality that violated his image of the world, which is now impregnated with death.
Just as in the book, the story of the Sixth Borough (mentioned earlier as the most significant instance of magical realist storytelling) is expressed through utterance, Oskar’s words, instead of magical realist images, possibly created through CGI-laced cinematography. The film fares better, however, in traumatic visual sequences, such as that of the Falling Man, who, in Oskar’s imagination, is revealed to be his father, and the flashback in which Oskar drops to the floor at the same time as one of the WTC towers is collapsing on the TV screen. This type of screen trauma is double layered in a mis-en-abyme fashion, because, just as Oskar falls victim to mediatized trauma, so do viewers of the film. The emotional intensity of this post-9/11 trauma film is unfortunately diluted in its final scene, in which Oskar finds a small roll of paper under a swing on the playground he and his father used to spend time at, with a brief note from his father: “Congratulations, […] you have proven both the existence of the Sixth Borough and your own excellence. Wherever they now are, the people of the Sixth Borough celebrate you. And so do I. Now it’s time to go home.” First, the message reads like a letter from the dead, including the ambiguity of “going home,” as in dying or literally just leaving the playground; second, Oskar seems to vanquish his fear of heights and starts swinging wildly, higher and higher. The final scene suggests that the main character has found closure, that his trauma has healed, and that he is about to start a new life, finally freed of his anxieties and phobias, if working through trauma were only so simple.
The most significant and lasting effect of trauma films, in general, rests with their psychological and moral impact on viewers, whom they implicitly turn into witnesses. According to Kaplan and Wang, who have proposed four main positions for viewers of trauma film according to differing cinematic strategies, “the position of being a witness, arguably the most useful position of the four – […] may open up a space for the transformation of the viewer through empathic identification without vicarious traumatization – an identification which allows the spectator to enter into the victim’s experience through a work’s narration. It is the unusual, anti-narrative process of the narration that is itself transformative in inviting the viewer to at once be there emotionally, but also to keep a cognitive distance and awareness denied to the victim by the traumatic process.”46 Witnessing may or may not preclude vicarious traumatization simply because neither is an act of volition. The best (counter-)example would be modern-day drone operators (even though their agency might not make them a good fit for the “spectator” category), who by now have a widely acknowledged history of screen trauma.47
The prevalence of utterance also holds true for Brian Percival’s trauma film The Book Thief, based on Markus Zusak’s eponymous novel; it is not so much images that inform its magical realist style, but rather utterance, the first-person narrator’s and the main character’s words. The narrator’s voice-over in the opening scene takes viewers by surprise, but all logical “resistance” against the fact that they are listening to Death is futile. One needs to take the anomaly in stride just as one would be compelled to do with Kafka’s Gregor Samsa in The Metamorphosis: Waking up one morning in the body of a beetle is not a nightmare, but a tangible, irreversible reality. The terrifying effect of Death’s narrative (besides the fact itself that a natural phenomenon can talk) does not stem so much from the words themselves as it does from his chillingly polite and casual tone, with a touch of smug irony and black humor (masterfully interpreted by Roger Allam):One small fact. You are going to die. Despite every effort, no one lives forever. Sorry to be such a spoiler. My advice is, when the time comes, don’t panic. It doesn’t seem to help. I guess I should introduce myself properly. But then again, you’ll meet me soon enough. Not before your time, of course. I make it a policy to avoid the living. Well, except sometimes. […] I get interested. I don’t know what it was about Liesel Meminger. But she caught me. And I cared.



Liesel Meminger, the ten-year-old girl (she will be fifteen at the end of the story) adopted by Hans and Rosa Hubermann around the beginning of World War II, is fascinated by books and the worlds they open up to her, not unlike Ofelia in Guillermo del Toro’s Pan’s Labyrinth. Unlike Ofelia, however, who lives mostly in a world of images, Liesel falls in love with words and their plasticity (again, the image-utterance dichotomy). Her writing mentor, Max Vandenburg, a Jewish young man hiding in the Hubermanns’ basement, encourages her to write by prompting her to create images not by using the right words, but, rather, the words she feels like using:
	Max
	: “Can you describe the day for me? What’s it like outside?”

	Liesel
	: “It’s cloudy.”

	Max
	: “No, no, no. Make the words yours. If your eyes could speak, what would they say?”

	Liesel (hesitatingly)
	: “It’s a pale day. […] The sun doesn’t look like the sun.”

	Max
	: “What does it look like?”

	Liesel (still hesitating)
	: “Like a silver oyster?”








Max’s coaching apparently yields results, when, during a bombing raid, Liesel starts telling a story to comfort the terror-stricken people hiding in a bomb shelter: “There once was a ghost of a boy, who liked to live in the shadows of things, so he wouldn’t frighten people…” At first, some show surprise, but later, however, there is unanimous interest in the young girl’s story, which seems to have a soothing effect on the frayed nerves all around.
Max makes Liesel understand the importance of words, their deep-rootedness in the human consciousness, and their defining role in humanity’s character: “Write. Words are life, Liesel. That’s the only difference between us and a lump of clay. A word.” He also insists on the importance of memory (citing Aristotle, “Memory is the scribe of the soul.”) and on the reason for writing. As he is about to leave in order to protect the Hubermanns, Liesel protests, loath as she is to lose someone else (as she did her family). Max soothes her anxiety by once again underscoring the importance of writing: “I’m not lost to you, Liesel. You’ll always be able to find me in your words. That’s where I’ll live on.” Writing is exactly what Liesel will do. The blank pages in her book, just like the ones in Ofelia’s Book of Crossroads, which come to life whenever the young girl touches them, carry an additional symbolic connotation: Each page in the book, which used to be Hitler’s hate-filled Mein Kampf, has been painted white by Max. The apparent historical irony is that Liesel’s loving words, preserving the memory of her Jewish friend, will be written over the Nazi leader’s spewing hatred and violence. On the palimpsest of history, memory and love will erase the ideology of death and destruction. Liesel’s dedication reads,“I know this all started with a train and some snow and my brother. Outside the car, the world was thrown inside a snow-shaker. Und on a place called Heaven Street, a man with an accordion heart und a woman cloaked in thunder waited for their new daughter. He [Max Vandenburg] lived under our stairs like a quiet owl with no wings until the sun forgot what his face was. The book floated down the river like a red fish being chased by a yellow-haired boy [Rudy Steiner]. For Max, who gave me eyes.”



Paradoxically, Death starts caring about, and makes an exception with, exactly the one character who defies him: Liesel. Her words will keep alive everyone in her life whom she remembers. As Justin Cronin wrote in The Twelve (2013), “As long as we remember a person, they’re not really gone. Their thoughts, their feelings, their memories, they become a part of us.” By representing traumatic histories, magical realist texts and film narratives also become repositories of memory and agents of witnessing
.
Over thirty years passed until Salman Rushdie’s magical realist novel Midnight’s Children (1981) was turned into film by Deepa Mehta, based on a screenplay by the novelist himself. Unlike in the case of Daldry’s Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close and Percival’s The Book Thief, magical realism here inhabits both utterance (it is, after all, a dialogic processing of a literary text) and images. Although film narratives are supposed to be non-diegetic (most screenwriters consider explicit, diegetic narratives, such as narratorial voice-overs, as clumsy screenwriting), we are told about (rather than shown) Saleem Sinai’s life and his and the other 999 children’s magical connectedness to India’s post-independence history.
Born exactly at midnight, on August 15, 1947, the children are endowed with telepathic and other miraculous powers. Saleem, who is also the first-person narrator, starts his story by using a fairytale formula similar to Princess Moanna’s (Ofelia’s) story in the opening sequence of Pan’s Labyrinth: “I was born in the city of Bombay, once upon a time. At the precise instant of India’s arrival at independence, on the stroke of midnight, I tumbled forth into the world. I, Saleem Sinai, was mysteriously handcuffed to history. My destiny forever chained to my country’s. And I couldn’t even wipe my own nose at the time.” Film viewers are also told that his grandmother, Naseem Ghani, used to eavesdrop on her daughters’ dreams, Amina (or Mumtaz, Saleem’s mother), Alia, and Emerald. It is worth noting that, in a magical realist context, such story elements are not to be perceived as tropes, but as literal truth; they do not constitute poetic language or serve to embellish reality: They are reality. In another instance, when Ahmed Sinai’s, Saleem’s father, assets are frozen, Saleem’s voice-over adds, “From that moment, my father entered a deep solitude. And a strange perfume started wafting out from under his study door. Jamila [his daughter] said it was the smell of stale food, but it’s my belief it was the aroma of failure.”
Magical realist images do not generally stand out to the extent of shocking the viewers’ sense of reality; they are rather subdued and, in many instances, complement the magical realist narration. For example, Aadam Sinai, a little boy (Shiva and Parvati’s, two of the midnight’s children, son), escapes the soldiers sent by his father to destroy the slum in his mother’s basket of invisibility. His grandfather comments to Saleem Sinai, “I believed in her [Parvati’s] magic. Always knew it was not a trick.” Magical realism never is.
In the closing scene, we listen to the narrator (Rushdie’s voice) using the same fairytale formula again: “A child and a country were born at midnight, once upon a time. Great things were expected of us both. The truth has been less glorious than the dream. But we have survived and made our way. And our lives have been, in spite of everything, acts of love.” A slight whiff of Hollywood make-feel-good sentimentality notwithstanding, the film, with all of its postcolonial traumatic content, remains a significant and complex example of magical realist trauma narrative.
When the Image Becomes Word
Magical realism seems to return to its visual art origins with Guillermo del Toro’s two award-winning films Pan’s Labyrinth (2006) and The Shape of Water (2017). Del Toro, who wrote both screenplays and directed the films, assumed complete control over their means of expression. If, in the previously discussed three films, the magical realist effect originated in utterance—the “filmed” words of the original literary works—in del Toro’s film, images, supported by a powerful cinematography, at times subtle and subdued, or violent and bloody, tell the story with occasional explicit narrative segments. As Roland Barthes argued in Mythologies, pictures require their own vocabulary: “[…] pictures, to be sure, are more important than writing, they impose meaning at one stroke, without analyzing or diluting it. But this is no longer a constitutive difference. Pictures become a kind of writing as soon as they are meaningful: like writing, they call for a lexis.”48 The vocabulary of del Toro’s images coalesces from colors, sounds, and music, as well as from the sound of words. The film fuses the traumatic reality of post-Civil War Spain with the flights of imagination of a ten-year-old girl in love with books. Scenes alternate between a world at war over ideological differences, in which killings and torture turn into matters of routine, and a capricious underworld thirsty for innocent blood. Del Toro’s images reveal no discernible borders between the two contiguous worlds, but constantly suggest their seamless flow into each other. Reality and magic come to share the same core of signification: the nightmarish void of trauma.
The narrative voice-over in the opening sequence uses not just the fairytale formula (“once upon a time”) we have noted in The Book Thief and in Midnight’s Children, but a complete children’s book format with a king and a princess. Ofelia, the ten-year-old protagonist, is introduced as Princess Moanna, the daughter of the King of the Underworld, born of the Moon, and immortal. As an illustration of the principle that death ultimately frames all stories, the opening scene will also be the last scene, in which Ofelia lies on the ground dying, having been shot by her stepfather, Captain Vidal. The story that film viewers hear and the visual of a bleeding young girl create a shocking contrast, whose effect may, on a case-by-case basis, induce screen trauma, or, at least introduce them to a different kind of fairytale.
The conduit between Ofelia’s reality, Civil War Spain, and the Underworld is the Faun, or Pan in the English title of the film.49 He presents Ofelia with The Book of Crossroads, which is supposed to show her the future, but, to the girl’s astonishment, all pages are blank. If the blank pages in the book Max gave to Liesel in The Book Thief were meant to work as mnemonic storage, The Book of Crossroads is supposed to show Ofelia the future, and, moreover, to help her shape it. The blank pages will come to life and reveal words whenever Ofelia touches them, assuming in a way the role of both author and reader. After each touch, her world and that of the book become one through an act of creation, imagination, and anticipation of the future. For instance, when the pages turn red, they warn that Carmen, Ofelia’s mother, is about to suffer a miscarriage. There are also voodoo or black magic connotations when a mandrake root—of the “plant that once dreamed of being human”—also magically simulates the movements of an infant’s limbs; as a result, Carmen miraculously starts feeling better.
Visual magic appears in several sequences throughout the entire film: Flying insects resembling praying mantises turn into fairies and become Ofelia’s companions; and Ofelia uses a piece of chalk to draw and literally create portals to other worlds on her assignment to the Pale Man’s lair. As I argued in another study,50 the reality created by her bookish imagination is, in fact, not an alternate universe, but, rather, just another version of the real world, a sublimated reality of sorts, which constantly interacts with the rational universe. Oversaturated with violence, the real world has lost its rationality and has become just as incomprehensible and terrifyingly mysterious as the world of fauns and fairies—at least, to the uninitiated, to those who cannot or will not look beyond the immediate, factual reality.51 When one’s perception of reality loses its rational clarity and coherence, the blurring of the borderline with fantasy becomes almost inevitable.
About a decade after the critically widely acclaimed Pan’s Labyrinth, del Toro writes and directs the Oscar-winning film The Shape of Water (2017), which, besides its magical realist style, relies, as most cinematic narratives based on original screenplays do, on masterfully shot images and, on occasion, CGI effects. The film is also a prime example of postmodernist pastiche, interspersed with vintage sequences52 appearing on either a television screen or the large screen of a movie theater below the main character’s, Elisa Esposito, apartment. The magic-vs.-truth hesitancy is set up from the beginning of the film through a narrative voice-over (performed by Richard Jenkins, who also plays Elisa Esposito’s neighbor, Giles) that uses both the hypothetical mode and the fairytale formula that the narrators of the previously discussed films do:If I spoke about it. If I did. What would I tell you? I wonder. Would I tell you about the time? It happened a long time ago, it seems, in the last days of a fair Prince’s reign … Or would I tell you about the place? A small city near the coast, but far from everything else… Or, I don’t know, would I tell you about her, the princess without voice? Or, perhaps, I would just warn you about the truth of these facts and the tale of love and loss and the monster that tried to destroy it all …



The doubting, hesitant voice confers a deliberately aporetic tone onto the narrative (“What would I tell you?) and uses fairytale references (fair Prince, princess without voice) that undermine any expectations of factuality or literal truth—as most magical realist stories do.
The “princess without voice” is Elisa Esposito, a mute cleaning lady who works at a secret laboratory of the US government. We will find out later that the scars on her neck are the result of someone’s cutting her voice box when she was a baby. Elisa’s daily routine (ripping the old page off a wall calendar and reading a daily piece of wisdom, boiling eggs, preparing her lunch bag for work, taking a bath, masturbating in the bathtub, clocking in at work, etc.), on display at the beginning of the film, does not come close to the supposedly glamorous life of a princess. There are also foreboding suggestions of a depraved humanity, the background sound of sirens and scenes of police brutality on TV, the by now well-known news footage of the civil rights movement era showing police wielding batons, hosing down demonstrators, unleashing attack dogs, etc.—all of which may also imply the possibility of screen trauma. Elisa is subjected to the same routine day in, day out.
Portent signs of future violence appear at work, too, when Elisa and Zelda, her funny and supportive fellow worker and friend, happen to meet Colonel Richard Strickland, the new head of security at the research lab. Ignoring the two women doing their jobs in the men’s room, Strickland walks in, lays a bloodstained cattle prod on the restroom sink, and starts urinating. On noticing the women’s intrigued and disgusted glimpses at the cattle prod, he cares to explain, “Look, don’t touch. That lovely dingus right there is an Alabama Howdy-do. Molded grip handle. Low-current, high-voltage electric shock cattle prod.” In spite of the direct hint at the civil rights movement of the time, Strickland’s tool for inflicting serious pain has just been used on an amphibian humanoid creature, the “asset” that he secretly brought to the research facility. In the wake of a short, violent commotion involving shots fired, screams, and Strickland’s losing two fingers, Elisa has the opportunity to catch glimpse of the creature for the first time.
At first curious, Elisa manages to establish some sort of rapport with the amphibian by luring him with an egg out of her lunch bag. As they both use non-verbal communication—the creature some sort of guttural sounds and Elisa sign language and facial mimicry—the connection between them will come about naturally. The theme of identity, along with that recognition and acceptance of otherness, will impact the unfolding of events throughout the narrative. The other character that recognizes the uniqueness and potential usefulness of the amphibian is Dr. Robert Hoffstetler (Dimitri Mosenkov by his real name), a scientist who is also a Russian mole; he tells his handlers that the creature can communicate, and responds to language and music—information that he has gleaned from secretly observing its interactions with Elisa. Hoffstetler also tries to talk sense into Strickland, but to no avail:	“This creature is intelligent, capable of language, of understanding emotions.”

	“So are the Soviets, the Gooks, and we still kill them, don’t we?” responds a cynical Strickland.





Strickland will later voice his intolerant attitude and anger at the creature even more clearly, by saying, that “thing is an affront. We’re created in the Lord’s image. The Lord looks human, like me.” When at the end of a workday Strickland gets home, idealized images of the American home and family come on display, resembling a poster by Giles, entitled “The Future Is Here!”
On seeing that the research is not getting anywhere, Strickland decides to get rid of the amphibian against Dr. Hoffstetler’s pleas to keep it alive. Elisa feels not only an affinity to the creature, based mostly on their common condition as social outcasts, but also physical attraction, so she gets in an argument with Giles, trying to convince him to help her break her amphibian friend free. At first, Giles would have none of it. Talking sign, Elisa makes her argument:	“What am I? I move my mouth like him. I make no sound like him. What does that make me? All that I am, all that I’ve ever been, brought me here to him.”

	“See, you’re saying ‘him.’ It’s a ‘him’ now,” Giles replies.

	“When he looks at me, the way he looks at me, he does not know what I lack, or, how I am incomplete. He sees me for what I am, as I am. He’s happy to see me, every time, every day. And now I can either save him or let him die.”

	“He’s not even human,” retorts Giles.

	“If we do nothing, neither are we.”





If any analogy to the United States’ policy and its current president’s rhetoric may be quite understandably apt to jump to mind, we can and should acknowledge it, of course, but will have to leave it for another study.
In the final scene, Elisa and Giles are about to release the amphibian into a canal linked to the sea when Strickland suddenly arrives on the scene. Giles tries to stop him, but gets knocked down; Strickland then draws his gun and shoots the creature and Elisa. However, Strickland’s former “asset” miraculously heals itself, its bullet wounds closing up quickly, and it slashes Strickland’s throat. Strickland is visibly stunned by the miracle he has just witnessed, and, before dropping dead, manages to exclaim, “Fuck. You are a God.” As the police finally arrive, the amphibian grabs Elisa’s body, and jumps into the canal. In an underwater shot, it is revealed that the creature heals her. As soon as it touches the scars on Elisa’s neck, they magically turn into gills; then the amphibian creature kisses her, and Elisa comes to. In the last shot, they embrace, and their bodies seem to become one in the liquid medium.
The narrator’s voice-over reverts, yet again, to the hypothetical mode: “If I told you about it, what would I say? That they lived happily ever after? I believe it is. That they were in love. That they remained in love. I’m sure that’s true. But when I think of her, Elisa, the only thing that comes to mind is a poem whispered by someone in love, hundreds of years ago: ‘Unable to perceive the shape of you,/I find you all around me, /Your presence fills my eyes with your love/It humbles my heart/For you are everywhere.’” These last words in the film might just as well be read as a magical realist/postmodernist manifesto in a nutshell: There is the truth of facts, and then, there is the truth of perceptions and feelings—and poetry, of course. Which one is truer is irrelevant as long as one believes in both.
The question of truth is not to be taken lightly, though, not even in magical realist narratives or literature in general, particularly considering the “fake news” battles of our times. Politics and ideology are not the only culprits. The Information Age has overwhelmed us with too many facts, too much reality, most of which is made up of reproductions. “Virtual history is here in place of real history,” Baudrillard argued almost two decades ago. “[T]the information-replica stands for, stands in for, the definitive absence of that real history. Hence our lack of responsibility – both individual and collective – since we are already, by virtue of information, beyond the event, which has not taken place.”53 After the mediatized event of 9/11, the mass subject has become more vulnerable to psychic wounding than ever before in human history. The present-day thirst for illusion and fantasy has emboldened storytellers—writers and filmmakers—to turn, or, in the case of magical realist artists, to return to the visual medium. Even if the evidence is circumstantial, for now at least, this phenomenon may be the indirect result of televised history, and particularly of screen trauma or distant trauma.
The most enduring legacy of Ground Zero might, in fact, stem from the etymology of the concept itself: We will remember and bear witness to not only what has been done to us, but also to what we have done to the Other. Such analogical legacies, however, should not be construed as, or inadvertently turned into, a righteous exaltation of some specious moral relativity or impartiality, which might all too easily blur the borderline between victim and perpetrator; therefore, not as a contrary but rather as a complementary gesture, acknowledging our imperfections, vulnerabilities, and accountability for the hurt we have caused throughout our history—and not only at its chokepoints or in extreme circumstances of our own making—might help us discover both the Other’s reflection in us and, more important, our mirror image in the Other. The two-sided mirror, an underlying feature of the magical realist images that have come to permeate our representations of historical reality in literature, film, photography, and painting particularly in the first two decades of this century (marred by mass violence from its very first year and addicted to the irreality of screens), allows for multiple foci and angles in the creative process that attempts to recover the ineffable. The resulting aporia, however, is never real; it is real and magical.
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12. The Uses of Enchantment: Instances of Magical Realism in Toni Morrison’s Later Writing
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Toni Morrison first felt uncomfortable with the label “magical realism,” as she made it clear in her 1983 interview with Christina Davis:There was this other knowledge or perception, always discredited but nevertheless there, which informed their sensibilities and clarified [Black people’s] activities. It formed a kind of cosmology that was perceptive as well as enchanting, and so it seemed impossible for me to write about black people and eliminate that simply because it was “unbelievable”…. So I have become indifferent, I suppose, to the phrase “magical realism.”1



To her, “magical realism” diluted the political import of her writing. Whereas it was readily available to Latin American writers, her own access to its intrinsic hybridity stemmed from the culture in which she was immersed, yet as a writer she felt isolated. Morrison explains: “Their stuff was so readily available to them—that mixture of Indian and Spanish. Whereas I felt the preachers, the storytelling, the folklore, the music was very accessible to me, but I felt almost alone. It wasn’t only mine, but I didn’t have any literary precedent for what I was trying to do with the magic.”2 Since this early statement, numerous articles have analyzed her use of magical realism in her early works, most notably in Song of Solomon (1977), and in her groundbreaking neo-slave narrative Beloved (1986).3 In this essay, I propose to assess her use of magic in her more recent output: A Mercy (2008), Home (2011) and God Help the Child (2015).4
First and foremost, Morrison’s writing breaks away from the conventions of “realism” because such a narrow view fails to account for Black people’s “discredited knowledges” and cosmology.5 This worldview, which places the believable and the unbelievable on the same level, is the lifeforce of her art:Of course, that (i.e. “spiritual forces”) is the reality … It’s what informs your sensibility. 1 grew up in a house in which people talked about their dreams with the same authority that they talked about what “really” happened. They had visitations and … some sweet, intimate connection with things that were not empirically verifiable. […] Without that, I think I would have been quite bereft because I would have been dependent on so-called scientific data to explain hopelessly unscientific things.6



Moreover, these breaches are part and parcel of the exploration of a mode of writing that transcends the believable. Ghosts still inhabit her novels (Jacob Vaark in A Mercy); visitations pervade her fictional worlds (the zoot-suited man in Home); the female body (Bride’s in God Help the Child) undergoes transformations that echo the enigma of Pilate’s absence of navel in Song of Solomon.7 At the core of Morrison’s own complex and multilayered version of magical realism, her imagination remains faithful to the representation of inner lives and the perception of a world where animals talk and butterflies cry:I also want my work to capture the vast imagination of black people. That is, I want my books to reflect the imaginative combination of the real world, the very practical, shrewd, day to day functioning that black people must do, while at the same time they encompass some great supernatural element. We know that it does not bother them one bit to do something practical and have visions at the same time. So all the parts of living are on an equal footing. Birds talk and butterflies cry, and it is not surprising or upsetting to them. These things make the world larger for them. Some young people don’t want to acknowledge this as a way of life. They don’t want to hark back to those embarrassing days when we were associated with “haints” and superstitions.8 (Italics mine)




Morrison clearly stresses the lack of hierarchy between the real and the supernatural that Ato Quayson places at the heart of a magic realist literature: “Magical realism is first and foremost a literary mode in which equivalence is established between the code of the real and that of the magical.”9 It is consequently also linked to animism as she makes it plain when discussing Tar Baby:It begins with the most fundamental secret of all, that is that while we watch the world, the world watches us. […] So I put all that on the surface of the novel in a way that is open to animism and anthropomorphism, whatever the labels are. […] Those forces are still there now. It’s not something that old people talk about, it is not back then, it is now— a violation of the earth, and the earth’s revenge.10



At the same time, these ruptures with the codes and constraints of realistic narrative fiction (mimesis) are necessary in the rendering of traumatic experience (slavery in colonial America, PTSD
 after the Korean War, pedophilia and child murder). Morrison’s brand of magical realism translates an ethical thrust in tune with the afterwardness of trauma, the workings of memory, and a concomitant probing of black subjecthood fashioned by History.
The Daughter as Ghost of the Colonial Father in A Mercy
The presence of magic realism in A Mercy is both seemingly obvious, all-pervasive, and difficult to pin down. Suffused with a seventeenth-century worldview that blends religion and magic,11 the text makes readers espouse its major protagonist’s, Florens’s viewpoint in the chapters that she writes on the walls of her master’s deserted house. This information, that they discover toward the end of the novel, turns the book they are holding into a literal material copy of that fictional mansion. All along the novel, the young slave girl never ceases to “read” the world through signs: the shape of a dog’s head in the steam of a boiling kettle (M 3, 110–111, 139), the pea hens refusing to brood (M 3). Yet this deciphering of the world through portentous signs or bright omens, together with the Puritans’ search of her black body for a mark that would prove that she is a witch (M 113), could be said not to belong to the genre of magic realism. The twenty-first-century reader knows that these conceptions are the characters’ and they do not share them. At the most, he/she is inclined to view the world through the other’s eyes in order to understand her/his apprehension of a troubling reality, to imagine his/her mindset.12 The reading throws him/her back into another historical time.
The closest the text comes to producing an effect of magic realism is the presence of the ghost of Jacob Vaark, the Anglo-Dutch farmer who accepts Florens as payment for a debt and dies of smallpox, leaving his whole household orphaned. The chapter devoted to the two indentured servants, Scully and Willard, starts with the sentence: “Jacob Vaark climbed out of his grave to visit his beautiful house” (M 142), whereas the farmer is dead in the novel’s diegesis. Both characters convince themselves that “no other than Jacob Vaark would spend haunting time there” (M 142). This belief in spirits is countered by the reader’s later understanding that it is Florens who steals at night into the house to write her “telling”: a letter to her unnamed lover, the blacksmith, a free African from whom she is now estranged. This “telling” is the content of the chapters we have been reading:There is no more room in this room. These words cover the floor. From now on you will stand to hear me. The walls make trouble because lamplight is too small to see by. I am holding light in one hand and carving letters with the other. My arms ache but I have need to tell you this. I cannot tell it to anyone but you. I am near the door and at the closing now. (M 160)



Magic realism consists then in the interweaving of the story told by Lina, the Native American slave that is also a member of the Vaark’s farm, with Florens’s own projection of what will become of her message of love.13 Lina had told her the legend of the female eagle that had hatched eggs, only to be struck down by a traveler who had claimed the country as his, an obvious allegory of colonialism: “Screaming [the eagle] falls and falls. Over the turquoise lake, beyond the eternal hemlocks, down through the clouds, cut by rainbow” (M 62). Florens imagines her words talking to themselves, enclosed as they are in the room that thus becomes an echo chamber of sorts. Yet she also envisions an alternative: “Perhaps these words need the air that is out in the world. Need to fly up then fall, fall like the ash over acres of primrose and mallow. Over a turquoise lake, beyond the eternal hemlocks, through clouds cut by rainbow and flavor the soil of the earth” (M 161). As she rewrites the legend of Native American peoples who have survived the killing of their mother eagle, she also imagines the settlers’ house burnt down with Lina’s help. The novel integrates magic realism with this vision of the house as book, a variation on Native American petroglyphs, that is then erased by fire. Beloved was the creation of a novel as tombeau and tombstone, a monument to the “60 millions and more” (Raynaud 2007) who perished due to the slave trade and plantation slavery.14 A Mercy, whose time period is colonial America, weaves the metaphor of the talking book, a trope of African American literature (Gates 1989), with the persistence of place, the remanence of territory fertilized by the memory, a memory that is both inside, Sethe’s own “rememory”, and outside, out there, materialized:Places, places are still there. If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the picture of it—stays, and not just in my rememory, but out there, in the world. What I remember is a picture floating around out there outside my head. I mean, even if I don’t think it, even if I die, the picture of what I did, or knew, or saw is still out there. Right in the place where it happened. (B 36, italics mine)



Florens rewrites the “Mine. Mine. Mine.” of the conqueror—“meaningless” and “incomprehensible sound” (M 62)—reported in Lina’s story into a love letter to an illiterate African. One could venture that the words of speech (“stone talk” [M 4]), these words detached from the walls on which Florens carved them, are an allegory of the orality of African American culture, a foundational and persistent orality that links the African American text to its African counterpart and their use of magic realism.15 This orality is further metaphorized as a flight—a literal translation of verba volant—and can then be conflated with the totemic female bird that represents Native American people in Lina’s legend. The image of the words turned into ashes operates yet another materialization of the metaphor at the core of what Harry Garuba defines as the conjunction between animist materialism and the animist unconscious.16 With this ending, Morrison points to the difficult historical intertwining of orality and literacy, the historical repression of indigenous and Black peoples and the persistence of the primary framework of magical thinking that her literary intervention enacts. Her writing also effects a political gesture toward regaining the right to the territory and the preservation of the earth through the discursive underpinning and simultaneous foregrounding of Florens’s worldview. Indeed, Florens, whose Latin name translates as blooming (cf. her dream of cherry trees, M 101), interlaces this first metaphor of the talking words with that of fertilizing ashes, an emphasis on soil, rebirth, and growth that hovers in the notion of black earth.17
The house that functions metonymically for the novel as book and its textual content is Jacob’s second house, not the first. It is the fruit of his delusion of grandeur, of his envy for the Portuguese slave merchant’s obscene lascivious wealth. It now stands empty, a monument/tomb to its maker’s hubris and deluded desire, a hallow shell. Typically, nobody is allowed in it. That the slave daughter’s presence as scribe should be taken for the master/father’s ghost is a metaphor for the historical absence of her words (even her written text replete with oral traces) while the white father’s death has left an empty house haunted by his ghost. That structure stands for his vanity—understood both as his ill-placed pride and his passing away, his vacuity. His ghostly appearance underscores that he has left a group of orphaned pseudo-siblings, preceded by the deaths of his biological children, all of them affected by the father’s sins. It works as an allegory of America’s foundation and future, a counter-fable for the Founding Fathers’ dream of a city upon a hill. The house shall—or shall not, open-endedness being the hallmark of Morrison’s texts—be burned down as retaliation for the Indian genocide and the refusal to acknowledge plunder, slavery and its price (“national amnesia”).18 At the same time, the words written by the daughter are read by readers that will thus redeem her legacy of love and trauma since they must (ac)knowledge it. The equation between the real and the magical must be taken at face value: the black slave daughter-writer is the white master-father’s ghost made flesh.
A Zoot-Suited Apparition in Home
Home tells the story of Frank Money, a veteran from the Korean War who suffers from PTSD
, and his sister Cee who has fallen prey to a eugenicist medical doctor named Dr. Beauregard Scott. Dreams of the battlefield, screen-memories, flashbacks, panic attacks trouble the narrative of Frank’s progress to save his sister. The novel is divided into eight first-person chapters in italics that give the reader direct access Frank’s psyche. They alternate with chapters in the third person governed by an omniscient narrator. Yet the most obvious element that pertains to magic realism in Home is the apparition of a man, whose bodily reality seems subject to doubt within the novel’s textual economy. He is first depicted through Frank’s point of view in a chapter in the third person, with Frank as focalizer:(…) [He] woke when he heard someone taking the seat next to him. Odd. There were several empty seats throughout the car. He turned and, more amused than startled, examined his seat partner a small man wearing a wide-brimmed hat. His pale blue suit sported a long jacket and balloon trousers. His shoes were white with unnaturally pointed toes. The man stared ahead. Ignored, Frank leaned back to the window to pick up his nap. As soon as he did, the zoot-suited man got up and disappeared down the aisle. No indentation was left in the leather seat. (H 27)



The text presents the character as real in the diegesis of the novel since Frank is wide awake when he sees him, and the man disappears as soon as he falls back to sleep. Yet the small man’s behavior is strange: he seats next to Frank and does not look at him. His disappearing without leaving a mark underscores his ghost-like quality. The man later reappears on this train that brings home to the reader the reality of the violence of segregation in public transportation. Although not racially marked in the text, the man must be black since he sits next to Frank. His wearing a zoot suit links him historically to the Los Angeles zoot suit riots of June 3–8, 1943. That fateful summer, off-duty white service men attacked Mexican-Americans for wearing zoot suits since a wartime restriction had been placed on using fabric and these outfits required large amounts of cloth. Directed as they were against minorities, perceived as gangs or groups of hoodlums, these organized racist attacks, in which sailors were joined by policeman, resulted in the beating and the arrests of hundreds of young Latinos. African-Americans and Filipino-Americans were also targeted, and riots flared up in other cities in the summer of 1943 (Mobile, Beaumont, Chicago, San Diego, Oakland, Evansville, Philadelphia, and New York City). That year Detroit also witnessed the worst clashes of its history as thousands marched into black neighborhoods, attacked the population, and destroyed their property. Young white Polish workers were opposed to blacks who had settled there earlier, in a struggle for jobs and territory within the context of the wartime effort in the automobile industry. The link between the small man and the riots is made explicit at the man’s second apparition: “[Zoot suits] had been enough of a fashion statement to interest riot cops on each coast” (H 34). When in Chicago, a stop on his journey South, Frank is welcomed by Billy Watson, his wife Arlene and their son Thomas. As he wakes up, he sees the man with the zoot suit in his bedroom:After a few hours of dreamlessness, he woke to the sound of a click like the squeeze of a trigger from a gun minus ammo. Frank sat up. Nothing stirred. Then he saw the outline of the small man, the one from the train, his wide-brimmed hat unmistakable in the frame of light at the window. Frank reached for the bedside lamp. Its glow revealed the same little man in the pale blue zoot suit. (H 33)



One way of dismissing this apparition as pertaining to magic realism would be to see the man as a figment of Frank’s imagination since he suffers from PTSD
 and naturally associates the noise he hears to that of an unloaded gun. To counter that possibility, these visitations occur in the third-person chapters and, although doubts about the narrator’s reliability regularly appear in Frank’s first-person chapters, they do not bear on that incident. Moreover, at the end of the novel, Cee sights the same man whom the reader recognizes as the zoot-suited small man. While PTSD makes Frank’s perception of the world unreliable, the reader cannot question Cee’s, even if the text introduces an element of doubt on her part:While he dug she watched the rippling stream and the foliage on its opposite bank.
“Who’s that?” Cee pointed across the water.
“Where?” Frank turned to see. “I don’t see anybody.”
“He’s gone now, I guess.” But she was not sure. It looked to her like a small man in a funny suit swinging a watch chain. And grinning. (H 144)



As in her previous novels when she alluded to European fairy tales,19 Morrison might here be reworking one of the most famous characters in children’s literature, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland’s White Rabbit, and combining him with the “grinning” Cheshire cat whose body disappears at will. The allusion works antithetically: Alice’s White Rabbit in a blue jacket and sporting a pocket watch becomes a grinning black man in a zoot suit who may be the spirit of the hastily buried murdered man to whom Frank and Cee will offer a proper sepulture. What functions as magic realism are the numerous haphazard apparitions of that man at crucial moments in the novel’s diegesis. Frank reads this “dream ghost” as a sign about his sister (H 34). Morrison reworks Alice’s hurried and timid rabbit20—“the hurrier I go, the behinder I get”—who gets her into trouble as a beacon of hope. Fighting the repetition of historic oppression, erasure and oblivion, this black man/“cat” moves ahead rather than backwards. Unlike the White Rabbit who represents Time in a marvelous universe, he stands for the repression of minority existence, the black man’s condition, and a questioning of official History. His character is thus the double of the letter urging Frank to move: “She be dead if you tarry” (H 8). He is a messenger with a message. The children had found a broken watch on the bank of the river Wretched (H 35): Their work now is to repair History. Re-appearing as he does, the zoot suiter is the keeper of a different notion of time, the representation of a black history portentous of liberation.
Morrison is obviously also re-writing, or rather signifyin’ on, Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952) where the nameless counter-hero sees three young zoot suiters in the crowd after the killing of Tod Clifton:It was as though I’d never seen their like before: walking slowly, their shoulders swaying, their legs swinging from their hips in trousers that ballooned upward from cuffs fitting snug about their ankles; their coats long and hip-tight with shoulders far too broad to be those of natural western men.21



This apparition, that the crowd might or might not see, triggers a series of reflections: “They were men outside of historical time, they were untouched. […]; men of transition whose faces were immobile.”22 However, the protagonist further ventures that these young men, impervious to or ignorant of nationalist discourse, could very well be tomorrow’s leaders: “Who knew but that they were the saviors, the true leaders, the bearers of something precious?”23 History is not progress, but rather “a gambler” and these boys are “his ace in the hole.”24 Morrison sampling Ellison’s writing and reducing the three boys to one lone man grinning (like the Sambo dolls? Or is he grinning at the reader?) allows her to interrogate the master narrative of History in the wake of Ellison.25 The magical realist effect of his visitations means the co-presence of two historically different moments and hence the troubling of the notion of History itself. Morrison could also be said to literalize Ellison’s phrase “in the hole” since the zoot suiter appears in the interstices of her narrative and of her characters’ consciousnesses. He also effects a transition.
Cee’s sighting of the man—the apparition cannot then be ascribed to Frank’s hallucinations—echoes her earlier vision of a baby girl when she must acknowledge her infertility: “It’s like there’s a baby girl down here waiting to be born. She’s somewhere close by in the air, in this house, and she picked me to be born to. And now she has to find another” (H 131). Figured as her perception of the spirit of an unborn young girl, Frank’s sister’s barrenness fuses with the death by murder of the young Korean girl who had offered him sex in exchange for food when he was on the battlefield. It is because he felt aroused that he had killed her, a troubling double of his own baby sister. Morrison is here drawing on the Yoruba and Ijo akibu phenomenon that “refers to a child in an unending cycle of births, deaths, and re-births. […] It acts ethnographically as a constellar concept because it embraces various beliefs about predestination, reincarnation, and the relationship between the real world and that of spirits.”26
Fusing the African and African American worldviews, the shared perception between brother and sister of the same apparition translates the deeply spiritual bond that joins them. The brotherly bond of love and caring is figured by a common sensibility, an “intimate connection with things that are not empirically verifiable.” These visions—or visitations—are not the product of the writer’s singular imagination: They are the rendering of a link to the world that incorporates them as believable. In other words, to bring down the zoot-suited man to the level of symbol is to miss its relevance as belonging to the real world of the novel’s protagonists, the reality of spiritual forces. At the same time, the zoot suiter returns as a figure of subversion of a racist social order and a denunciation of repression. Textually, it twists the reference to Carroll’s White Rabbit while African American intertextuality is figured as the gesture of literary allusion turned into magical apparition. A segment of Ellison’s text becomes the haunting figure of Morrison’s narrative. It is a homage that signals a filiation, a continuum in thinking about black history and black expressive culture. Magic realism is also in this instance a case of signifyin’.
Bodily Regression to Girlhood in God Help the Child
In God Help the Child, the heroine Lula Ann Bridewell—or Bride as she finally and ironically renames herself, considering her vision of the couple—is subject to a strange unbelievable transformation: She gradually recovers her young girl’s body. Indeed, Bride’s adult body reverts to that of a young girl: in the course of her quest for her lover, the holes in her earlobes, pierced by her mother when she was a child, disappear (G 50, 52), her pudenda become hairless (G 12, 53, 81), her breasts flat (G 92), the time-space between her menstruations increases. Her gradual reversal to a state of physical girlhood is triggered by her boyfriend Booker’s words—“You are not the woman I want” (G 8)—with which he abruptly leaves her. Recollecting that moment, Bride shortens the statement to “not the woman” (G 32, 80) and the words literally function as a magical injunction. Her body must be that of a prepubescent young girl: i.e., not a woman. It is that of “a little black girl” (G 97). Readers must take that body change at face value since it is perceived through Bride’s point of view, whereas they know this transformation to be against nature. As the other characters do not notice it, it could be the outcome of Bride’s delusional mind. Related as it is by Bride, the effect is, however, that of magical realism.27 The refusal to understand how magical realism works leads to a misreading of the novel, such as the following appreciation: “God Help the Child invokes a loose element of magical realism, perhaps to make up for its lack of depth.”28 Magical realism is structural; it accounts for the aesthetics and the political statement of the text. The “superficiality” of the novel, its skin, is both its form (allegory?) and its content (colorism or skin color).
The trope of gradual rejuvenation, recurrent in Ovid’s Metamorphoses,29 and central to the plot of Fitzgerald’s The Strange Case of Benjamin Button, is taken up with a twist. It functions in relation to the centrality of childhood trauma in the novel.30 Nearly all the characters (Bride, but also Sofia, Raisin) have suffered as children from one form or another of abuse, when they have not been maimed and savagely murdered like Booker’s brother, Adam. Yet, from her point of view, Bride’s regression does not function allegorically, ironically, or even satirically. She explains that it is because Booker left her that the transformation started: “I’m scared. Something bad is happening to me. I feel like I’m melting away. I can’t explain it to you but I do know when it started. It began after he said, ‘You are not the woman I want’” (G 8). The regression ceases, and she regains her normal bodily development—“There were no more physical disappearances” (G 142)—after she has taken care of Rain.
One way of accounting for this strange phenomenon is to see it as a fictional translation of Bride being stuck in a child’s psyche, riveted to her mother assigning her to her blue-black skin, and her skin only. It is a literalization of the metaphor or the “materialization” of a mental state at the level of the narrative.31 Bride’s father left her mother, ironically named “Sweetness,” as he assumed that the child was not his because of her midnight black skin. Bride’s natural development reverses when she is denied Booker’s love, a reenactment of her mother’s rejection and her father’s abandonment. The first part of the novel tells how she lied to get her mother’s affection at the trial for child abuse of one of her teachers’. She thus repeats her mistaking the language of violence for the language of tenderness when she goes to meet the woman she had accused of sexual predation upon the latter’s release from prison, and the woman beats her up. Bride takes any touch, even a slap, for a sign of love: “Sweetness slapped her and then pushed her into a tub of cold water. Her shock was alleviated by the satisfaction of being touched, handled by a mother who avoided physical contact whenever possible”; “Being beaten by Sofia was Sweetness’s slap without the pleasure of being touched” (G 79).
Her parents’ rejection as a child is not Bride’s sole trauma. She also witnessed their landlord, Mr. Leigh, a pedophile, preying on a young boy; her mother told her to keep silent for fear of being expelled (G 54). Bride’s arrested development is the mirror of the pedophile whose own acts respond to a lack of parental love as his own childhood trauma: “The pedophile has been fundamentally deprived of the projection of the parent’s primary narcissism onto ‘his Majesty the Baby.’ His idealizing quest for the child is riveted to what he never received.”32 Yet it is the child’s psyche that is central to Morrison’s design, in that instance, not the predators’. As she seeks her mother’s love, Bride gains it by deliberately accusing Sofia Huxley of child abuse whereas the latter was innocent. One can thus read this projection as her correcting a wrong—the pedophiliac act that traumatized her—when she chooses Sofia as her target. It could also be her selecting any woman in lieu of her mother to (mis)name the primary abuse from which she suffered. That Sofia is white enters into the racial dynamics of Bride’s and her mother’s trauma, herself the child of a woman who could pass for white. Being the object of her high yellow mother’s internalized racial self-hatred, Bride was denied a sound psychic development, at the same time as her mother’s upbringing might have given her weapons of survival.
The stylized creation of Bride’s character, which some reviewers perceived as a flaw,33 is Morrison’s attempt at reproducing the disarray of an adult stuck in a child’s psyche. It is also a narrative and textual rendering of the surface—glossy magazine photographs, pictures, images—that capitalist consumerism changes human beings into. Bride only wears white to highlight her black skin. She can then be likened to whipped cream and a chocolate soufflé, both edible commodities in which hovers the specter of sexual gratification and cannibalism. Bride’s shallowness is both the literalization of her to bare black skin due to her mother’s colorism and the symmetrical iconization and commodification of black skin in a twenty-first fashion industry where inane slogans like “black is the new black” thrive. Racist rejection and hyper-valorization of the skin for economic purposes, two seemingly opposed yet profoundly similar impulses, negate subjecthood. Defined as skin, reduced to her physical appearance, Bride does not accede to what Freudian psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu defined as “Skin-ego” or “Moi-peau” as an answer for the need for a narcissistic envelope at the moment when the psychic “Ego” differentiates itself from the bodily “Ego.”34 The text explicitly demonstrates how touch, especially between mother and baby, is essential to a healthy psychic growth while also underlining the racist “aberration” that led black people, who were taking care of white children, a most intimate gesture if ever, to be refused to touch the same Bible as whites (G 5). This division between the sacred (text) and the profane (touch) is actually at the core of a racist make-up and its sexual underpinning.
Bride’s reversal to prepubescence also functions in relation to the reflection on beauty, physical appearance, hence “race” and the black body, at the heart of the text. The novel thus becomes a thorough exploration on the link between body and psyche in the still racialized mindset of contemporary society against claims for “post-racial” progress. Bride is a successful business woman in the cosmetics industry who acts as regional manager in a company called Sylvia, Inc. She has even created her own line of beauty products, “YOU, GIRL.” This world of appearances and luxury objects is a fake world of illusions, the creation of alternative images that act as a screen, repressing the reality of her trauma. It accounts for Bride’s narcissism, as Booker rightfully notes: “Her self-love was consistent with her cosmetic company milieu” (G 133). She goes through an initiatory ritual when she has a car accident on her way to Whiskey to find Booker. Rescued by a little girl named Rain, who was used as a child prostitute by her mother and who has been saved by a once-hippie couple, Evelyn and Steve, she convalesces in that makeshift family. They live in the woods in a place that Bride finds “primitive” (G 98) and boring, cut off from the world of consumerist capitalism. Cannily, Bride’s physical transformation makes her into a double of Rain when they meet. Evelyn explanations about Rain’s age: “So far she has never had a period and her chest is flat as a skateboard” (G 98), startle Bride: “Just the mention of flat chest yanked her back to her problem. Had her ankle not prohibited it, she would have run, rocketed away from the scary suspicion that she was changing into a little black girl” (G 99). When Rain comes to see her in her sleep, Bride has doubts about the reality of these visitations: “Twice at night, when she woke to find Rain standing over her or squatting nearby—not threatening, just looking. But when she spoke to the girl, she seemed to disappear” (G 97). These in-between moments, neither sleep nor consciousness, akin to Freud’s preconscious, point to the possibility of doubting the character’s existence.35
The little girl is either called Raisin—her preferred “vanity” name whose etymology means dried grape—or Rain since Evelyn and Steve found her in the rain (G 86). With this first name, Morrison is simultaneously inscribing a hypertextual ironic allusion to Langston Hughes’s and Lorraine Hansberry’s “Raisin” in the sun. The novel’s narrative is structured according to downpours and rainfalls that function as scansions in its progression. It is as if the little girl named Rain was already present in the elements, and thus, as if she was, when her character appears in the diegesis, rain made girl. The little girl thus assumes a status akin to that of a pagan deity that re-enchants the narrative. It rains the day after Booker leaves Bride (G 9); Booker steps into a downpour when he leaves his family (G 124) and he plays the trumpet in the rain after his earth-shattering meeting with Bride (G 131). Imitating a baby’s voice, Queen Olive sings the first lines of “Stormy Weather,” and stops short from uttering “Keeps rainin’ all the time,” driving home that dimension of the novel where jazz (Booker) is the necessary musical counterpart and complement of fiction’s limited means. When she acts as Rain’s protector and nurturer, Bride’s body changes back into its adult shape, as if Rain was the incarnation of her own shattered self. Bride and Booker also conjointly take care of Booker’s aunt, Queen Olive, who has suffered from severe burn injuries, and eventually dies. Thanks to this caring for the young and the old, figured as water and fire, Bride becomes a woman whose body welcomes a child. That she should be pregnant at the end of the novel closes the circle: she has come unto herself; her quest for selfhood is completed.36 Her womanhood is bodily ascertained by the presence of a child-to-be. Her self is psychically sound, or at least, healed.37 As Booker insists, the child is not his, but theirs (self and other).
Conclusion
These three instances of Morrison’s use of magic realism, different as they may be, assert a conception of reality, that of Black people, that contains the real and the marvelous on an equal footing and reflexively undermines any narrow definition of that reality.38 They facilitate access to a conception of time that allows for the co-presence of different historical periods, while pointing to recovering the original fertile earth. They contribute to outlining a notion of space-time other than chronological time (History) and conquered space (colonial possession). They illustrate Morrison’s use of History as a novelist who insists that artists are “the truest of historians”39 and that her concern is truth, not facts.40 Indeed, be it the repressed history of the invention of race in colonial America or the resurgence of repressed events (racial riots) with their litanies of dead and wounded, History must be told for it does not pass. It returns in the interstices of her novels and magical realism is its privileged expression. Moreover, the link between trauma and magic realism is evident in Morrison’s continued use of magic realistic elements to probe the psychic reality of abuse and re-present the “interior lives” of those who have been voiceless and invisible.41 Either on the grand scale of genocide (the slave trade, plantation slavery) or on the individual scale (internalized racial self-hatred and its compensatory strategies), that modality restores consciousness and allows access to knowledge, linking as it does imagination and mimesis, projection and re-presentation in and through the literary text. The psychoanalytical dimension of “magic realism” at the level of narrative and text—it can be assimilated to phantasm—brings home to the reader the real(ity) of trauma that is then replayed in the act of reading. In the three texts the centrality of Morrison’s concern for the young black girl’s damaged psyche and the iteration of her historical predicament, her abandonment (Florens), her forced barrenness (Cee), her motherlessness (Bride), make for the deep subject of her oeuvre, ever since Pecola Breedlove from The Bluest Eye
.
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	17.The ambivalence of black earth, both Pecola’s body impregnated by her father’s seed and the fertile soil, is at the core of the first page of The Bluest Eye.

 

	18.Bonnie Angelo Interview with Toni Morrison, in Conversations with Toni Morrison, 257.

 

	19.Morrison is explicit as to her use of traditional Western references in an ironic way: “The choice of a tale or of folklore in my work is tailored to the character’s thoughts or actions in a way that flags him or her and provides irony, sometimes humor” (Morrison 1984a, 387).

 

	20.Lewis Carroll explained his use of the rabbit character in opposition to Alice in this way: “Was he framed on the ‘Alice’ lines, or meant as a contrast? As a contrast, distinctly. For her ‘youth,’ ‘audacity,’ ‘vigour,’ and ‘swift directness of purpose,’ read ‘elderly,’ ‘timid,’ ‘feeble,’ and ‘nervously shilly-shallying,’ and you will get something of what I meant him to be. I think the White Rabbit should wear spectacles. I am sure his voice should quaver, and his knees quiver, and his whole air suggest a total inability to say ‘Bo’ to a goose!” (Gardner 1998, 37).

 

	21.Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man, 354.

 

	22.Ibid., 355.

 

	23.Ibid.

 

	24.Ibid.

 

	25.See Ralph Ellison, “Editorial Comment” and Larry Neal, “Ellison’s Zoot Suit.”

 

	26.Ato Quayson, “Magical Realism and the African Novel,” 172.

 

	27.Most reviewers of the novel have underlined it: “Morrison flirts with the magical realism that imbued some of her earlier work but doesn’t fully commit to the premise of Bride’s inexplicably changing body” (Gay 2015). “There is even a dose of magic realism when Bride notices—or does she imagine it?—that her body appears to be reverting to its original childhood form” (Rifkind 2015). “Reminiscent of Morrison’s earlier works, particularly Song of Solomon and Beloved, God Help the Child contains elements of magical realism that are characteristic of a mythic journey resulting in the achievement of selfhood” (Moses 2016). Italics mine.

 

	28.David L. Ulin, “The Magic Is Missing in Toni Morrison’s New Novel.”

 

	29.See Roynon (2007, 2011), for a reading of Morrison with the Classics. Ovid figures in some of the references present in earlier novels. Booker refers to Bride as “a midnight Galatea always and already alive” (G 132). Galatea is a statue created by Pygmalion that is changed into a living creature after he falls in love with it. The statue is made of ivory in the Ovidian myth. Pygmalion first sculpted the statue because he was against marriage, which might account for the choice of Bride’s shortened name in Morrison’s text. In her Second Sex, De Beauvoir denounces the myth as representative of the fact that man sculpts the idea of woman in his image and as an object, not a subject, in the same way as Pygmalion creates his statue. Morrison troubles the myth by having Booker underline that, unlike Ovid’s Galatea, Bride is alive, hence not a statue while her shallowness might point to the contrary.

 

	30.See Jean Wyatt, Love and Narrative Form in Toni Morrison’s Later Novels.

 

	31.Harry Garuba, “Explorations in Animist Materialism: Notes on Reading/Writing African Literature Culture, and Society,” 273.

 

	32.See Xavier Lallart and Jean-Jacques Tyszler, “La pédophilie: entretien avec Daniel Zagury” (Translation mine). For a Lacanian analysis of the pedophile in relation to his own childhood trauma and his attachment to the mother, see the following statement: “The pedophile looks in the other for the marvelous child that he no longer is, contrary to the neurotic player who seeks this election for himself. This confusion between the language of tenderness and the language of sexuality is analogous to what he himself felt as a child, since he was for the mother not only an object of tenderness, but also of sexual jouissance, which stopped the mechanism of the excitatory shield from functioning” (Lévy 2009, 231, translation mine).

 

	33.Some reviewers, insensitive to the allegorical dimension of the work, were critical of Morrison’s style, such as the following: “Surprisingly for Morrison, some of the characters, though their stories have stayed in my mind, are too didactic on the page: prototypes for an idea rather than real people” (Iqbal 2015).

 

	34.See Didier Anzieu, “Le Moi-Peau,” 195–208. Also Didier Anzieu, Le Moi-Peau. Anzieu’s concept of the “Moi-peau”—recently translated as “Skin-ego” (2016)—can be summarized as follows: “a fantasized reality that a child uses during its early development to represent itself as ‘me’, based on its experience of the body surface. The child, enveloped in its mother’s care, fantasizes a skin shared with its mother: on one side, the mother (the outer layer of the ‘Moi-peau’), and on the other side the child (the inner layer of the ‘Moi-peau’). These two layers must separate gradually if the child is to acquire its own skin-me” (abstract of Consoli 2006, translation mine).

 

	35.See my article on trauma in A Mercy for these liminal stages between sleep and wakefulness, frequent in magic realism for the genre relies on liminality, changeability, elasticity (Quayson 2009, 161–162).

 

	36.Complete is the name the young woman Sorrow gives herself when she has a child in A Mercy.

 

	37.On pregnancy and the Skin-ego, see Tyler (2001).

 

	38.Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre.

 

	39.Toni Morrison, “Behind the Making of the Black Book,” 88.

 

	40.See Toni Morrison, “The Site of Memory.”

 

	41.Ibid., 93.
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Introduction
Nicaraguan author Gioconda Belli’s 1988 novel The Inhabited Woman (La Mujer Habitada), which bears autobiographical elements, blends personal stories of Nicaraguan women over centuries with social and political reality of Nicaragua in the 1970s. Her novel attacks both patriarchy and dictatorship where Belli adopts a gendered standpoint, depicting the double victimization of her protagonist Lavinia—a rebel and a woman. It is through the story of Lavinia that Belli reveals her own story of discrimination and marginalization. By magically attaching Itzá—an indigenous female warrior who died centuries ago—to Lavinia’s body and by giving her a voice, Belli breaks the silence of the marginalized native women in the history of the nation and allows her to create an alternative history capable of voicing the untold stories of female suffering. Belli’s treatments (both fictional and non-fictional) of the role of women in Nicaraguan history as well as her concern for more space for female participations in the revolution are significant parts of a social, cultural and political trend. By magically connecting Itzá and Lavinia, Belli connects both past and present of Nicaragua, and shows how they end up being one and the same since both of them die for the sake of liberating their own people. Lavinia’s magical association with Itzá and thus her memories of the past empower her on her way to being a new woman who seeks to be liberated from the patriarchal constraints of the society. To rephrase it, magical realism enables Belli to bring back the magical Itzá from the past, symbolizing the significance of the memory of other rebellious women, as a source of empowerment.

Belli attempts to rewrite the official version of history of Nicaragua in the 1970s, placing the women at the center of the story and reinventing their identity intertwined with the social and political condition of the nation. Lavinia’s personal quest of self-discovery is directly associated with the social and political turbulence in her society as well as with the collective memories of the nation, functioning as a source of empowerment. By linking the worlds of Lavinia and Itzá, which are centuries apart, and the memories of her aunt and grandfather, Belli underscores the significance of the past and the ancestors in (re)shaping the present. To rephrase it, Belli represents the importance of the notion of collective memory. The past memories of women empower other women to defy tradition and the patriarchal society and search for a new identity. By using magical occurrences, the presence of ghosts, the reincarnation of a woman in a tree and later her inhabitation of another woman, Belli connects both personal and collective memories of marginalized women with historical reality to show the inadequacy as well as the partiality of the official version of history.
The Inhabited Woman is a fictional representation of an event in Managua, Nicaragua in 1974 when an FSLN (Sandinista National Liberation Front) guerrilla unit held a number of foreign diplomats and members of Somoza regime hostage for many years. This incidence forced the dictator to release the prisoners of the political group and pay a large amount of money to the group. In Belli’s fictionalization of the 1974 event, one can find a mixture of facts concerning her own involvement in the preparation of the attack and with the original commando unit which seized the home of Chema Castillo. The story, which is told by an omniscient narrator, depicts the protagonist Lavinia’s awareness of love and patriarchal turmoil in the imaginary country of Fagus, fictionalizing Nicaragua. However, interestingly, the novel begins and ends in a first-person narrative, which is at times intertwined into Lavinia’s story. This is the voice of an indigenous warrior Itzá who followed her lover Yarince in the battle against the Spaniards. Although she died in the battle, she is later reincarnated in an orange tree at the garden of Lavinia. Lavinia drinks orange juice from the tree and ultimately starts talking with it. As Itzá enters into Lavinia’s blood, her spirit of resistance seems to guide Lavinia’s social and political awareness.
Just like Belli, the protagonist Lavinia goes through a process of self-awareness and self-development. By deciding not to stay with her parents and to become a member of the revolution, she no longer adheres to the conventional role of a woman. Although in the beginning, Lavinia seems to be more worried about her own subjectivity and independence, being disconnected from people around her, her introduction to the movement and later active participation there brings her into close fellowship with other women. It is only through her association with other women in the novel that she moves toward self-awareness and self-realization. Her magical association with the spirit of Itzá—an indigenous woman who died defending her people against the Spanish conquest—provides her some sorts of agency and initiates her process of social awareness. Both Itzá and Lavinia represent women at different phases in the history of Nicaragua who strive to assert their identity and freedom in volatile time. By providing Itzá and Lavinia a voice, Belli paves the way for female voices
 to be included in the history of the Americas.
Reconstructing Social and Political History and Re-establishing the Connection Between Past and Present
In The Inhabited Woman, we see an amalgamation of culture, history, memories and myths which functions to convey alternative visions of the history of the Americas. As a brilliant story teller, Belli blends subjective stories with historical truth so that she can take history down to the reader’s individual level. In The Inhabited Woman, Belli works on Central and Latin American conventional historical novel, focusing on a realistic re-creation of a historical setting, which excludes women’s experiences. It, on the contrary, uses magical realism to generate spaces, giving scope for the expression of women’s alternative views. Here, magical realism also bridges the connection between history and the communal memory in order to provide women a voice, enabling them to assert their identity and a discrete position in the struggle toward independence. Thus, by revealing the lack of inclusiveness of official history and the potential of collective memory to provide multiple versions of reality, magical realism links both history and memory, and offers an alternative record from a marginalized viewpoint—in this case, a gendered one.
Belli’s association with magical realism clearly helps her include a female discussion, reflecting a more reliable female experience. According to Wendy B Faris, although feminist thought strives to unshackle itself from patriarchal society, it also develops in relationship with it.1 Faris again states, Julia Kristeva relates the female discourse with a “hidden and unconscious form of discourse that relates back to a connection to the maternal and the spiritual more than to a symbolic or (realistic) kind of speech which is aligned with the patriarchal society.”2 In The Inhabited Woman, magical realism and the inclusion of ghosts and female memories functions together with the patriarchal rational discourse, linking Belli’s narrative to a more divine level. It is also interesting to observe the female characters’ delicate ways of responding to the social and political urgency imposed on them by history, and to analyze their refusal of patriarchal domination, questioning of traditional structures and their movement toward female liberation. Belli portrays the role of women in the Americas from the standpoint of strong women who are empowered by memories and spirituality. These delicate ways of confronting the dominant and oppressive social and political systems can pave the way for the understanding of the role of women in the Americas as harbingers of social changes who are no longer confined to their traditional space, rather are working along with men to influence their society.
The experiences of both protagonists Lavinia and Itzá help to create a female version of history of two different time period: Nicaragua in the 1970s and Spanish colonization from 1492. The novel attempts to create a new viewpoint on the official history of Central and Latin America based on the power of collective memory and magical realism. Itzá’s story depicts the Spanish colonization and the struggle and the eventual resistance of the native people. Lavinia’s story, set in the fictitious country called Fagus, minutely describes the history of Nicaragua in the 1970s as well as the attempt of the Sandinista guerrillas to liberate the country from the Somoza dictatorship. Both Itzá and Lavinia experience a total change in their identity and challenge their gendered roles, imposed by the society, by attempting to free their people. Both women are connected through magic to highlight the influence of women in each other’s life. So, magic reveals, gives immaterial form to, what has long been suppressed—the longue durée of colonization.
In “Pan-American (Re)visions: Magical Realism and Amerindian Cultures in Susan Power’s The Grass Dancer, Gioconda Belli’s La Mujer Habitada, Linda Hogan’s Power, and Mario Vargas Llosa’s El Hablador”, Roland Walters considers magical realism a literary mode, having the potential to represent a social, cultural and political practices that articulate the history of colonization and decolonization in the Americas. Walters argues that author listed in his research work use magical realism as a technique to recreate cultural practices based on native belief, rituals and traditions—a world supported by myths, magic and legend. Apart from working as a magical woman from the past, as Lavinia’s source of empowerment, Itzá also stands for the memory of the past—a past which is restructured to create a meaningful present. Itzá’s magical association with Lavinia empowers her to be a new woman in her attempt to find a position in a society which is changing in the midst of social and political revolution. Itzá describes her influence on Lavinia in the following way:Se debate con las contradicciones. Uno y otro día la he sentido bambolearse sin poder evadirse, sin poder huir, asomándose como quien contempla un precipicio. No sé si deba insistir. No sé si puedo. No me son claras aún las relaciones. Sé que ciertas imágenes de mi pasado han entrado a sus sueños, que puedo espantar su miedo oponiendo mi resistencia. Sé que habito su sangre como la del árbol, pero siento que no me está dado cambiar su sustancia, ni usurparle la vida. Ella ha de vivir su vida; yo sólo soy el eco de una sangre que también le pertenece.3 (Belli 1992, 103)




However, although Itzá possesses Lavinia’s body, spiritually influences her and helps her assert her identity and build awareness, she does not possess the power to change her. Itzá thus represents a feminist potential which has long been repressed but has always been in her, waiting to be magically discovered and embraced by the present.
According to Halbwachs, one significant feature of history is the fact that it restores the continuity between the past and the present.4 By allowing Itzá to occupy the body of Lavinia, Belli re-establishes the continuity of the past and the present as well as shows the power of communal memory in the lives of individuals, particularly in the life of Lavinia. Halbwachs also focuses on the significance of past on individual groups when creating their collective memory, and underpins the significance of the individuality of each group when remembering the past which stops time to unite the groups by their collective memory.5 In The Inhabited Woman, Belli, with the help of magical realism, goes five hundred years back in history to underscore the importance of women in the past as the source of empowerment for women like Lavinia who belong to the twentieth century. By providing Itzá a voice in the story, Belli breaks the silence and passivity of marginalized native women in the history of the struggle. Belli also describes the disastrous consequence of the conquest of the Americas in the name of civilization:Los españoles decían que debían ‘civilizarnos’, hacernos abandonar la ‘barbarie’. Pero ellos, con barbarie nos dominaron, nos despoblaron. En pocos años hicieron más sacrificios humanos de los que jamás hiciéramos nosotros en la historia de nuestras festividades. Este país era el más poblado. Y, sin embargo, en los veinte y cinco años que viví, se fue quedando sin hombres los mandaron en grandes barcos a construir una lejana ciudad que llamaban Lima, los mataron […] les cortaron la cabeza, los fusilaron […] ¿Y de todo eso qué de bueno quedó?, me preguntó. […] Nuestra herencia de tambores batientes ha de continuar latiendo en la sangre de estas generaciones. Es lo único de nosotros, Yarince, que permaneció: la resistencia.6 (Belli 1992, 97–98)





The above quotation clearly depicts the brutality of the Spanish conquest over the Americas. By giving a voice to Itzá and recognizing the importance of collective memory, Belli gives a voice to the marginalized and is able to rewrite history from their own point of view. Itzá believes, collective memory binds them together in fighting the oppression.
Magical realism enables Belli to unite different perspectives of the history of Central America and create an alternative history from the perspectives of marginalized women by including their experiences. Both Itzá and Lavinia represent the female experiences in search of their liberation from tradition and patriarchy in different volatile periods in the history of Central America. Collective memory, magical realism and the inclusion of women’s experiences in Belli’s novel function together to underline the role of women in various phases in the history of the Americas including both individual and communal perspectives of history. In The Inhabited Woman, individual experiences of women and their role in the history of Nicaragua add a different meaning to the official history. Magical realism as a mode of writing enables Belli to recover/discover the magical and mythical indigenous woman Itzá from the oblivion of history, symbolizing the importance of memory of other women as a source of empowerment. Being immersed in the reality of the social and political turmoil of her society, Lavinia seeks to change her life—a search which is guided by her collective memory.
Belli’s employment of magical realism allows her creative freedom to deal with notion of dispossession, particularly premature death. Itzá’s magical and eternal existence stands for dispossession on multiple levels. Judith Butler and Athena Athanasiou’s formulation of the term is apposite here:[B]eing dispossessed refers to processes and ideologies by which persons are disowned and abjected by normative and normalizing powers that define cultural intelligibility and that regulate the distribution of vulnerability: loss of land and community; ownership of one’s living body by another person, as in histories of slavery; subjection to military, imperial, and economic violence; poverty, securitarian regimes, biopolitical subjectivation, liberal possessive individualism, neoliberal governmentality, and precaritization
.7



Itzá’s dispossessed condition, which was reinvented by magical realism, transforms understanding of the past through the trope of reincarnation. Focusing on time itself, Itzá states, “Porque no es tiempo de floraciones; es tiempo de frutos. Pero el árbol ha tomado mi propio calendario, mi propia vida; el ciclo de otros atardeceres. Ha vuelto a nacer, habitado con sangre de mujer”8 (Belli 1992, 7–8). However, cycles of nature symbolizes not only the passage of time but also female reproductive bodies. Elizabeth Grosz says, “[C]yclically regulated flows […] emanate from women’s bodies.”9 Grosz thus discusses the enigma of female bodies. By magically attaching the spirit of female warrior, died some five hundred years ago, into the body of a present-day female revolutionary, Belli shows the ways in which magic becomes flesh. This act of becoming flesh flows through female bodies from generation to generation, creating the possibility of a feminist present and future.
In The Inhabited Woman, Belli discovers the boundary between corporeality and temporality where it is evident how time is divided: the body functions as the converging point between past and present. We are introduced with magical realist elements at the very beginning of the novel:Al amanecer emergí. Extraño es todo lo que ha acontecido desde aquel día en el agua, al última vez que vi a Yarince. Los ancianos decían en la ceremonia que viajaría hacia el Tlalocan, los jardines tibios de oriente – país del verdor y de las flores acariciadas por la lluvia tenue – pero me encontré sola por siglos en una morada de tierra y raíes, observadora asombrada de mi cuerpo deshaciéndose en humus y vegetación. Tanto tiempo sosteniendo recuerdoes, viviendo de la memoria de maracas, estruendos de caballos, los motines, las lanzas, la angustia de la pérdida.10 (Belli 1992, 7)




The above-mentioned quotation clearly shows Itzá’s long, lonely journey where her body dissolves and turns into plants. She, however, can remember her violent past and is ready to ignite the fire of resistance and revolution in women like Lavinia. In the novel, Belli eroticizes traumatic experiences—body signifies both oppression and liberation. In “Uses of the Erotic,” Audre Lorde considers the erotic a personification of “creative energy empowered.”11 To Belli, erotic energy has a remedial function: “reclaim[ing] the wounded erotic,”12 and engaging in a “decolonizing act of healing.”13 For Belli, the body is the storehouse of oppression, power and ecstasy. Belli’s discussion of embodying the past refers to the notion of “erotohistoriography” conceptualized by Elizabeth Freeman. Freeman states,Erotohistoriography is distinct from the desire for a fully present past, a restoration of bygone times. Erotohistoriography does not write the lost object into the present so much as encounter it already in the present, by treating the present itself as hybrid. And it uses the body as a tool to effect, figure, or perform that encounter. Erotohistoriography admits that contact with historical materials can be precipitated by particular bodily dispositions, and that these connections may elicit bodily responses, even pleasurable ones, that are themselves a form of understanding. It sees the body as a method, and historical consciousness as something intimately involved with corporeal sensations.14



The homoeroticism incorporated by Belli implies her feminist criticism. Belli creates an erotic intersection between past and present by Itzá and Lavinia. By drinking the orange juice from the tree grown on Itzá’s body, Lavinia becomes united with Itzá:Ella nos abrió de un tajo. Un arañazo seco, casi indoloro. Luego los dedos asiendo la cáscara y el fluir del jugo. Placentero. Como romper la delicada tensión interna. Similar al llanto. Los gajos abriéndose. Las delicadas pieles libertando sus cuidadosas lágrimas retenidas en aquel mundo redondo. Y posarnos en la mesa. Desde la vasija transparente la observo. Espero que me lleve a los labios. Espero que se consumen los ritos, se unan los círculos.15 (Belli 1992, 42–43)



Although this scene simply depicts Lavinia’s act of peeling an orange, the diction employed here eroticizes her relationship with Itzá, symbolizing the necessity as well as their desire to be united in order to empower their people.
Both Itzá and Lavinia represent women at different phases in the history of Nicaragua who, by asserting their female identity and seeking freedom from oppression, search for their place in the official history. In the novel, the active role of women in the liberation struggle arises when Felipe dies. Felipe has always attempted to dissuade Lavinia from taking active part in the armed struggle against dictatorship in Fagus (symbolizing the attempt of the Sandinista guerrillas to liberate Nicaragua from the Somoza dictatorship in the 1970s). He rather wants her to play the role of a passive supporter of the struggle. Felipe thus inherits the traditional perception about the role of women in war or revolution. His reluctance to give Lavinia the opportunity to take active part in the war symbolizes the desire of patriarchal society to deny women entrance into history. Felipe’s act of denying Lavinia access to the war alludes to women being dispossessed by patriarchal power. However, when he is deadly injured, he asks her to take his place. The reality of the war, which demands the inclusion of women, ultimately changes her perception about the role of women in war. Belli states, “Por necesidad. Las Mujeres entrarían a la historia por necesidad”16,6 (Belli 1992, 300). Lavinia’s narrative is thus a narrative of remembering. It tries to narrate not what history has included but what history has excluded: an attempt to fill in the gaps of women’s absence in history. Later, Lavinia also dies during a sudden attack at General Vela’s house. Lavinia’s death symbolizes what Judith Butler and Athena Athanasiou would regard as the final dispossession, that is, the “varied concepts and practices of resistance which involve dispossessing oneself as a way to dispossess coercive powers.”17 To rephrase it, it is only through sacrificing oneself that one can topple the oppressive power
.
By rewriting Itzá’s narrative and by bringing her stories to light, Belli deals with the issue of female absence from official history. Itzá’s spiritual crisis symbolizes the desire and attempt for material presence as well as signifies a history of colonial violence against women. However, ultimately, Itzá envisages an act of decolonization. Itzá foretells, “Serán nuestros el oro y las plumas / el cacao y el mango / la esencia de los sacuanjoches / Nadie que ama muere jamás”18 (Belli 1992, 342). In Itzá’s prophetic vision, both utopia and dystopia merge, and land and natural objects go back to their glorious state. We see the physical death of the heroic Lavinia; however, we the reader hope for a society free from violence and oppression where justice will be restored. Itzá’s statement thus focuses on the worthy sacrifice of her people.
Lavinia’s desire to enter into men’s revolution, staying outside their controlling power, comes from the magical presence of Itzá. She thus wants to make the revolution her own. In order to save her people from the brutality of Spanish conquest by joining men in the battlefield, Itzá has to struggle against her parents, her lover Yarince, and her social norms and traditions which dubs her a “witch.” Her mother clearly warns her that the battlefield is not an appropriate place for women. However, a stronger force—a fusion of her love for her lover and for the people of her race, encouraging her to sacrifice her life for greater interest—helps Itzá break the societal barrier. She, however, is killed by the Spaniards. Through Lavinia, Itzá embodies the core concept of the novel that female agency
 sometimes proves itself stronger than the male agency.
The spirit of Itzá, which was alive centuries ago, is a guide and counselor for Lavinia. Roland Walter points out that Itzá is an archetypal “woman spirit [who] guides the destiny of those living in the present.”19 Itzá dies fighting the Spanish invaders but she does not leave the mortal world. She starts living in nature and among her people. In order to fulfil her unfulfilled dream of achieving freedom and asserting identity, she tries to convince her descendents to fight oppression. We find a similar scene in Maryse Condé’s I, Tituba, Black Witch of Salem where the protagonist Tituba launches a war against Caribbean slave-owners as well as the patriarchal society but fails and is hanged. However, even after her death, she keeps residing in her native island where she convinces her descendents to keep the fire of freedom alive. In both scenes, the ancestor’s spirits function as guide, counselor and healer. It also shows the transmission of power from one woman to another.
The novel seems to consider both Itzá and Lavinia’s death an exemplary sacrifice. The question may arise what has been gained in exchange of their life. Their sacrifice clearly demonstrates the necessity of the victimized to engage in violence and to be ready to sacrifice their life in order to get rid of their sense of inferiority. Lavinia realizes that what the revolutionaries wants is to switch on the lights to put an end to the tyranny as if it was a bad film. Itzá, whose voice mingles with the voice of Lavinia, asserts, “La luz está encendida. Nadie podrá apagarla”20 (Belli 1992, 409). Lavinia’s statement shows her determination to put an end to dictatorship. The end of the novel also hints at a collective voice, which includes not only the voice of Itzá and Lavinia but also of those who have achieved a sort of eternal life (who have conquered death) by sacrificing their life for their people, for their nation. Lavinia has fused into a force and a history way loftier than herself.
Belli attacks both male bigotry and dictatorship and concludes the novel with Lavinia as a female revolutionary. In “Re-membering the Dead: Latin American Women’s Testimonial Discourse,” Nancy S. Sternbach states, “Military repression and authoritarian rule are no newcomers to the Latin American political scene, but women’s open and direct opposition to them is.”21 Sternbach’s statement thus highlights women’s active participation in movements against dictatorship. Tracing Chilean women’s resistance in her book The Women’s Movement and the Transition to Democracy in Chile, Annie G. Dandavati says,Women struggled to become independent agents involved in determining the direction in which their country would move. They not only protested the political, economic and socio-cultural domination of the military regime, but also sought to transform the existing situation and offered an alternative vision of society based on democracy, equity and horizontal social relations.22



The above-mentioned quotation clearly suggests Latin American Women’s desire to protest against political and social violence as well as to come up with an alternative history based on democracy and equal opportunity. According to Dandavati, the movements of Latin American women are “more than a reaction to the cultural model of domination and authoritarianism envisaged by the regime [involving] a process of creation as well.”23 In her essay “Women’s Writing in Latin America: Critical Trends in Priorities”, Margarite Fernández Olmos argues that recently there has been a surge of “female ‘voice’ in literature that distinguishes itself from the Latin American patriarchal tradition.”24 Concerning women’s desire to be heard, written and read, Sternbach notes, “Women’s participation in revolutionary struggles witnessing murders of loved ones, suffering disappearances, rapes, tortures, and perhaps most poignantly, women’s specific resistance to military rule, all attest to their own condition […] which propels them to insure that their story is heard, written, and read.”25 Belli keeps protesting all sorts of atrocities against women through her writing provided that her tales are listened to and read. In The Inhabited Woman, Belli attacks the patriarchal constraints as well as Somoza dictatorship. Taking a gendered standpoint in her novel, Belli describes the double marginalization (gendered and ideological) of the protagonist Lavinia. Through the stories of marginalized women, Belli offers an alternative and feminine version of Nicaraguan history.
The inclusion of Itzá as a character of the invasion of the Americas by the Spanish symbolizes a philosophical standpoint, questioning the function of violence in various wars across time. The protagonist Lavinia herself is doubtful about the use of violence in liberation struggle when a rebel named Sebastian is injured and brought to her home by her boyfriend Felipe. Witnessing the high extent of violence associated with freedom struggle, Lavinia gets confused whether to take part in the movement:Pero era terrible, de todas formas tener que recurrir a balas y armas, unos contra otros. Tangos siglos no lograban cambiar las maneras brutal en que se enfrentaban los seres humanos. […] En Faguas […] con sólo ver el periódico de hoy, por ejemplo, uno podía tomar partido entre la fuerza bruta y el idealismo. Optar, aunque fuera a nivel de abstracción, por los muertos. Pero no podía apartar las dudas.26,9 (Belli 1992, 83)



Itzá witnessed the same violence some five hundred years ago when people of her tribe had to fight the Spanish invaders. As a magical and mythical character, Itzá is also a way to connect both Lavinia’s and her world divided by time, enabling Belli to show the continuity of violence:La veo mirándome. La siento pensando. Allí está en medio de la noche como una luciérnaga perdida […] Dentro de la casa, los hombres discuten. Oigo los murmullos de sus voces, como tantas veces escuché desde la oscuridad, los consejos que Yarince hacía con sus guerreros. Aquellos en los que a mí no me era permitido participar aun cuando me llevaran al combate.27 (Belli 1992, 84)



Although time has changed, violence and oppression still exist in Nicaragua and, to a greater extent, in the Americas. The above-mentioned quotation also highlights the gendered inequality prevailed in Itzá’s time. There is a lack of female participation in decision-making or in other important issues although female desire of taking part in the movement is accepted by fellow male warriors. Magic enables women to have their own voice and thus alternative expression. So, it is something which has the potential to create the space where alternative views may emerge and sustain

.
Lavinia’s Process of Self-discovery and Redefining Her Identity
In the beginning of the story, Lavinia seems to be disconnected from the oppression around her and more worried about the assertion of her own identity, subjectivity and independence. Paradoxically and interestingly, Lavinia’s desire for independence alienates her from other women as they prefer not to come out of their comfort zone and assert identity, and places her in the hand of male dominance. Throughout the text, Belli highlights the fact that it is Lavinia’s involvement in the movement and “the vicissitudes of class struggle [which] bring her into fellowship with other women.”28 At the beginning of their relationship, Lavinia magically arouses memories of gender repression in Itzá’s mind. However, gradually Itzá is able to convince Lavinia and provides her the courage to be involved in the movement against dictatorship. Both Itzá and Lavinia end up in the same point: dying for their people. By remembering many women of her time who failed to gather the courage to protest oppression and thus lived and died like slaves of the Spanish invaders, Itzá allows Belli to place anti-dictatorship movement by her people in the tradition of previous struggles for liberation from a cruel oppressor. Narrating the battle where Itzá’s people sacrificed their elders and wore their skins to terrify the Spaniards shows the way(s) Belli’s narrative attempts to present the guerrillas’ death as courageous, and the armed struggle as the only choice against tyranny.
Being magically inhabited and thus motivated by Itzá, Lavinia initiates her process of growing social awareness. However, she does not turn to her boyfriend and rebel Felipe for any answers as he never encourages her to take active part in the movement. She later turns to Flor, the female nurse who helped cure Sebastian’s wound in Lavinia’s house. Although Flor is a diehard revolutionary, in questioning the attitudes of self-announced male revolutionaries like Felipe and Sebastian, she sides with Lavinia. Flor’s action sheds light on the fact that even in war women feel more comfortable with other female comrades than with male ones. There is a clearly gendered standpoint in the way Flor narrates Lavinia her own involvement in the movement whereas Lavinia is encouraged by her aunt Inés in her childhood to be an independent woman. Flor was adopted by her uncle in her childhood and by the time she reached her teen, she became his mistress. Being introduced to the movement by Sebastian, Flor finally realizes by herself that she cannot find in the movement the only way to achieve her as well as her people’s freedom. Here, Belli is gendering the communal responsibility of revolutionary ideology. In her novel, women enter the war by the help of other women to change the situation of other marginalized women. Itzá’s act of inhabiting Lavinia’s body and mind clearly shows her desire to fulfil her abortive attempt to fight the oppression and to find a place in history.
Although Lavinia is involved in the movement by her boyfriend Felipe, she has always been inspired by her aunt Inés and later by the magical warrior from the past Itzá to assert her independence and thus to defy patriarchal constraints. The magical presence of Itzá ignites some sort of fire in Lavinia so that she can change her marginalized status and slowly but steadily assert her identity. The employment of magical realist narrative possessing subversive and transgressive ability and the ability to provide an alternative history also symbolizes a postmodern standpoint of doubting a singular version of truth or history and of changing the realist narrative technique to be able to provide a voice to the marginalized women and thus to secure their inclusion in the official history. Lavinia’s journey can be considered a self-discovery narrative as it deals with her searches for identity and assertion of freedom in the midst of violence and oppression. The memories of Aunt Inés and the presence of the magical female warrior Itzá, who also attempts to persuade Lavinia to continue the legacy of revolution, inspire her to initiate the slow process of self-discovery and to assert her identity and independence.
Lavinia’s spiritual connection with Itzá represents the connection of women through memories in general. Being connected with Lavinia, Itzá symbolizes collective memory, allowing history and collective memory to be interpreted in order to recreate the past, to understand the present and to build a better future. Lavinia’s desire to create her own private space and to have an independent life defies the norms of the patriarchal society of Fagus where women are supposed to marry and have a family. However, this desire is also followed by her doubt and tension to break away from tradition. Characters in the novel, representing both past and present, help Lavinia redefine her female identity and reassert her independence, challenged by the social and political turmoil in Fagus. To rephrase it, it is Lavinia’s situation in the present and memories of the past which merge together to empower her in searching for her true identity. Understanding Lavinia’s doubt and fear, Itzá takes care of her and provides her with mental strength: “[…] puedo comprender su temor, teñirlo de fuerza”29,11 (Belli 1992, 79). This statement thus strengthens my view that magical realism in the form of ancestors’ spirits provides characters with guidance in difficult time so that they remain courageous and on the track.
By showing mutual respect and solidarity, female characters in the novel play an important role in the development of the new history in Central America. Apart from Itzá, the memory of Aunt Inés also motivates Lavinia in her search for change. The orange tree which is the reincarnation of Itzá grows in the garden Lavinia has inherited from Inés who has encouraged her in number of ways: “Ella quería ser arquitecta y tenía derecho, le dijo. […] Tenía derecho a soñar con ser algo; a ser independiente. Y le allanó el camino antes de morir. Le heredó la casa del naranjo y todo cuanto contenía ‘para cuando quisiera estar sola’”30 (Belli 1992, 16). Belli provides Lavinia with an entire house which inspires her and gives her the opportunity to be alone and on her own. To rephrase it, the house with the orange tree, which Lavinia has received from Inés, symbolizes the space which allows Lavinia to initiate her independent life. In the warmth of her house, Lavinia received affection from Aunt Inés, which she missed from her parents, and thus developed a lifelong relationship with her. Inspired by Inés, Lavinia initiates a lonely search for change as well as engages herself to a collective social and political change to uproot oppression from society. When her desire to become a part of guerrilla movement is realized, she remembers Aunt Inés with respect: “Su tía Inés se hubiera sentido orgullosa de ella. Creía en la necesidad de darle trascendencia al paso por el mundo; ‘dejar huellas’”31 (Belli 1992, 337). During her strenuous training in the guerrilla recruitment camp, she remembers Inés which gives her physical and mental comfort:[Lavinia] Tenía frío. Al poco tiempo le castañeteaban los dientes y los escalofríos le recorrían el cuerpo. Pensó en Flor para darse ánimos, en Lucrecia, en Sebastián. Recurría de vez en cuando al recuerdo del general Vela para que la rabia y la repulsión la sostuvieren. Finalmente pensó en su tía Inés […].32 (Belli 1992, 244)



Lavinia, through her memories, retains Inés’ experiences so that she can assert her identity in a volatile time. The memory of the revolutionaries like Inés conveys their craving for a change in the role of women in male-dominated society.


Conclusion
The Inhabited Woman is a wonderful display of female agency
 and female contribution to Nicaraguan history which has been largely ignored in the official history. By magically associating Itzá in Lavinia’s body, Belli enables Itzá to fulfil her unattained desire of freedom and assertion of identity. By employing magical realist elements in the form of Itzá, Belli has not only established a connection between the past and the present but also showed the significance of communal memory on individuals in fighting oppression. By breaking the silence of marginalized women in the history of Nicaragua, Belli has created an alternative history from the perspectives of women, capable of voicing the unspeakable stories of female sufferings during the Spanish invasion and the Somoza dictatorship. Although Lavinia is not encouraged to take active part in the movement against dictatorial government by her lover Felipe, it is the spirit of Itzá that ignites in her the fire of resistance against, and freedom from, a patriarchal society. Belli has employed the magical realist figure Itzá also as the source of comfort and guidance for women like Lavinia in fighting oppression. By giving voice to the marginalized women through spirits and memories of strong women in various phases of history, magical realism has provided a crucial platform to women and thus created a certain consciousness about the radical potential of gender. Even today in the twenty-first century, magical realism keeps proving its worth by giving the oppressed a voice and identity, and providing an alternative history from their own perspective.
Notes

	1.Wendy Faris, Ordinary Enchantments. Magical Realism and the Remystification of Narrative, 171.

 

	2.Ibid., 171.

 

	3.She is wrestling with her contradictions. Day after day I have felt her waver without managing to escape, unable to flee, like someone looking out over a cliff. I don’t know if I should insist. I don’t know if I can. The relationship is not clear to me yet. I know that certain images from my past have entered her dreams, that I can frighten away her fear by setting my own resistance against it. I know that I inhabit her blood like that of a tree, but I feel it has not been granted to me to change her substance, not take over her life. She must live her own life; I am only the echo of a blood that also belongs to her (Belli 1994, 113).

 

	4.Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, 80.

 

	5.See Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory.

 

	6.The Spaniards said they had to make us “civilized,” make us give up our “barbarism.” Yet they defeated us, they decimated us barbarously. In just a few years, they made more human sacrifices than we had ever made in all the history of our festivals. This country was the most populated. And yet … it lost so many men. They sent them in great ships to build a distant city they called Lima. They killed them … cut off their heads, shot them. […] And what good remains of all this? I wonder. […] Our legacy of beating drums is still pulsing in the blood of these generations. It’s the only thing left of us, Yarince: resistance (Belli 1994, 106–107).

 

	7.Judith Butler and Athena Athanasiou, Dispossession: The Performative in the Political, 2.

 

	8.“Because it is not flowering time, it is time to bear fruit, yet this tree has taken on my seasons, my very life, the cycle of other twilights. It has been born again, Inhabited by the blood of a woman” (Belli 1994, 8).

 

	9.Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, 198.

 

	10.I emerged at dawn. What has happened since that day in the water when I last saw Yarince is all so strange. The elders announced in the ceremony that I would travel to Tlalocan, the balmy gardens to the East—verdant country, land of flowers caressed by gentle rains—but instead I found myself alone for centuries, enclosed by earth and roots, watching in astonishment while my body dissolved into humus and vegetation. I had been holding onto my memories for so long: the sound of the maracas, the thundering of horses, rebellion, spears, the anguish of defeat (Belli 1994, 7).

 

	11.Audre Lorde, “Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,” 55.

 

	12.Levins A. Morales, Medicine Stories: History, Culture, and the Politics of Integrity, 118.

 

	13.Irene Lara, “Sensing the Serpent in the Mother, Dando a luz la Madre Serpiente: Chicana Spirituality, Sexuality, and Mamihood,” 114.

 

	14.Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories, 95–96.

 

	15.[Lavinia] split us open with a single slice. A dry, almost painless scratch. Then her fingers were grasping the rind and my juice was flowing. Pleasurable. Like breaking the delicate inner tension. Similar to crying. My sections opening. My soft peels freeing the gentle tears they held within their round worlds. And then she was setting us on the table. From within the transparent vase, I watch her. I wait for her to hold me to her lips. I wait for the consummation of the rites, the joining of circles (Belli 1994, 53).

 

	16.“Women would enter history out of necessity” (Belli 1994, 364).

 

	17.Judith Butler and Athena Athanasiou, Dispossession: The Performative in the Political, 146.

 

	18.“The gold and the plumes will be ours / The cacao and the mango / the essence of the sacuanjoches / No one who loves will ever die” (Belli 1994, 412).

 

	19.Robert Walter, “Pan-American (Re)visions: Magical Realism and Ameridian Cultures in Susan Power’s The Grass Dancer, Gioconda Belli’s La Mujer Habitada, Linda Hogan’s Power, and Mario Vargas Llosa’s El Hablador,” 66.

 

	20.“The light has been turned on. No one will be able to put it out” (Belli 1994, 409).

 

	21.Saporta N. Sternbach, “Re-membering the Dead: Latin American Women’s ‘Testimonial’ Discourse,” 91.

 

	22.Annie G. Dandavati, The Women’s Movement and the Transition to Democracy in Chile, 6.

 

	23.Ibid., 8.

 

	24.Fernández M. Olmos, “Women’s Writing in Latin America: Critical Trends and Priorities,” 139.

 

	25.Saporta N. Sternbach, “Re-membering the Dead: Latin American Women’s ‘Testimonial’ Discourse,” 96.

 

	26.But it was still terrible to have to resort to bullets and weapons, one group against another. All centuries had not managed to change the brutal way human beings battled each other. In Faguas […] just seeing today’s newspaper, for example, one had to take a stand between brute force and idealism. One had to choose the cause of those who had been killed, even if only on the abstract level. …But she could not get rid of her doubts (Belli 1994, 90).

 

	27.I see her looking at me. I feel her thinking….Inside the house, the men are talking. I hear the low murmur of their voices, like the many times I listened from the darkness to the councils between Yarince and his warriors. Those councils where I was not allowed to participate even though they took me into battle (Belli 1994, 90).

 

	28.Alana Reid, “The Erotic Union of Marxist and Feminist Thought in Gioconda Belli’s La Mujer Habitada,” 63.

 

	29.“[…] I can understand her fear and imbue it with strength” (Belli 1994, 85).

 

	30.Lavinia wanted to be an architect, and she had the right to be one, Inés told her […] she had the right to dream of being something, of being independent. And Aunt Inés paved the way for her before she died. She willed Lavinia the house with the orange tree and everything in it, “for when she wanted to be alone” (Belli 1994, 10–11).

 

	31.“Her Aunt Inés would have been proud of her. She believed in the need to give transcendence to one’s passage through the world, to ‘leave a mark’” (Belli 1994, 388).

 

	32.“[Lavinia] was cold. Soon her teeth were chattering, and she felt chills through her whole body. She thought of Flor, Lucrecia and Sebastian to keep her courage up. Once in a while she thought of General Vela so that rage and revulsion would keep her going. Finally, she thought of her Aunt Inés […]” (Belli 1994, 281).
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14. Black Magic: Conjure, Syncretism, and Satire in Ishmael Reed
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In an interview published shortly after the release of his first novel, The Free-Lance Pallbearers (1967), the experimental novelist Ishmael Reed cites the late nineteenth-century writer Charles Chesnutt as a kindred spirit.1 To readers who know Chesnutt as a progenitor of literary realism, or as a proponent of ‘local color’ literature and Southern regionalism, the comparison may raise eyebrows. The comparison is even more surprising in light of the fact that Reed suggests it in order to supplant critics’ frequent comparisons between his own work and that of William S. Burroughs, whose collage methods in his so-called “cut-up” novels were sometimes cited as early 1960s antecedents to Reed’s fictional pastiches, experimental style, and grotesque imagery. To readers familiar with Chesnutt’s 1899 collection The Conjure Woman, however, certain affinities with Reed are readily apparent, the chief of which is an interest in the loose set of African American folk beliefs and practices involving magic, associated with terms like hoodoo and conjure.2 If we extend our consideration of Chesnutt’s oeuvre to include some of the more inflammatory conjure tales not included in his early collection—such as the provocatively titled “A Victim of Heredity; or Why the Darkey Loves Chicken,” published in 1900—we could also cite a shared interest in signifying upon racial stereotypes to support Reed’s comparison.3 Reed’s comparison may indeed be more illuminating than it first seems, for the fiction of both authors is marked by a commingling of the real and the fantastic; an interest in reviving African American folklore and magic for literary purposes; and a subversive use of humor, including grotesque imagery and racist caricatures.
As close attention to the traits just listed will reveal, the literary history of conjure and hoodoo in African American writing may share much in common with the literary phenomenon known as magical realism. If we take Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris’s characterization of the genre in their authoritative anthology Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, similar traits are foregrounded: a movement between “the historical and the imaginary,” an emphasis on “social and political concerns,” and an “impulse to reestablish contact with traditions temporarily eclipsed by the mimetic constraints of nineteenth- and twentieth-century realism,” especially “non-Western cultural systems.”4 In the fiction of both writers, historical narratives are interlaced with fantastical transformations. Chesnutt’s fin-de-siècle stories focus upon enslaved men and women in the antebellum period who metamorphose into animals and trees through the power of conjure, while Reed’s novels look back to slavery and the Harlem Renaissance, where historical figures like Presidents Abraham Lincoln and Warren Harding exist alongside Voodoo deities and spiritual possessions. Both writers use formal devices such as frame-tales (Chesnutt) and metafictional commentary (Reed) to draw reflexive attention to the powerful, sometimes magical, roles of the storyteller and of language as such. It is also worth noting that both authors make extensive use of humor—especially a grotesque humor of the body that signifies upon racial stereotype—in their works concerned with hoodoo and conjure.5 While humor is not a definitive trait of magical realism, satirical critique and marvelous exaggeration are prominent in the genre, as is a “carnivalesque spirit.”6 All told, then, we might be compelled to ask why scholars have not yet regarded fictional works such as Chesnutt’s and Reed’s—or, indeed, other African American literary endeavors that take hoodoo seriously—in terms of magical realism, which has long been considered a global phenomenon with considerable traction in the Americas, North and South.7 Focusing on Reed’s work, this essay will take up precisely that question, in order to work toward a broader consideration of the relationship between hoodoo, African American fiction, and magical realism.
Since the publication of his second novel, Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down (1969), Ishmael Reed has been framing his novels and poetry in terms of what he calls a neo-hoodoo aesthetic that draws inspiration from Afro-diasporic folk beliefs about magic and the supernatural, from curses, spells, and magical potions to fantastical transformations, necromancy, and possession. By adopting neo-hoodooism
 as a framing device for his own literary production, Reed places African American magic—black magic—at the center of his work. For example, the protagonist of Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down, a black cowboy born with cloven feet and a caul, is a houngan (Voodoo priest) who casts spells with fetishes, dolls, and curses (or ‘poems’). Mumbo Jumbo, Reed’s third novel, features PaPa LaBas, a “detective of the metaphysical” who practices root magic and hoodoo and is named after a loa (spirit) in Haitian Voodoo, Papa Legba (1972c, 212). The novel also provides a fictionalized version of Black Herman, the stage name given to the African American stage magician born Benjamin Rucker. PaPa LaBas reappears in Reed’s fourth novel, The Last Days of Louisiana Red (1974), which is also concerned with hoodoo. His fifth novel, Flight to Canada (1976), is a playfully anachronistic neo-slave narrative in which the protagonist flees his master via bus and jumbo jet. Reed’s first poetry collection, Conjure, published the same year as Mumbo Jumbo, provides further evidence of his investment, featuring pieces such as “Neo-HooDoo Manifesto,” “The Neo-Hoodoo Aesthetic,” and “Catechism of d Neoamerican Hoodoo Church” (1988). In his interviews, essays, and editorial work, references to hoodoo, Voodoo, conjure, and shamanism abound. Even his most recent novel, which hews more toward political satire, involves Afro-diasporic magic; Conjugating Hindi (2018) features a character named Maman Brigitte, the fleshly incarnation of a death loa in Haitian Voodoo. All told, Reed’s decades-long engagement with hoodoo constitutes a thorough exploration of the relations between history, reality, magic, and cultural politics.
Despite the widespread presence of magic and the supernatural in Reed’s work and his extensive use of hoodoo as a framing mechanism, his novels have rarely been considered in relation to magical realism. Instead, scholars have turned most consistently to postmodernism as a critical framework for understanding his novels, focusing especially on their relation to metafiction, intertextuality, pop culture, parody, and satire. This critical gap is surprising, given the close relationship between postmodernism and magical realism, in which the latter is often characterized as “a particular strain” or a “strong current in the stream of postmodernism.”8 While this essay will consider possible explanations for this critical lacuna, its primary goal is to reveal crucial aspects of Reed’s literary project that have been overshadowed by scholarly emphases on postmodern form. To whit: if canonical accounts of magical realism and postmodernism center upon their shared project of questioning ontological presence, discussions of Reed’s work as an exemplar of postmodern fiction have nevertheless tended to elide the political ramifications of his decolonial project. Indeed, Reed’s novels frequently take as their subjects the traumatic histories of Western expansion, imperialism, and colonialism, from the violence of Manifest Destiny and the genocide of indigenous peoples (Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down) to the horrors of slavery (Flight to Canada), to the suppression and destruction of non-Christian religions and arts (Mumbo Jumbo), and to American imperialism, British colonialism, and worldwide colorism (Conjugating Hindi). Despite its frequent satirical angle, Reed’s oeuvre is structured, like so many magical realist texts, around “catastrophic communal trauma[s].”9 Reed’s work therefore serves as a useful test case through which to reevaluate the relationship between magical realism and postmodernism, while also considering how African American literary traditions have—and more often, have not—been taken into account in critical discussions of magical realism. Indeed, his extensive fictional treatments of hoodoo, conjure, and Afro-American magic provide untapped potential for scholars considering the syncretic and cross-cultural dimensions of magical realism in the twenty-first century.10 In what follows, I will demonstrate how Reed develops conjure not just as a trope but also as a syncretic and satirical aesthetic aimed at exposing the metaphysical, ontological, and structural violence that has plagued the West’s ‘others.’ While focusing on Reed’s early novels Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down and Mumbo Jumbo, the essay will also consider Reed’s editorial work in the same period, which draws upon and pushes at the boundaries of the Black Arts Movement and black avant-garde poetics. The essay will close with a consideration of Reed’s most recent works in order to place its discussion of magical realism in the twenty-first century.
Postmodern fiction and magical realism have often been seen as maintaining a shared investment in “ontological disruption.”11 Drawing on Brian McHale’s (1987) now canonical account of postmodernist fiction as foregrounding ontological issues over epistemological ones, many scholars have characterized magical realism as a politicized version of postmodernism’s broader counterrealist aesthetic.12 As Zamora and Faris argue, the “ontological disruption” of magical realist texts “serves the purpose of political and cultural disruption: magic is often given as a cultural corrective, requiring readers to scrutinize accepted realistic conventions of causality, materiality, motivation.”13 In such accounts, magical realism is represented as a politicized strain of postmodern aesthetics that addresses not just literary and artistic conventions but also their philosophical and ideological foundations.
More than just an ideologically motivated strain of postmodern experimentation, however, magical realism is also often attributed with powers of revitalization, replenishment, and renewal. Indeed, many of the same critics14 draw upon John Barth’s well-known essays “The Literature of Exhaustion” and “The Literature of Replenishment” to historicize, in a fashion similar to McHale, a shift away from the dominant narrative modes of modernism that became ‘exhausted’ at the mid-twentieth century, and toward new narrative forms that synthesize myths, rituals, folk beliefs and practices, and non-Western belief systems.15 A similar rhetoric can also be found in Alejo Carpentier’s formulation of the marvelous real (lo real maravilloso) in his preface to The Kingdom of This World (El reino de este mundo), where he compares “tiresome attempts to evoke the marvelous” in European literature with a “valid mysticism” produced in the Americas, which “are far from exhausting their mythological riches.”16 The revitalizing character of magical realism, Zamora and Faris suggest, emerges from its “impulse to reestablish contact” with non-mimetic modes and “non-Western” cultural traditions.17 If, as Faris puts it, “postmodern storytellers … need magic to battle death,” it is in large part because they face many proverbial deaths, including that of the novel, the author, and fiction itself.18
Both of these broad characterizations of magical realism—as a critique of realism and/or modernism and a renewal of narrative forms in their wake—can be found in the fiction of Ishmael Reed, as well as in his characterization of much late twentieth-century African American literature. Take, for instance, Reed’s anthology of (then) contemporary Afro-American writing, 19 Necromancers from Now (1970). In his introduction, Reed describes the situation of the “Afro-American artist” as “similar to the Necromancer (a word whose etymology is revealing in itself!). He is a conjuror who works JuJu upon his oppressors; a witch doctor who frees his fellow victims from the psychic attack launched by demons of the outer and inner world.”19 In this analogy, the black writer is likened to a sorcerer whose texts are spells that work toward the liberation of oppressed peoples. Reminding readers that literacy was prohibited for slaves in the US, Reed implicitly links Afro-American writing with a kind of politicized magic—a critical orientation that resonates with the political and cultural functions of ontological disruption.20 The analogy also characterizes the fiction of Reed and his contemporaries—the “19 Necromancers” of the title—as reaching back to overlooked cultural traditions of the past (e.g., conjure and hoodoo) in order to create new narrative modes. Bringing an overlooked past and cultural heritage into the present, like necromancers raising spirits from the dead, Reed’s anthology aims to provide a survey of black fiction that is both “contemporary” and “original,” showing how such writers put the past to new use in a wide variety of narrative modes and genres (e.g., “Fantasy, Nationalism, the Supernatural, Hoodooism, Realism, Science Fiction, Autobiography, Satire, Scat, Erotica, …” etc.).21 Reed’s analogy for the Afro-American writer thus develops a rhetoric quite similar to that of scholars of magical realism, who emphasize the politicized use of fictional magic and the revitalization of narrative forms through a synthesis of Western and non-Western, especially non-mimetic, traditions.
While 19 Necromancers from Now is not organized around critical terms like postmodernism or magical realism, Reed deploys the analogy of the necromancer in a manner that anticipates—and critiques—one of the larger critical conceits about postmodernism’s emergence from the wreckage of modern narrative forms. Specifically, Reed uses contemporary black writing to question writers like Burroughs and Marshall McLuhan, both of whom in the 1960s were heralding the obsolescence of the written word.22 Making full use of his necromancer analogy, Reed argues against the ‘exhaustion’ thesis by claiming that McLuhan and Burroughs derive this notion only by limiting their considerations, “in predictably White fashion,” to a “Western body of literature” that excludes “Afro-American, Indian-American, and Chinese-American writers,” among others.23 If critics had considered the full breadth and diversity of American letters, Reed implies, “they would have found that print and words are not dead at all. To the contrary, they are very much alive and kicking.”24 Reed’s implicit argument is that contemporary experimental writers of color in the US are revitalizing narrative forms that have fallen into inert or exhausted clichés in the hands of literary realists and Anglo-American modernists alike. Indeed, rather than arguing for a mythic or essential originality in African American writing, Reed works toward what Henry Louis Gates, Jr., following Zora Neale Hurston, calls “masterful revision.”25 Reed sees African American originality in terms of revitalized tradition, rather than a mythic originality, and he agrees with the ‘exhaustion’ thesis only to the extent that it applies to traditional European forms.
Yet the writer-as-necromancer analogy does more than suggest Reed’s notion of Afro-American imitative originality, for it also utilizes the same rhetoric of vitality that Barth would come to associate with Gabriel García Márquez (whom Barth discusses as a “postmodernist,” though the Colombian writer is now more strongly associated with magical realism). Indeed, even Reed’s rhetoric seems to mirror the literary revitalization he refers to; for example, he resuscitates dead metaphors and clichés (“alive and kicking”) to evoke aesthetic vitality, thus signifying upon the idea of the necromancer, the writer who brings dead forms or traditions back to life. At the same time, it is important to note that Reed’s combative rhetoric exudes a masculinist quality that is also reflected in the anthology’s all-male table of contents. Reed’s complaint with a quip of Norman Mailer’s is particularly telling: “‘The novel is the great bitch,’ [Mailer said]. ‘We’ve all had a piece of her.’” Reed’s criticism is simply that, in Mailer’s list of writers who “balled the bitch,” “Only one Black writer was invited to join the orgy—James Baldwin.”26 Given the complete absence of female writers in an anthology devoted to stylistic and multicultural diversity, Reed’s silence about Mailer’s bald-faced misogyny is hardly surprising. Indeed, it raises a question about the extent to which Reed’s rhetoric of magic is structured upon patriarchal understandings of both aesthetic experimentation and politicized resistance to racial oppression (a question this essay considers below, with reference to Reed’s most recent literary works).
Reed’s necromancer analogy emphasizes a special relationship between African American literature and history. Though he characterizes spell-casting (writing) as revenge and liberation in the remarks quoted above, his use of the term necromancer in interviews reveals a deeper preoccupation with the relations between history, literature, and the present. For example, in an explanation of why he transformed a work that began as a satire of Richard Nixon (“D Hexorcism of Noxon D Awful”) into an historical novel set during the 1920s (Mumbo Jumbo), Reed explains that writers “go back into the past and get some metaphor … to explain the present or the future. I call this ‘necromancy,’ …. Necromancers used to lie in the guts of the dead or in tombs to receive visions of the future. That is prophecy. The black writer lies in the guts of old America, making readings about the future. That’s what I wanted to do in Mumbo Jumbo.”27 Constructing an image of America’s history as a grotesque body, Reed explains his use of historical material as an explicit commentary on the present and future (e.g., Mumbo Jumbo’s commentary on Warren Harding is meant to reflect upon the eventual rise of Richard Nixon, hinting at his corruption even before news of the Watergate scandal broke out). Indeed, literary necromancy commingles elements of the fantastic and the supernatural; in Reed’s work, this explains the coexistence of the historical and the imaginary. Moreover, the term encapsulates two other important aspects of Reed’s fiction: its relation to blackness and its relation to literary form.
Reed’s indirect nod toward the etymology of necromancer indicates a line of thought that can help us flesh out the racial dimensions of Reed’s treatment of magic. The term is derived from a word that dates back to Middle English, nigromancer, which itself is derived from the Latin adjective for black, niger—the Latin root from which the infamous ‘n-word’ is also derived.28 While conjurers, witches, and others who practice the so-called “black arts” are by no means conceived of as exclusively emanating from the African diaspora, Reed’s use of the term clearly plays upon the outsider status often accorded to such individuals, while also linking the notion of “black arts” to the contemporary Black Arts Movement, which first used the latter phrase in its modern sense in 1965 with the founding of the Black Arts Repertory Theatre School. But in contradistinction to the solidified, identitarian sense of the word Black in the Black Arts Movement, the complex etymology of necromancer (moving from Latin to French to Middle English to modern English) suggests plural identities and the crossing of many cultures and languages. In crossing traditional boundaries between life and death, past and present, natural and supernatural, the necromancer is a figure that troubles Western binaries and categories of all kinds. Indeed, the primary importance Reed accords to this term lies in the way it unsettles the relationship between past, present, and future. By using magic to draw upon the past through communication with the dead, the writer-as-necromancer tries to “prophecy”: “you get strange feelings or impulses. I do believe that I get psychic information from sources I’m not even aware of when I’m writing. That’s prophecy,” Reed claims.29 But whereas some writers prophesize as “realist[s],” Reed emphasizes the plurality of styles at work in his writing. Rather than describing Mumbo Jumbo as “antirealistic”—which would affirm an entrenched, simplistic dichotomy between realism and everything else—Reed explains that his novel “has all kinds of styles,” including some passages that are “naturalistic” and some that are not, the effect of which is a “meshing [of] the factual and the imaginative.”30 In other words, Reed’s novels include realistic and conventional novelistic passages, as well as fantastical, anachronistic, and mythic or magical irruptions that deviate from the former. As a figure that troubles binaries and crosses borders fundamental to Western culture, then, Reed uses the figure of the necromancer to identify what he finds most exciting about contemporary Afro-American writers: their ability to draw upon repressed histories in order to rearticulate the present, to cross genres and styles, and to challenge the primacy of entrenched concepts and cultural boundaries.31
In his anthology, Reed mobilizes the necromancer analogy (and conjuror metaphor) to assemble a collective of writers with incredibly diverse styles in his anthology, ranging from experimental novelists like Clarence Major and Charles Wright, Black Arts Movement icon Amiri Baraka (then LeRoi Jones), and the avant-garde Umbra poets (Calvin Hernton, N. H. Pritchard). In terms of his own fiction, however, the analogy points more explicitly toward concerns closely aligned with what we now call magical realism, including the use of folk magic for politicized, decolonial ends and the revision of official histories. Indeed, his novel Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down provides us with an early model of the neo-hoodoo writer in the character of the Loop Garoo Kid. Initially presented as a black cowboy traveling with a circus troupe, Loop ultimately becomes “a houngan, a conjure man, and a trickster” when his friend Zozo Labrique, a stand-in for the historical figure of New Orleans Voodoo practitioner Marie Laveau, is killed in a massacre conducted by the rancher Drag Gibson and his posse.32 Seeking revenge, Loop begins to practice hoodoo rituals in order to curse Drag: “Never again will they burn carnivals and murder children,” Loop claims (Reed 1969, 75). One of Loop’s companions describes his process:Says he’s practicing some religion that is so old that man left the caves with it. He said it’s a magic. He says he’s a sorcerer and that by making figures of his victims he entraps their spirits and is able to manipulate them—he said this is what early man did when hunting bison and elk. … Those expressions of his, Great Legba! and those chickens he’s always sacrificing to crocodiles down at the marsh and the poems he’s always writing.
He calls them curses. (71)



Loop’s ritual includes many elements native to traditional hoodoo practices, some of which are derived from Haitian Voodoo (which in turn draws upon West African religions): he feeds a loa, sacrifices a goat, mixes potions, collects “goofer” dust (soil from a grave), and places a piece of Drag’s clothing on an alter bearing a small doll resembling the rancher, made from “feathers, hair, snake skins and pieces of bone” (73). Crucially, Loop’s hoodoo revenge collapses the distinction between writing and magic. The centerpiece of the ritual is Loop’s lengthy incantation, an innovative speech that calls upon Papa Legba, a loa in Haitian Voodoo who acts as an intermediary between the living and the souls of the dead. In Reed’s signature style, Loop’s speech juxtaposes appeals to other traditional loa (Ezili, Baron La Croix) with appeals to figures from popular culture (the African American boxer Jack Johnson) and American hoodoo (Black Hawk, a Sauk leader who allegedly influenced African American spiritualists like Mother Leafy Anderson).33 Delivered in a ritual fashion, the speech is nevertheless improvised: “Oh … Grand Improvisors if I am not performing these rites correctly send the Loa anyway and allow my imagination to fill the gaps” (1969, 75). Combined with modern slang and references to African American popular culture, the rite is intended not only to curse Drag Gibson, but also toopen some of these prissy orthodox minds so that they will no longer call Black People’s American experience “corrupt” “perverse” and “decadent.” Please show them that Booker T and the MG’s, Etta James, Johnny Ace and Bojangle tapdancing is just as beautiful as anything that happened anywhere else in the world. Teach them that anywhere people go they have experience and that all experience is art. (75)



At the heart of Loop’s hoodoo practice, then, is a musical, kinetic, and improvisatory aesthetic deeply rooted in African American experience. There is also an echo of the “black is beautiful” ethos of the 1960s. At the same time, however, the syncretic nature of hoodoo and the collaged styles and references of the incantation put pressure on the notion that there is a black experience or a black aesthetic.34 Indeed, improvisatory eclecticism is privileged over “orthodox”35 thinking, mirroring the multicultural make-up of hoodoo, which traces its origins not just to already syncretized religions of Voodoo and Obeah but also to American Indian rites and practices (Reed 1988, 24).
The eclecticism of Reed’s neo-hoodoo aesthetic draws inspiration from Haitian Voodoo. In his “Neo-HooDoo Manifesto,” the adaptability and non-hierarchical organization of Voodoo, which allows priests (houngan and maman) to modify ceremonies and rituals, find aesthetic correlates in Reed’s notion of individualized improvisation within a longer tradition: “Neo-HooDoo believes that every man is an artist and every artist a priest. You can bring your own creative ideas to Neo-HooDoo. Charlie ‘Yardbird (Thoth)’ Parker is an example of the Neo-HooDoo artist as an innovator and improviser” (1988, 21). Connecting the jazz musician’s nickname ‘Bird’ to Thoth, the Ibis-headed Egyptian god of both magic and writing, Reed again emphasizes the mystical qualities of artistic production, linking writing with both music and magic. As he notes in 19 Necromancers, ancient Mayan and Egyptian cultures considered the writer “a necromancer, soothsayer, priest, prophet; a man who opened doors to the divine.”36 In contrast to white modernist writers like Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot (who “hated Africa and ‘Darkies’” [1988, 20]) and African American writers like W. E. B. Du Bois (who fetishized “Western form” and “White classical references”), Reed claims neo-hoodooism is predicated upon a “return” to “dark heathenism.”37 Neo-hoodoo thus seems to leap past the modernist era in its return to older folk forms. As an ostensibly mythopoeic form, neo-hoodooism is thus pagan, pantheistic, pluralistic, non-hierarchical, and syncretic, while its aesthetic is improvisatory, eclectic, and multicultural.
Reed’s description of the neo-hoodoo aesthetic is consonant with a broad swath of magical realist texts. Predicated upon a return to past folk beliefs and traditions, neo-hoodoo, like magical realism, seeks to “reestablish contact” with non-mimetic and “non-Western” modes of narrative.38 As Zamora and Faris point out, this return not only revitalizes narrative in aesthetic terms but also involves an “inevitable ideological impact”: “Magical realist texts are subversive: their in-betweenness, their all-at-onceness encourages resistance to monologic political and cultural structures.”39 Similarly, neo-hoodoo involves both aesthetic vitality and subversive political and cultural critique. Thus, the Loop Garoo Kid’s incantation pleas for both the reevaluation of traditional racial aesthetics and the punishment of oppressors like Drag Gibson, who personifies the violent imperialistic conquest of the American frontier. Indeed, if neo-hoodoo works are “very much alive and kicking”40 in contrast to a moribund Euro-American realism, Reed turns to the rhetoric of magic to draw out neo-hoodoo’s combative relation toward “monologic” institutions like Christianity, Western art, and their imbrication with histories of colonialism, imperialism, and cultural appropriation.

Not only does Reed’s rhetoric approximate the language of revitalization prominent in scholarly discussions of magical realism; it also shares an antagonism toward realist perspectives grounded in Western empiricism and rationalism. As Lyn Di Iorio Sandín argues,the nonrealist perspective is frequently that of those who have experienced subjugation and colonialism, [while] the realist, empiricist perspective is frequently that of those who are the colonizers and oppressors. Hence magical realist narratives are frequently stories that resist the philosophical conditions of master narratives.41



While it is only one among several forms of nonrealist narrative (e.g., surrealism, fantasy), magical realism shares with neo-hoodooism an emphasis on magic’s potential to disrupt Western metaphysics. Reed calls it a “high level metaphysical and political and cultural combat” that conventional politics remains unaware of.42 Thus, Reed characterizes his 19 “necromancers” as “Detectives of the metaphysical, about to make an arrest …”43 More than simply an analogy for Reed’s aesthetics, neo-hoodooism foregrounds magic to marshal an attack on the political, cultural, and philosophical forms of oppression emanating from the Western traditions.
The “Neo-Hoodoo Manifesto” identifies the various targets of the aesthetic more pointedly, looking beyond local political issues toward world-historical philosophical conflicts. Again identifying practitioners of neo-hoodoo as “detectives of the metaphysical,” Reed claims these writers have “issued warrants for a god arrest.” They are seeking to arrest “Jeho-vah”: a “CopGod,” “the successful law and order candidate in the mythological relay of the 4th century A.D.,” and the “god of punishment” whose “miracle[s]” include the H-Bomb and the war in Vietnam (1988, 24). Linking the religious and philosophical dimensions of Christianity with political control and devastating political warfare, neo-hoodoo attacks many phenomena included under the broad category of Western art and culture, such as: “the museums the symphony halls and churches art music and literature departments in Christianizing (education I think they call it!) universities” (24). Reed thus emphasizes the intricate links between aesthetics, politics, and metaphysics in order to distance neo-hoodooism from more rigidly politicized aesthetic movements, noting with disdain that “Many White revolutionaries can only get together with 3rd world people on the most mundane ‘political’ level because they are really of Jeho-vah’s party and don’t know it” (1988, 24). The manifesto thus offers, in condensed form, an articulation of neo-hoodooism’s multi-dimensional assault—an assault that ultimately seeks to disrupt the false universalism of Western civilization from within.
The imagery and rhetoric of magic—of hoodoo, conjure, and necromancy—provide Reed with fertile ground to theorize his aesthetic sensibilities. Yet we must ask whether Reed’s novelistic practice answers the call of his poetics. In a foundational article on Reed’s early fiction, Neil Schmitz argues for a distinction between the novelist’s theory and his practice, claiming: “Reed does not write mythically—he writes about writing mythically.”44 Acknowledging Reed’s attempt to curate his own extra-literary context, which draws upon Afro-American dance, music, and folklore, Schmitz nevertheless concludes that hoodoo characters like Loop and PaPa LaBas “are more akin to Burroughs’ wisecracking narrators than they are to [Charlie] Parker.”45 Schmitz’s insistence on medium-specificity here is apt, and it is also consonant with Reed’s claim that “the category of print is not a racial or sexual category.”46 Reed’s introduction even cites Burroughs’s “Argonaut’s Return” as an example of fiction that, in Schmitz’s words, “could have been written by a Black man.”47 Yet Schmitz ultimately places Reed’s experimental work in the realm of North American postmodernism, where his novels have more in common with white writers of metafiction like Thomas Pynchon, Robert Coover, and Donald Barthelme than they do with the writers and musicians claimed by Reed as his own influences, from jazz greats like Parker or Charles Mingus to experimental black writers like Charles Wright (or, indeed, Charles Chesnutt). Schmitz is not wrong to identify Reed’s work as metafictional; Mumbo Jumbo, for example, contains reflexive passages; intertextual references, citations, and quotations; pastiches of popular genres and styles; and even photographs and a bibliography. Yet, as Theo D’haen argues, the preference of US scholars for “postmodernism” over “magical realism” as a critical framework “emphasizes to an almost extravagant degree the technical side of literary achievements,” thus “defusing the possible political repercussions” of such texts.48 Subordinating the importance of “milieu and idiom” to questions of “fictional tactics,”49 such assessments are symptomatic of a broader tendency to domesticate the political and philosophical potential of texts that oppose not just earlier literary conventions but also “the metanarratives or ideologies those conventions uphold.”50 Re-reading Reed through the lens of magical realism, then, may help us see the limitations of strictly formalist approaches that do not adequately distinguish between the remarkably different political and philosophical goals of (for example) Burroughs and Reed. At stake here, in particular, are the different ideological ends to which metafictional techniques can be put, for, as Faris notes, magical realism tends to “articulate those [metafictional] concerns in a special light, to emphasize the magical capacities of fiction more than its dangers or its inadequacies.”51 To read Reed as a magical realist rather than (or in addition to) a postmodernist, then, is to take seriously his claims about the Afro-American artist as “a conjurer who works JuJu upon his oppressors.”52
Mumbo Jumbo, Reed’s closest enactment of the aesthetics outlined in his manifesto, will serve as my test case for tracking such distinctions, for the novel sits precisely at the crossroads of postmodernism and magical realism. In what follows, my goal is not to argue for a definite distinction between postmodernism and magical realism in US fiction, but instead to demonstrate how certain uses of postmodernism as a framework obscure more radical political potentialities that are often brought to the fore in discussions of magical realism.
If the magic of conjure and hoodoo are central to Reed’s theorization of his own poetics, such matters are also central to the thematic content of novels like Mumbo Jumbo. The novel’s plot revolves around an outbreak of “Jes Grew,” a “psychic epidemic” that causes people to break into frenzied dance and speak in tongues (1972c, 5). Drawn from James Weldon Johnson’s The Book of Negro Poetry, which uses a phrase from Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the intertextual phrase originally described how “The earliest Ragtime songs, like Topsy, ‘jes’ grew’” (1972c, 11). The epidemic is thus linked not only to African American folk beliefs about magic, but also to a form of music—lively, inspiriting—that is closely associated with African American culture.53 Dormant in the US since the 1890s, the novel begins in 1920 as Jes Grew reemerges in New Orleans and begins working its way toward New York City, causing whole cities to break into dances like the “Eagle Rock” and “Sassy Bump” (4). The outbreak sparks a race between ancient European secret societies like the Knights Templar (still functioning underground in Reed’s universe) and the fictional Wallflower Order, who both wish to stop the “plague” at all costs, and the Harlem houngan PaPa LaBas, who works with Black Herman, a magician, to locate the lost “Book of Thoth” that Jes Grew seeks to recover. Blending real organizations and historical figures with fictional inventions, the novel culminates in a revisionist narrative featuring Biblical figures like Moses and Jethro alongside Egyptian deities like Set, Isis, and Osiris. Ultimately, the novel chronicles a millennia-long battle between “Atonist” adherents who worship unity, monotheism, and social control and the repeated outbreaks of Jes Grew, a force of life, multiplicity, and ecstasy.54 Reed thus structures the novel as a battle between “the cherished traditions of the West” and the magical force of Jes Grew, closely associated with Afro-American folk culture, aesthetics, and Afro-diasporic history (15).
Many of magical realism’s most recognizable qualities are evident in this description. Following Faris’s influential list of the genre’s primary characteristics, the novel contains, first, “an ‘irreducible element’ of magic.”55 Individuals are ‘really’ affected by Jes Grew; LaBas’s assistant Earline is ‘really’ possessed by an Erzulie loa; “Benoit Battraville [sic],” a fictionalized version of Benoît Batraville, who helped lead a Haitian rebellion against US occupation in 1919, is ‘really’ possessed by “Agwe, God of the Sea,” who speaks through him (1972c, 138). The novel posits these events as fundamentally real—indeed, as more ‘real’ than the scientific perspective represented by European rationalism or ‘Atonism.’ At the same time, the book conforms to certain novelistic conventions, maintaining a “strong presence of the phenomenal world” through the use of real locations and historical events and individuals.56 While the texture of its realism is not as immersive as, say, Toni Morrison’s Beloved, it is clearly distinguishable from other non-realistic narrative modes (e.g., fantasy, allegory, surrealism), even as it maintains the phenomenal presence of the inexplicable. In Faris’s terms, “we witness an idiosyncratic recreation of historical events, but events grounded firmly in historical realities—often alternate versions of official sanctioned accounts.”57 Thus, historical realities, such as the US suppression of Haitian revolt, are linked to ancient quarrels between different religions and deities. It is precisely the conflict between such perspectives—of the Atonists and the “Jes Grew Carriers”—that produces for the reader what Faris calls “two contradictory understandings of events.”58 Such ostensible contradictions in fact produce a feeling of “the closeness or near-merging of two realms,”59 as mythic and religious figures are portrayed as existing in the same reality as mortals, who can even be possessed by the former. Not only do deities, spirits, and humans interact on the same plane of reality; the line between fact and fiction is also blurred, moving toward McHale’s notion of “different ontological levels in the structures of texts.”60 Thus, one of the novel’s major plot points—the search to recover (or destroy) a lost sacred text associated with a supernatural “plague”—thematizes the magic of language, even as Reed uses the language of magic to theorize neo-hoodoo aesthetics in other texts. Finally, Mumbo Jumbo seeks to “question received ideas about time, space, and identity.”61 As the novel constantly satirizes the narrowness of Western tradition and the monotheism of Judeo-Christian religions, subverting such ideals with appeals to hoodoo and Voodoo, its narrative structure mimics the disruptive power of the latter; the linear temporality of the narrative (Western history) is frequently disrupted by the reemergence of Jes Grew, which works according to the cyclical time of Voodoo, returning again and again (the 1890s, 1920s, 1970s).
Given the importance Reed accords to Voodoo, and the latter’s pivotal role in Haitian political uprisings, it is tempting, in this context, to draw comparisons between Mumbo Jumbo and Alejo Carpentier’s classic work of magical realism, El reino de este mundo (1949), translated into English as The Kingdom of this World (2017). A cursory comparison suggests numerous commonalities between the two novels; in addition to the politicized use of magic and Haitian Voodoo, both novels explore cultural hybridization, colonialism, and slavery through stories that renarrativize the history of the New World. Yet Reed’s fiction is quite distinct, aesthetically, from the mode of Latin American magical realism that Carpentier’s novel has come to typify. As Sandín and Richard Perez argue in their anthology Moments of Magical Realism in U.S. Ethnic Literatures, many US minority writers use magic in a more temporary manner than their Latin American forebears and contemporaries. Instead, US minority writers often create a “magically inflected realism” marked by “momentary yet very significant irruptions of nonrealist tendencies,” such as ghostly or supernatural presences.62 While Reed’s metafictional tactics sometimes complicate the emphasis on realism implied in the latter half of the term (about which, more soon), the model of magical irruption outlined by Sandín and Perez is consonant with Reed’s use of magic to create what they call an “alternative ontology,” an approach to reality “that must be rendered in different terms so the diversity of experience colored by a history of violence is represented not by a consistently magical or realist portrayal, but is deformed by irruptive moments indicative of terrible colonial truths underlying the nature of New World realities.”63 In other words, magic often irrupts into realism by US minority writers as a troubling presence that shatters the fantasy of what Édouard Glissant calls “Sameness,” a fantasy of undifferentiated unity that is disrupted, “like a liquid overflowing its vessel,” by the “sheer pent-up force of Diversity.”64 Indeed, it is precisely the ontological battle between diversity and sameness that is at the heart of the ancient struggle chronicled in Mumbo Jumbo. As one passage puts it: “To some if you owned your mind you were indeed sick but when you possessed an Atonist mind you were healthy. A mind which sought to interpret the world by using a single loa. Somewhat like filling a milk bottle with an ocean” (Reed 1972c, 24). Whereas Haitian Voodoo and American hoodoo are grounded in multiple perspectives, featuring many different loa, each of which is responsible for a different aspect of life, Reed uses “Atonism” as a stand-in for Western thought—a hopelessly limited perspective, grounded in monotheism, that can capture only one aspect of reality. Indeed, Reed’s analogy echoes the terms of Glissant’s imagery, as perspectival fluidity exceeds a rigid and limited form.65 And it is precisely the integration of multiple perspectives—especially those excluded by Western and Judeo-Christian traditions—that structures syncretic religions like Voodoo and syncretic aesthetics like those found in Mumbo Jumbo.
In Reed’s novels, the magic of hoodoo functions formally, as well as thematically, as an irruption of difference within the Western form of the novel. To return to one of Reed’s favored metaphors, the novelist-as-necromancer does not practice just any kind of magic, but black magic. In this sense, we can read his work as an example of African American magical realism, marked by the use of “politically charged descriptions of the magical and marvelous” that celebrate African American history and folk culture.66 Yet Reed’s celebration of hoodoo does not delimit it as a specifically African American phenomenon, for his emphasis on its syncretism puts considerable pressure on critical appraisals that would identify neo-hoodoo as a “black” aesthetic. As Reed argues in an interview, the concept of “Black” identity itself has been “marketed”; it gained wide traction, he says, “because it’s compatible with the old idea of separate-but-equal.”67 An oversimplified idea, it helps to unify diverse registers of experience into a monolithic people, supporting an overarching Western dualism, where Black is aligned with evil and death (e.g., the black magic associated with evil spirits) and White with spiritual purity and life. Instead, Reed argues for the term Afro-American,because it implies an international culture. I call it vodoun, “Voo Doo,” because this is what vodoun does, it mixes many traditions. It may have an African base, but it’s adaptable, eclectic. It’s able to blend with Christianity, with Native American forms, and with many others. I try to do the same in my art. For example, Flight to Canada uses European forms, Native American forms, Afro-American forms; it’s syncretic.68



Although the spiritual and supernatural beliefs involved in hoodoo originate in Africa, in one sense, it is also—like African American culture generally—the unique product of a New World context in which various African, European, and American Indian traditions have intermingled during a long and violent colonial history. If hoodoo is “what Black Americans came up with,” distinct from Voodoo and Obeah, it was also created and practiced by American Indians.69 Hoodoo thus has multiple origins and cannot be linked solely with Africa; its context, not its essence, is American. Similarly, Reed identifies the Afro-American artist as “an international mind-miner. He’s synchronistic already. He’s Afro, he’s American, and if he goes to India and does a raga, he’s Afro-American-Indian. He’s a space cadet …”70 The black magic of the Afro-American necromancer is thus only black by reputation. Rather than summoning evil spirits, the necromancer summons the repressed specters of a violent history, renarrativizing hegemonic histories of Western superiority. Rather than naming a specifically black aesthetic, neo-hoodoo identifies an already syncretized and multicultural aesthetic sensibility, pluralizing new directions for novelistic innovation. The magic of neo-hoodoo thus resists racial essentialism and aesthetic purity. Instead, it functions as an important component of Afro-American culture—one that has retained its multifarious history and has not yet assimilated to the hegemony of Euro-American traditions.
Along with the syncretic form of Voodoo, Reed also proposes another useful analogue for neo-hoodoo aesthetics, one that closely relates to the prominence of the carnivalesque in magical realism—namely, the circus. An early appeal to the circus as a formal model for Reed’s fiction occurs in Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down, where Loop Garoo is confronted by a cowboy named Bo Shmo and his “gang” of “neo-social realist composers writers and painters” (1969, 38–39). Bo Shmo is clearly a stand-in for overtly politicized aesthetics that mandate uniformity (e.g., certain versions of the proletariat novel, black nationalism, orthodox Marxism). He attacks Loop’s “Far out esoteric bullshit” as a “deliberate attempt to be obscure,” calling Loop “A buffoon an outsider and frequenter of sideshows” as well as a “Crazy dada nigger” (38–40). Loop responds:What’s your beef with me Bo Shmo, what if I write circuses? No one says a novel has to be one thing. It can be anything it wants to be, a vaudeville show, the six o’clock news, the mumblings of wild men saddled by demons. (40)



Just as Loop’s use of neo-hoodoo within the novel mirrors Reed’s heterogeneous aesthetic proclivities, this reflexive appeal to the circus as a formal model points to Reed’s preoccupations with the carnivalesque, a literary mode often associated with magical realism. The pairing of the carnivalesque with magical realism is hardly surprising, given scholars’ penchant for the rhetoric of revitalization, but it is striking to note how closely Mikhail Bakhtin’s classic description of the “carnival-grotesque form” accords with Reed’s aesthetic, political, and philosophical investments. According to Bakhtin, the function of the “carnival spirit” is:to consecrate inventive freedom, to permit the combination of a variety of different elements and their rapprochement, to liberate from the prevailing point of view of the world, from conventions and established truths, from clichés, from all that is humdrum and universally accepted. This carnival spirit offers the chance to have a new outlook on the world, to realize the relative nature of all that exists, and to enter a completely new order of things.71



Reed’s conception of neo-hoodoo, and his rhetoric of magic more generally, articulates a similar set of priorities, grounded in artistic innovation, cultural syncretism, aesthetic heterogeneity, the disruption of oppressive universalism (“Atonism”), and its replacement with a worldview that acknowledges multiple realities. At the same time, Loop’s final analogy to “wild men saddled by demons” inverts a cliché of the popular Western (cowboys riding horses) by linking it with the language of Voodoo; as Zora Neale Hurston explains in Tell My Horse (a work often praised by Reed), a loa like Guedé “manifests himself by ‘mounting’ a subject as a rider mounts a horse, then he speaks and acts through his mount.”72 Reed’s work thus infuses Bakhtin’s “carnival spirit” with a genuine appeal to spirituality, fusing the modern form of the commercial circus with older folk forms and Afro-diasporic religious practices.
Although Reed’s work is closely aligned with the spirit of the carnivalesque, Bakhtin notes that the literary “formalization” of the latter remains open to a wide variety of uses and forms.73 To identify Reed’s use of magic more specifically with magical realism, a closer engagement with the formal qualities of his fiction is necessary. Loop’s appeal to the more specific form of the circus (rather than the spirit of the carnival) as a novelistic model is a useful starting point, for it suggests that Reed’s narratives are structured upon “the serial presentation of a succession of disparate acts or performances” found in non-literary sources like vaudeville, the freak show, and early cinema.74 The variety of acts encompassed by the modern circus would certainly include the performance of a magician, which suggests that magic remains an important component of Reed’s “aesthetics of the spectacle” (32). Yet the formal qualities of such variety shows, which emphasize shocking spectacles and wondrous marvels, also point away from the conventions of magical realism, which strikes a more delicate balance between the real and the fantastic through the careful production of absorptive narratives. In Carpentier’s influential formulation of the marvelous real, for example, the marvelous must “flow freely from a reality fully described in all its details.”75 Such “fully described” realities are rare in Reed’s fiction, which is often described as cartoonish and caricatured.76 To rephrase the question of Reed’s relation to magical realism in Carpentier’s terms, then, we might ask whether his work achieves a “valid mysticism,” or whether he more closely resembles one of Carpentier’s “cheap magicians” who, “[b]y dint of wanting to elicit the marvelous at every turn[,] … becomes a bureaucrat.”77 Is Reed’s magical realism that of a true conjurer and necromancer, or that of a stage magician—a showman who relies on the “the tricks of the prestidigitator” in his “tiresome attempts to evoke the marvelous”?78
Reed’s position, of course, is that his work is genuinely invested in narrative magic: “I consider myself a fetish-maker. I see my books as amulets, and in ancient African cultures words were considered in this way. Words were considered to have magical meanings and were considered to be charms.”79 Likening his books to fetish-objects used in ritual contexts, Reed attempts to displace the commodity-fetish of late capitalism with an appeal to the genuine magic of language. His work is thus more usefully linked with what Faris calls the magical realist “remystification of narrative in the West”80 than with, for example, the postmodern “remystification … of the commodity and the hyperreal.”81 In fact, Reed echoes Carpentier’s distinction between the artist-magician as a bureaucrat and as a genuine producer of the marvelous real in one of his earliest interviews, where he claims that, “when state magicians fail, unofficial magicians become stronger.”82 Anticipating his later use of figures like the necromancer and the conjurer, Reed’s artist as an “unofficial magician” is a spokesperson for the “unofficial culture” of carnival.83 His work thus takes part in what Faris calls the “antibureaucratic” position of magical realism, which pits “magic against the established social order.”84 If we take him at his word, then, Reed’s version of magical realism is less interested in the tricks of the showman—aesthetic spectacles intended to impress—than in the disruptive force of the occult.
The Jes Grew epidemic in Mumbo Jumbo is a prime example of this force, thematizing the potential of aestheticized folk magic to disrupt a government founded on imperialism and conquest (the novel’s prime example of which is the US invasion and occupation of Haiti). While Jes Grew threatens social order, striking panic into the hearts of government officials like the Mayor of New Orleans and President Warren Harding, it manifests as a collective dance. As Carpentier notes in his meditation on the uniquely American aspects of the marvelous: “rare is the collective dance in the Americas that doesn’t embody a deep sense of ritual and create around itself a whole initiating process.”85 While Jes Grew is characterized by officials as a “Creeping Thing,” “infestation,” “germ,” “psychic epidemic,” and “plague,” a narratorial aside notes:Actually Jes Grew was an anti-plague. Some plagues caused the body to waste away; Jes Grew enlivened the host. … Jes Grew victims said that the air was as clear as they had ever seen it and that there was the aroma of roses and perfumes which had never before enticed their nostrils. Some plagues arise from decomposing animals, but Jes Grew is electric as life and is characterized by ebullience and ecstasy. Terrible plagues were due to the wrath of God; but Jes Grew is the delight of the gods. (1972c, 6)



An “anti-plague” is, of course, a cure. Jes Grew is a magical force that liberates its victims from the punishments of what Reed calls elsewhere the “CopGod” Jeho-vah and his society of “law and order” (1988, 24). As such, Jes Grew is a fitting analogue for the magic of both hoodoo aesthetics and magical realism: each aspires to a “curative function.”86 In narrative terms, this function is “an attempt to seek power in a realm that lacks … attachment” to mimetic representation (80). For Reed, however, the disruptive power of literary magic goes well beyond the liberation of narrative forms. Instead, Jes Grew works in tandem with magical realism’s tendency to develop a “compensatory vision” in response to traumatic histories and “particular historical wounds.”87 What Reed thus seeks to revitalize through his narrative remystification is not narrative itself, but the suppressed traumatic histories of all those violated in the conquest of the Americas—the violent narrative, we might say, of Western civilization as such.88
By portraying Jes Grew as a force that is closely linked with Afro-American folk culture, Mumbo Jumbo dramatizes a clash between opposing points of view on blackness itself. For official US culture, blackness is a plague—a contagious force of death that spreads across the nation. From this standpoint, blackness is pathological; those infected by Jes Grew appear possessed, having abandoned their minds to the kinetic compulsions of the body: “‘Jes Grew is the boll weevil eating away at the fabric of our forms our technique our aesthetic integrity,’ says a Southern congressman” (1972c, 17). Yet Reed’s insistence that Jes Grew is actually an “anti-plague” reverses the terms of this perspective. If an anti-plague acts like a cure, then it is the status quo of official US culture—with its technocratic obsessions, imperialistic compulsions, and restrictive aesthetics—that is truly diseased. In this regard, Reed treats blackness as both a cure and a curse—a curse that may cure a moribund culture built upon the exploitation of black lives.
Philosophically, Reed’s treatment of blackness (like Jes Grew) occupies a structural position similar to that of Plato’s pharmakon, which operates for Jacques Derrida according to the logic of the supplement; it can be read, “without mistranslation … [as] ‘remedy,’ ‘recipe,’ ‘poison,’ ‘drug,’ ‘philter,’ etc.”89 In more recent terms, Reed’s treatment of blackness is consonant with a line of thinking Fred Moten develops in response to the Afro-pessimist assertion that blackness is lived in “social death”—that, in ontological terms, “blackness is nothing.”90 Against these positions, Moten asserts that:black life—which is as surely to say life as black thought is to say thought—is irreducibly social; that, moreover, black life is lived in political death or that it is lived … in the burial ground of the subject. … I am inclined to call this burial ground ‘the world’ and to conceive of it and the desire for it as pathogenic.91



In other words, Moten begins from the philosophical standpoint of the world (of the transcendental subject) that identifies blackness as nothingness—in order to reevaluate this world as diseased and infectious (“pathogenic”). At the same time, he accepts the world’s notion that blackness is also a “kind of pathogen” precisely because he hopes that blackness will preserve “its generative dispersion of general antagonism” toward a world that treats blackness as nothing.92 In Moten’s double reversal, blackness remains the disease that the diseased world thinks it is, but its antagonistic status as a “pathogen” also maintains the hope of destroying that same world—the world built upon the presumption that “blackness is nothing.” Just as Moten embraces the radical potential of blackness as a “pathogen,” then, Reed accepts Atonist characterizations of Jes Grew as a plague by revaluing it as a curative “anti-plague”—a disruptive force that has the potential to upend traditional values and hierarchies, which are built upon the negation of blackness. Far from being a purely destructive force, however, Jes Grew retains a spiritual component that “enlivens the host” (1972c, 11); if it ultimately brings about the death of a death-bound culture, it will in fact have helped the world to be reborn.
If Jes Grew operates as a metafictional emblem for the carnival spirit of magical realism, Mumbo Jumbo also reclaims the figure of the stage magician through the character of Black Herman. Born Benjamin Rucker in 1889, the ‘real’ Black Herman was a stage magician who became famous during the 1920s for performances that combined conjure healing, fortune-telling, lottery predictions, prestidigitations, and hoodoo practices.93 He was a shrewd businessman; his books sold multiple editions, and his fame swelled to the point where he was able to sell out Marcus Garvey’s 4000-seat Liberty Hall for several weeks in 1923. One of his most famous performances involved his own apparent death, burial, and his miraculous rebirth seven days later—a feat he performed numerous times. A businessman and a showman employed in the art of spectacular public performance, the historical figure of Black Herman is precisely the sort of prestidigitator Carpentier uses as a metaphor for the artist who markets cheap tricks instead of producing true marvels. In Mumbo Jumbo, however, Reed turns the public performer into a character with magical powers similar to those of PaPa LaBas; the historical illusionist is thus reborn, in Reed’s novel, as a real magician. To follow this analogy through to its conclusion, then, Reed’s fiction distinguishes itself from the work of state magicians and cheap magicians alike by asserting the genuine power of “unofficial magicians” to re-appropriate lost cultural histories and revitalize ancient folkways.
Although Jes Grew is a compelling figure for magical realism’s revitalization of narrative, which moves historically from Barth’s exhaustion to replenishment, neo-hoodooism
 is in fact structured upon the cyclical time of Voodoo—not the linear time of Western historiography. According to Voodoo and numerous African religions, he notes, “the past is contemporary” (177, 139). In Mumbo Jumbo, historical outbreaks of Jes Grew coincide with intense periods of Afro-American literary and cultural production: the 1890s, which saw the popularization of ragtime, the cakewalk, African American folklore (including Chesnutt’s conjure tales), and dances like “the Bamboula the Chacta the Babouille the Counjaille the Juba the Congo and the VooDoo” (Reed 1972c, 6); the 1920s, which saw the Harlem Renaissance and the New Negro, the popularization of jazz, and dances like the Charleston and the Black Bottom; and the 1970s, marked by Reed and his fellow “necromancers” as well as Black Power and the Black Arts Movement. Though these would appear to be distinct moments of time in a linear series, Reed characterizes his turn to the past as a means of querying its return in the present: “When I say … necromancy, I mean that you use the past to explain the present and to prophesize about the future.”94 Fittingly, Mumbo Jumbo ends not in the 1920s, but in Reed’s present of 1971, with LaBas—now 100—lecturing to a crowd of students about the history of Jes Grew. After being dismissed by students for decades, LaBas reflects on how the students are coming around again: “People in the 60s said they couldn’t follow him. … In the 20s they knew. And the 20s were back again. Better. … Time is a pendulum. Not a river. More akin to what goes around comes around” (1972c, 218). Similar to his clever repurposing of clichés in the introduction to 19 Necromancers from Now, Reed’s closing lines link the vaguely karmic meaning of the well-known idiom to the cyclical notion of time derived from Voodoo. The double meaning of Jes Grew as both curse and cure thus works to establish the possibility of a rehabilitated future marked not only by renewed aesthetic creativity but also by the righting of history’s wrongs—the former, of course, being the means to the latter.
Reed’s use of the cyclical time of Voodoo is not limited to Afro-American arts practices in the modern era, however. Black Herman is in fact a modern analogue for the Egyptian god Osiris; both “perform the trick of the Human Seed,” lying buried underground only to be reborn days later (1972c, 33). As recounted by LaBas in a lengthy, 30-page lecture toward the end of the novel, Osiris is in fact the original host of Jes Grew, which began as a ritual dance that “caught on” among the people, furnishing them with agricultural abundance (162). When Osiris is manipulated by his brother Set into performing another trick, “the Germ”—which requires him to be “planted in the Nile and then spring from its waters” days later—Set murders him, only to find that Osirian rites (the sacred dance and music) reemerge everywhere, and rumors of Osiris’s reappearance abound (166, 165). Just as Jes Grew is stamped out in one era only to reappear in another, then, the novel suggests that Black Herman may be a contemporary manifestation of Osiris. In Reed’s retelling, this Osirian dance and its inscription in the Book of Thoth form the seeds of Jes Grew, which is eventually stolen and deformed by Moses—making the Judeo-Christian foundations of Western civilization little more than a distorted appropriation of Egyptian mythology. When Jes Grew breaks out anew, then, it demonstrates what Black Herman tells LaBas when the latter wonders if he and his sidekick are “out of date”: “No, LaBas, the New York police will wipe out VooDoo just as they did in New Orleans [in the 1890s], but it will find a home in a band on the Apollo stage, in the storefronts; and there will always be those who will risk the uninformed amusement of their contemporaries by resurrecting what we stood for” (41). In a curious metafictional turn, Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo thus acts as the evidence for its own argument, for the novel takes precisely the same “risk” Black Herman prophesizes. If this appears to be an example of circular logic, Reed would no doubt say it is better described as cyclical time.
Writing in 1974, Neil Schmitz declared that “it remain[ed] to be seen” whether Jes Grew would flourish again (1999, 81). What of neo-hoodooism in the twenty-first century? Surveying the divisive critical reception of Reed’s later novels like The Terrible Twos (1982) and Reckless Eyeballing (1986), which turned toward more overt political satire and de-emphasized hoodoo as a framework, the phenomenon might appear to have waned in the late 1970s. However, two of his most recent works, the novel Conjugating Hindi (2018) and the 2019 play The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda, provide an indication of Reed’s qualified return to neo-hoodooism and its continued expansion into global, multicultural, and decolonial contexts. Set in California in an alternative present where “President Kleiner Führer” rules the US, Conjugating Hindi is overtly concerned with the cultural politics of African-American and Indian-American relations. The novel’s protagonist is Peter Bowman, a black Professor at an Oakland Community College who is invited to participate in a series of public debates with a conservative Indian intellectual, Shashi Paramara, on the subject: “Slavery. All that Bad?” (2018, 55). A popular apologist for both slavery and British colonialism, Shashi is eventually forced to go into hiding by passing as black after a geopolitical crisis embroils the US in a wave of rabid anti-Indian xenophobia, replete with mobs, “internment camps,” and a “Fugitive Indian Law” (88).95 The novel thus plays out as an uncanny repetition and extension of US historical atrocities toward other minority populations, as Reed continues the revisionist history and prophesizing that was essential to Mumbo Jumbo. As Boa notes in a moment of metafictional commentary, “One of these days a Nazi clique might occupy the West Wing of the White House and from there manage a puppet clown president. Ishmael Reed predicted this would happen in his book The Terrible Twos” (2018, 102). As Shashi hides in Boa’s basement, the novel stages long, dialogic exchanges about global colorism, the caste system, anti-blackness, racism, slavery, colonialism, and the “commercialization of a human holocaust” (42). In this sense, it continues the decolonial ethos of Reed’s earlier neo-hoodoo novels, which sought to redress historical narratives about the superiority of Western civilization through appeals to folk magic and mythology. Yet Conjugating Hindi lacks the magic (narrative and otherwise) of Reed’s early work. Though it includes a number of mythological figures like Krishna, the Hindu vulture god Jatayu, “Dion” (Dionysus), and a mysterious Talmudic figure, all potentially fantastical events are carefully insulated from the novel’s realism, explained away through dream states, sleep paralysis, and drug-induced hallucinations. The novel’s sole exception to this rule is a comedic subplot involving a fair-skinned death loa, Maman Brigitte, who uses her insatiable and destructive appetite for sex to hunt the well-endowed Boa. While Conjugating Hindi thus indicates Reed’s continued interest in Voodoo, trickster figures, ancient mythologies, and decolonial satire, it also signals a move away from his investment in magic as a narrative force for change.
To the extent that its subplot about Maman Brigitte maintains some minimal investment in magic, Conjugating Hindi also continues to beat down another well-worn path in Reed’s oeuvre—namely, his masculinist, if not outright misogynist, articulation of black resistance to racial prejudice. In its comedic portrayal of the castrating woman, Conjugating Hindi continues to court the sort of controversy that has plagued Reed’s career since the 1986 publication of his novel Reckless Eyeballing, which is often described as “a vindictive, reactionary book out of step with contemporary gender politics.”96 His most recent novel contains many passages that would readily serve as further evidence for such a view. A late scene in the novel, for example, features a debate between Boa and Shashi’s dark-skinned sister, Kala, an anti-imperialistic feminist who opposes Shashi’s conservatism. As Boa, hoping to woo Kala, proves his cultural competency by shifting the blame for the Indian caste system from British imperialism to Hindu Brahmins (like Kala), she responds with anger:She had her hands on her hips and leaned forward. She was hot. Overheated in fact. If it were a 1940s movie, he would have grabbed her and kissed her passionately. She would have struggled momentarily but then submitted. In those days, no meant yes. As late as 1964, in the movie The Killers, Ronald Reagan gave Angie Dickenson a hard slap when she refused to follow his demands. But these were the 2000s. You just about had to consult a lawyer before kissing a woman and get the approval of a committee before having sex with her. (2018, 182)



As in much of Reed’s work, the ostensible misogyny of this passage exists within a wider framework of irony that makes it difficult to discern an unambiguous political stance. If the passage seems to romanticize patriarchy and violence against women, it displaces this inclination through intertextual citation and contains it within the consciousness of the protagonist. At the same time, Reed does little to mitigate the inflammatory nature of such remarks, which clearly satirize contemporary debates about female agency and sexual consent from a conservative point of view. Ironically, then, the cultural competence that Reed seeks to demonstrate through this dialogic exchange depends upon the subservience of Kala’s feminism to Boa’s patriarchal multiculturalism. Boa schools Kala on the history of the Dalits in her own country and then imagines that she will teach him postcolonial theory and Hindi as they consummate a romantic relationship: “Maybe while Kala helped him conjugate Hindi, he could conjugate Kala” (197). Though the sexual escapades in Conjugating Hindi are treated farcically—and with about as much wit as the wordplay above—they are consistent enough throughout the novel to indicate that feminism remains one of Reed’s targets, and that he remains devoted to a form of literary resistance that subordinates issues of gender and sexuality to those of race.97 Though neo-hoodooism aspires, like Loop Garoo Kid, to see “‘reality’ on many levels,” and to surpass the ontology of the present by thinking with “an infinite number of minds,” it is clear that the kind of truly intersectional thinking this would involve is not yet active in Reed’s work.98
If Conjugating Hindi largely abandons magic as a realm of resistance, The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda, by contrast, stages Reed’s return to a traditional magical realist technique: the use of ghosts to “unsettle modernity’s … basis in progressive, linear history.”99 The two-act play, directed by Rome Neal and staged at the Nuyorican Poets Cafe from May 23 to June 16, 2019, features a fictionalized version of Miranda—the creator of Hamilton: An American Musical—being confronted by the ghosts of historical figures excluded from his show, including the “enslaved, indentured, and indigenous”: “Ben, the enslaved man owned by Alexander Hamilton’s sister-in-law; Ben’s unnamed mother; ‘Native American man’ and ‘Native American woman’; an anonymous white indentured servant; a runaway from the plantation of Hamilton’s in-laws; and even Harriet Tubman.”100 By the end of the play, one reviewer notes, “the ghosts have convinced Miranda of the error of his project,” which depicts Hamilton as “an abolitionist and someone who was opposed to slavery.”101 As Reed declares in a scathing critique of Hamilton’s historical duplicity, this is “Not true,” since Hamilton “participated in the bartering of slaves” on behalf of his family. “Establishment historians [like Ron Chernow, whose biography of Hamilton inspired Miranda’s play] write best sellers in which some of the cruel actions of the Founding Fathers are smudged over if not ignored altogether,” Reed claims; Miranda is a “clever salesman” making “profits for his investors” by enlisting black and brown actors to play the Founding Fathers.102 Reed’s play thus conjures the ghosts of America’s past to combat the commercialization of historical narratives that whitewash its history of racism, violence, and slavery—even when that whitewashing is accomplished with brown faces like the fictional Shashi Paramara or the real Lin-Manuel Miranda. In this regard, Reed’s recent work continues the neo-hoodoo tradition of using magic as a disruptive force in order to combat the commodification of historical trauma and white supremacy. Though the magic of neo-hoodoo may have been pushed to the wings in his most recent fiction, its place on center stage in The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda suggests that Reed is continuing his project of “artistic guerilla warfare against the Historical Establishment.”103
There is a latent irony, however, in Reed’s criticisms of Hamilton. Though he casts Miranda as a puppet for establishment history, it is not difficult to identify the ways in which Hamilton may also owe a debt to the alternative history of fictional works like Mumbo Jumbo. As Nawal Arjini (2019) notes, “Both works attempt … to reimagine the history taught in school as one in which people of color have power; they both make much of the marginal whiteness of canonical American figures and feature amusing cameos by famous historical personages.”104 Even more striking is the fact that, in a 1968 interview, Reed anticipates Miranda’s portrayal of Alexander Hamilton as a person of color:Then there was Alexander Hamilton, the Negro, the Afro-American. People try to deny that he was black, but it just so happens that I dug up and photostated a miscegenation suit that they put on him. … He was black, and Aaron Burr shot him because they were jealous of him because he was so tricky and groovy with the women. This is the cat that put the Constitution together.105



Though Reed’s use of magic in The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda aims to correct what he takes to be a conservative view of history, his critique elides the commonalities between his own work and Miranda’s play (which is, after all, a literary work that toys with conventional history and mixes aesthetic genres, its politics notwithstanding). This is not to suggest that Hamilton is, like Mumbo Jumbo or The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda, a work of magical realism—but it does raise the question of whether Reed is willing to accept the unruly implications of “artistic guerilla warfare” against conventional history when he is not in control of the battlefront.
In The Haunting of Lin-Manuel Miranda, Reed conjures ghosts from the history of US slavery to act as a corrective for contemporary neoliberal fantasies of progressivism. His use of this magical realist technique continues a tradition made prominent in works like Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987), but it also echoes the fin-de-siècle conjure tales of Charles Chesnutt, one of Reed’s self-selected forebears. Indeed, Reed’s novels of the 1960s and 1970s demonstrate a thorough investment in many of the same subjects and tropes found in Chesnutt’s grotesque tales of antebellum slavery: Afro-American folk beliefs, hoodoo, and conjure. Though the vitality of these sources has waned in Reed’s most recent work, his oeuvre is nevertheless best understood through the cross-cultural and syncretic framework he identifies as neo-hoodooism, which forms a formidable wing in the house of magical realist fiction. By marshaling Voodoo conceptions of time and space, alternative narratives of Western history, and hybrid, multicultural aesthetic forms, Reed’s neo-hoodoo works mount a serious challenge to the metaphysical and ontological assumptions underlying much of Western culture—even if his work is not always as dynamic or inclusive in its perspectival fluidity as he might claim. At its best, Reed’s fiction works according to the logic of Jes Grew, drawing upon vital sources of Afro-diasporic spiritual, folk, and popular cultures to produce new aesthetic hybrids that function as an anti-plague—an antidote to the sickness of a world built on imperialism, colonialism, and racial hierarchies. Ultimately, then, Reed’s use of neo-hoodoo magic is magical realist precisely to the extent that its narrative remystification works, paradoxically, toward the demystification of cultural myths about Western superiority and white supremacy.
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Survivor Texts
In the forlorn, empty shtetl of Tishevitz, a lonely demon sits reading a Yiddish book. Why should a demon hang around reading in a desolate Polish village after the Nazis have murdered its Jews, leaving him no one to tempt, no one to damn? It is a punishment, the demon-narrator explains to us, meted out by his demonic superiors for a lapse committed before the time of the genocide: his failure to corrupt the village rabbi. “The Last Demon” (1964) distinguishes itself among Isaac Bashevis Singer’s demonic narratives1 not only by identifying a holy soul immune to the devil’s enticements, but also by the strange, poignant way its folkloric plot of demonology slams into the modern real. A bigger evil has shut down this demon’s little games. Condemned to suffer eternity in dull, remote Tishevitz, he becomes, by accident of history, a “proxy witness” to the Holocaust, to use Susan Gubar’s term (254). His final, harrowing paragraphs lament:How long am I here? Eternity plus a Wednesday. I’ve seen it all, the destruction of Tishevitz, the destruction of Poland. There are no more Jews, no more demons …. The rabbi was martyred on a Friday in the month of Nisan. The community was slaughtered, the holy books burned …. There is no longer an Angel of Good or an Angel of Evil. No more sins, no more temptations! … Messiah did not come for the Jews, so the Jews went to the Messiah. There is no further need for demons. We have also been annihilated. I am the last, a refugee. I can go anywhere I please, but where should a demon like me go? To the murderers? (186)



More demonic than the demons, it turns out, was the whirlwind of human evil that destroyed en masse the Jews whom the demons had been fond of leading, one by one, into temptation. This devil’s predicament conjures an unlikely nostalgia for a pre-Holocaust kind of combat between good and evil, the lively, normative cosmic struggle that was Jewish life over the centuries.
I begin with “The Last Demon” because, despite its idiosyncratic plot and its narrator’s only backhanded concern for the fate of the Jews, this story discovers a potent trope for survival that has become, I will argue, paradigmatic for contemporary Jewish post-Holocaust fiction. Though Singer’s lonesome, Holocaust-refugee demon claims that the death of the Jews of Europe also meant the demise of their spiritual world—their faith, their accounting of sins and good deeds, the angels and demons of their cosmos2—his story still locates, beyond this apocalyptic ending, one persistent Jewish glimmer. It is the demon’s reading material, “a Yiddish storybook, a leftover from the days before the great catastrophe.” This is no sacred Hebrew text, but a profane, modern one: “The style of the book is in our manner; Sabbath pudding cooked in pig’s fat: blasphemy rolled in piety. The moral of the book is: neither judge, nor judgment.” Perhaps this book is not unlike one of Singer’s, an artifact of Jewish modernity’s ambivalent wrestling match with faith. But the book has one saving grace—the Hebrew letters in which its Yiddish prose is written. Says the demon, “[N]evertheless the letters are Jewish. The alphabet they could not squander. I suck on the letters and feed myself. I count the letters, make rhymes, and tortuously interpret and reinterpret each dot” (186). Since Hebrew—as the demon seems well to know—is the holy tongue, its God-given letters suffused with spiritual substance, the Hebrew letters of even a debased Yiddish text retain holy sparks of Jewish spirituality, after the death of the Jews who wrote or read it. Thus, ironically, they remain fertile material for the devil’s corrosive designs.
Isaac Bashevis Singer wrote in Yiddish all his life, his stories in English the products of a complex (and recently much-criticized) translation process shaped by his growing awareness that his reputation would live and die in English above all.3 Yet even in translation, the stakes of this story’s contest between the demon and the letters of Hebrew (and Yiddish) emerge clearly. From the words of the found book, the demon fashions a demonic, Holocaust aleph-bet—a perversion of the traditional Hebrew acrostic poem—in which each Hebrew letter signifies solely the mass death of the Jews, rather than any other thing in the universe that an aleph or a bet might once have suggested. It begins:Aleph, the abyss, what else waited?
Beth, the blow, long since fated.
Gimel, God, pretending he knew.
Daleth, death, its shadow grew.



This tortuous reinterpretation of the sacred letters reaches insidiously into the heart of Jewish faith (“Gimel, God, pretending he knew”). Yet its evil potential is framed and curtailed by Singer’s marvelous story itself, written in Yiddish, instancing the survival of Jewish writing. Moreover, in English translation the demon’s scary little rhyme gains layered, interlingual suggestion. The very need to translate this poem, each transliterated Hebrew letter made to stand for an ominous word in English rather than Yiddish—“Aleph, the abyss, what else waited?”—resulted not only from Singer’s American fame, but also from the Nazi genocide, which wiped out most of the audience that could read Singer in Yiddish. And yet, despite the traces of violent history apparent in this translation, readers can still glimpse the tiny sparks Singer has planted in this conceit: While the Hebrew language lives on, so does holiness, and thus, work for the devil to do. The story ends:Yes, as long as a single volume remains, I have something to sustain me. As long as the moths have not destroyed the last page, there is something to play with. What will happen when the last letter is no more, I’d rather not bring to my lips.
When the last letter is gone,
The last of the demons is done. (187)



In the deeply ironic parable of a scholarly survivor demon left reading in the ruins of Jewish Europe, Singer manages to deliver an affirmation of the sustaining cultural function of Yiddish literature even after the Holocaust. In so doing, he gives us a conceit we might call the survivor text, an extraordinary figure of post-Holocaust representation, and one that points toward the magical inventions now proliferating in contemporary Jewish fiction. Singer’s demonic Holocaust witness, who mourns the Jews because he can no longer damn them, clings to the power of the Jewish text as the crystallization of a living Jewish ethical consciousness, the guarantor of the possibility of a Jewish struggle with the devil and his company, of an ongoing dialogue with God.
This essay will consider, amid a recent, collective turn to the past by contemporary Jewish writers much farther removed from Jewish textual tradition than was Singer, the trope of the magical, surviving book-within-the-book, in which an old, often hallowed, and mysterious survivor text is positioned within the contemporary fictive setting as object of wonder or longing, source of knowledge, and access point to a longed-for continuity with Jewish traditions of literature and of the sacred.
Jewish Magical Realism
The appearance of magic in recent Jewish fiction represents a significant affiliation with the magic now flourishing across ethnic American and postcolonial world fiction, by writers reimagining their people’s pasts. What crucially connects magic in contemporary Jewish fiction—by writers including the Americans Jonathan Safran Foer, Myla Goldberg, Dara Horn, Nicole Krauss, Cynthia Ozick, Joseph Skibell, and Steve Stern, and the Israelis David Grossman and Ruby Namdar—to that of postcolonials and other ethnics is its function as imaginative response to history at its most hideous and destructive, to the broken world made by tyrannical conquest.4 Like many such responses in fiction, the texts I treat here transgress the normative boundaries of time and death to enable, in a way realism does not, a fullness of contact between the present and past—here, the destroyed past of Europe’s Jews.
Of course, like the magic infusing contemporary fiction by writers from Africa, India, the Caribbean, Latin America, and elsewhere in the global, postcolonial South, magic in Jewish fiction evinces the clashing overlay of cultures, “a continuous dialectic”5 between, in this case, secular modernity and traditional Jewish culture, including the magic and miracles that abound in its canonical scripture, marginal religious writings, mysticism, Hasidic tales, and folklore. This is true nowhere more than in the influential work of Singer, the immigrant literary master born of a line of rabbis and deeply attached to traditional European Jewish village life, but also well-read in modern European literature, a writer whose art manages a fluid negotiation of the supernatural and the modern real. But a couple of generations after the Holocaust, Singer’s heirs are doing something different with traditional Jewish magic: Reclaiming it, across time and vast historical changes, as their literary birthright, to enable their self-consciously belated, elegiac postmodern affirmations of Jewish cultural continuity, over against the modernity that severed that wholeness in the last century, yet undergirds their own lives and art.
The paradoxical, unlikely development of a post-Holocaust fictional aesthetic of magical recuperation follows upon a complex history. After the immediate post-Holocaust era, when only the most rigorously realist, reportorial texts by survivors and historians had generally been deemed appropriate, realism gradually came to seem a barrier to effective representation.6 Post-1970s critical response largely concurs, with Saul Friedlander, that those literary works that “give a feeling of relative ‘adequacy’ in bringing the reader to insights about the Shoah,” tend to avoid conventional realism. Holocaust literary history thus saw a shift away from testimonial narratives to texts of a more experimental realism and of a postmodern sensibility, the kind that “searches for new presentations … in order to impart a stronger sense of the unpresentable.”7 At the same time, American Jewish fiction began a turn from the concerns of the changing social present to the memory of the past, prompted—amid the post-Civil Rights-era resurgence of Jewish among other ethnic cultural identities—by the tug of vanishing traditions, and newly able to articulate the haunting horror of the massive European catastrophe, its quality of civilizational abyss, its legacy of untold, millionfold loss.
A body of fiction gradually emerged that takes far greater imaginative liberties with the story of the mass murder of Europe’s Jews precisely because it has become an inherited story, because writers must represent in their very framing of narratives their own distance from and inadequacy to retell the tale. The farther from the event in time and in experience, it seems, the more elaborate and self-conscious the fictional framing. In texts that treat the Holocaust directly, a skewed, self-reflexive, antirealist aesthetic can be seen in place by the 1986 publication of the first volume of Art Spiegelman’s graphic novel MAUS, which renders its murderous Germans and hunted Jews as cartoon cats and mice, drawing its audience into a harrowing inheritance through bizarre pop-cultural visuals that illustrate the complex position of a belated American son of survivors. And in the same year, the Israeli novelist David Grossman published See Under: Love, a monument to the revisionary imagination of traumatic history, and a novel characterized by extravagantly surreal and metaliterary fabulation that merges mourning with redemptive magic, as when the figure of the Polish Jewish writer Bruno Schulz is reimagined escaping his ignominious death at Nazi hands and recovering the integrity of self as a swimming salmon. Following these outlandish imaginative designs, post-Holocaust fiction has become fabulous and inventive and magical not only because the immensity and outrage of the Holocaust demand wildly resourceful expression, but also because, for contemporary writers, creative ingenuity in remaking the life and history of the Jews is, in itself, a form of literary resistance to death. The recent texts discussed in this essay deploy a morally redemptive, paradoxical magic in fictions that set out to recover whole worlds they know are lost beyond anyone’s retrieval.
Magical Reclamation
In 1975, Cynthia Ozick wrote a Foreword to an edition of the recovered poems of German Jewish poet Gertrud Kolmar, who was murdered at Auschwitz, invoking Ezekiel’s vision of dry bones revived, the dead returned to the House of Israel:A dream of reversal, of reconstruction: who has not, in the forty years since the European devastation, swum off into this dream? As if the reel of history … could be run backward: these mounds of ash, shoes, teeth, bones, all lifted up, healed, flown speck after speck toward connection … bone on bone, every skull blooming into the quickness of a human face, every twisted shoe renewed on a vivid foot, every dry bone given again to greening life ….
Unwritten alphabets clog the breath of this dream like so many black hosts of random grit—letters still inchoate, not yet armied into poems, novels, philosophies. (“Out” 230)



In the longing to reanimate the dead of the Holocaust and their “unwritten” literature, Ozick’s impossible “dream of reversal” presages a recuperative literary project that was to come. Emily Budick has argued that a “quality of tormented and incomplete mourning” drove a Jewish “family of texts” in the 1980s and 1990s to cathect the oeuvres of early century Jewish writers including Bruno Schulz and Franz Kafka (518, 530). In novels including Grossman’s See Under: Love and texts by Ozick and Philip Roth, “The characters would undo death through acts of conjuring, rescue, translation, and resurrection; their authors would undo death through writing itself … imagine[d] as acts of recuperation.”8 Some of these novels actually imagine the dead alive again, as with Grossman’s Schulz-fish, and the fantasies of a surviving American Anne Frank in Roth’s The Ghost Writer. The surreal vision of another novel, Joseph Skibell’s A Blessing on the Moon (1997), enacts Ozick’s “dream of reversal” from its opening, when the figure of the author’s own murdered great-grandfather climbs, bloody and part-mutilated, out of a mass grave to become the genial narrator of a postmortem quest for the World to Come.
Amid this literary turn to magical, elegiac recuperation, the fictions discussed in this essay develop another strategy to “undo death”: They magically give new life to old books, embedding old Jewish texts—usually physically present books, often ostensibly lost and re-found books—within the book the reader holds. The trope of the magical book seems to be, among the magical realisms of the world, the special province of the Jews. Of course, contemporary magical realist fictions often have “[m]etafictional dimensions,” as Wendy Faris observes; after all such fictions ultimately work to “affirm the magic of the storyteller’s art.”9 Still, only two postcolonial books-within-books seem to me comparable to those in the line of Singer and his descendants. The first is the prophetic scroll of Melquìades, lurking in a back room throughout Gabriel García Márquez’s influential One Hundred Years of Solitude (1970), but not read until the end, when it is found to recapitulate the novel that contains it; this scroll is destroyed in the whirlwind that obliterates the entire world of the novel in its last lines (381–383).10 And in Junot Diaz’s The Brief, Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), magical books that may have been written by members of the Cabral family are lost, irretrievable, emblematizing the ruptures caused by the traumatic violence of the Trujillo era and of the whole cursed history of conquest in the Americas. The distinctiveness of recent Jewish American magical realist texts may be located precisely in their difference from these postcolonial fictions: In them, magical lost books are miraculously found, and they radiate a kind of magic antithetical to that of Márquez’s scroll: a world-recreating power.11 These fictions locate at the heart of an ordinary, contemporary book the power to open a connection, post-devastation, to traditional Jewish culture and spirituality.
This reverential display of older, recovered, sacred books-within-books sometimes occurs in contemporary realist Jewish fiction as well. Geraldine Brooks’ 2008 novel People of the Book holds tenderly at its center a remarkable old Jewish book, the Sarajevo Haggadah, an actual book that is as much objet d’art as Passover Seder manual, a fourteenth-century manuscript containing beautiful illuminations rare in Jewish liturgical texts. Brooks makes an unlikely epic adventure out of the craft of rare book preservation, interleaving within the contemporary preserver’s first-person narrative invented fictional chapters in the history of this actual book, which survived against all odds: expulsion from Spain, a later inquisition of texts in Venice, the Nazi occupation of Yugoslavia, and the recent shelling of Sarajevo, Bosnia. In this telling, the Haggadah’s survival indeed seems near-magical, or at least—through the plots of its rescuers of many times, places, and religions—an affirmation of the miracle of intercultural tolerance.
The attraction for readers of a book about book rescue (People of the Book was a best seller) may resonate with the sense, commonly but perhaps vaguely held, that the veneration of holy books central to traditional Judaism spills over, to some degree, into modern Jews’ relationship to books as physical objects and to the practices of writing and reading. Anecdotal evidence attests to such an effect; here is the American Hebraist Ephraim E. Lisitzky, born in 1885 in Minsk, in his 1949 autobiography:When I was a yeshiva student I thought there was nothing grander than an author. I saw the square letters of the Hebrew book as godly letters, which were handed down from Sinai, and its author as a sublime, almost divine, superhuman being …. Even after I had given up my religious studies, books and authors remained sacred to me.12



This one reader’s witness typifies an essential strand of Jewish cultural history. Indeed, the place of secular Jewish literature in the lives of modern Jews is often likened to that held by sacred texts in traditional Jewish life: Ezra Cappell calls Jewish American fiction “a primary centering force in the lives of American Jews,”13 and the historian Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi wrote that Jews since the Holocaust “seem to await a new, metahistorical myth, for which the novel provides at least a temporary modern surrogate.”14 Fiction has stepped in to do the mythopoetic work of reimagining Jewish history.15
Even more fundamentally, the enfolding of older Jewish books within new ones evokes the practice of “return to the prime text” that has long undergirded Jewish consciousness.16 “The most characteristic feature of the Jewish imagination,” writes Michael Fishbane, is “the interpretation and rewriting of sacred texts …”17 According to Geoffrey Hartman and Sanford Budick, the rabbinic interpretative practice called midrash created, through “its weaving together of prooftext and commentary,” “an extraordinary web of consciousness, not easily matched in the western tradition” made of “ever-new revelations of an originary text”18; the divine truth of Torah was understood, paradoxically, to “demand the continuous and precarious intervention of successive generations of interpreters,”19 interpretation being “part of the divine revelation itself.”20
But for modern readers, Samuel J. Kessler writes, the traditional Jewish relationship with holy texts “has become the sacred shadow … extant only as far as the individual Jew wishes to see it.”21 This notion of tradition’s lingering shadow suggests, in literary terms, the matter of influence and the charged and potent force field of literary competition theorized by Harold Bloom. In a famous live debate with Bloom staged in 1978, Cynthia Ozick invoked, precisely, Jewish midrashic reading practices to counter Bloom’s claim that each belated poet aggressively misreads a great precursor. Giles Harvey glosses her argument:The very idea of belatedness, so central to Bloom’s theory, was, in Ozick’s view, anathema to the Jewish tradition, according to which there were no latecomers. This was the meaning of the words of the Passover Haggadah, “We ourselves went out from Egypt,” and the midrash that states, “All generations stood together at Sinai.” In Jewish thought, there is “no power struggle with the original, no envy of the Creator.”22



Ozick insists that a traditional Jewish concept of human creativity and influence would reject Bloom’s vision of individualist, Romantic combat; instead she “stands at a kind of belletristic Sinai, alongside all the other literary generations.”23 This vision of literary production evokes the Talmudic dictum, “There is no before or after in Torah,” which, Andrew Bush explains, “is fundamental to rabbinic interpretation,” “authorizing … the regular midrashic practice of citing prooftexts at the greatest remove from a passage under discussion.”24 Moreover, Ozick’s embrace of such a collation of temporalities denies the possibility of tension between artistic originality and openness to a timeless, Jewish textual tradition. In this, she anticipates Hartman and Budick, who argue that midrash “suggests a symbiosis of interpretive and creative writing”:Originality shifts its meaning or doubles its locus. The canon is transmitted and even extended by an intertextual reflection that has accepted the task of memory and preservation while adding a spacious supplement that derives from its primary source a strength and daring which is anything but secondary ….25


I regard the use of narrative magic to plant an old Jewish text inside a new one as affirming the ongoing web of Jewish originality-within-tradition.26 Indeed, the trope of the magical book-within-the-book in recent Jewish fiction displays an array of relations between modern secular and sacred Jewish texts, ranging from affiliation, imitation, and reverence to resistance and rivalry. By means of such “magic,” writers often distanced by generations and by prodigious cultural rupture from orthodox learning pay a complex tribute to the power of the sacred Jewish textual tradition, a tribute that does not hesitate to secularize, reinvent, and ironize that tradition.
To be sure, the dramatic citation of sacred texts in secular Jewish literature is not new; rather, what is new is the heightened, magical role such texts have come to play in contemporary plots. A contrast between an early and a late twentieth-century fiction will illustrate. In a prototypical, realist Jewish American immigrant story, Anzia Yezierska’s 1923 “Children of Loneliness,” the college-educated daughter of poor immigrants, a new school teacher fiercely resentful of her parents’ poverty and embarrassing shtetl manners, strives to escape them in a grand, American self-realization. Yet the scornful daughter is deeply moved when, standing “in the dark hallway of the tenement” outside the family apartment, she overhears her father reciting Hebrew psalms, which Yezierska renders in English lines far more gorgeous than any other the story offers. When arguing with his daughter, the rigid, scarcely likable father’s voice sounds (in translated Yiddish, presumably) like this: “I ain’t going to learn nothing new no more from my American daughter”; “A hell she made from this house since she got home” (234–235). But when he chants in Hebrew, the father says:I am like a pelican of the wilderness.
I am like an owl of the desert.
I have eaten ashes like bread and mingled my drink with weeping. (239)



What narrative theorists tell us about an inset text like the psalm above, an instance of the trope of mise en abyme, is that it works not simply as a complex, refracting mirror of the frame text, but also as a device that ironically disrupts and contests a text’s representational scheme; thus, in a realist fiction such a moment can suddenly evoke for the reader self-reflexivity and the materiality of the text, while in a self-reflexive text, it can work to summon the real.27 But in my reading and teaching experience, an old text set inside a new one creates a related but subtly different effect: It tends to take on a special aura, to seem—especially when the frame text is realist and secular—the locus of real textual power, of something numinous, or sacred, or simply more true. The inset book has a way of seeming to be the book behind the book in our hands, the book we really want to be reading. This effect complicates Yezierska’s melodrama of Americanization; the daughter listening to this biblical lamentation is filled with pity and love for her family, just as she is trying to leave them.
We can observe a dramatic shift in American Jewish fiction if we follow the trope of the inset sacred book to a recent, magical realist novel that has a daughter moved not by the prayer of her father (here, a Reform rabbi), but by an old, mystical book he gives to her, and which is set en abyme. Myla Goldberg’s Bee Season (2000) sends a contemporary Jewish girl on a mystical quest to become an American spelling-bee champion—a new form of glory for an educated daughter of Israel. But, eight decades after Yezierska, in a moment of return to tradition among some young American Jews, this girl’s American quest is actually enabled by a medieval Jewish holy text. Goldberg’s young heroine Eliza pursues the kabbalistic teachings of thirteenth-century mystic Abraham Abulafia, following his instructions for intensive meditation on letters as a linguistic path to communion with the divine. As her estranged family falls apart around her, Eliza takes up her father’s holy book. And when she arrives at a mystical vision of the many faces of God, Goldberg’s novel manages a magical mediation between a precious, sacred textual tradition and the challenges of contemporary life. Studying a holy text and its letters in English translation, Eliza is able to access divine power to help her spell the most difficult of English words and so become an American champion.
The passage from Yezierska’s to Goldberg’s narratives of the education of American Jewish girls shows the trope of the book-within-the-book revealing a profound dimension of contemporary Jewish fiction: a willed cathexis, across languages, loss, and time, to Jewish literary tradition, in which the study of precious Jewish texts becomes the shadow task-within-the-task, for readers inside and outside the book. My sense is that Jewish writers after the Holocaust use the potent device of magical inset texts, as does Singer’s survivor demon, to affirm that a literary text can still function as the cradle of Jewish cultural and spiritual continuity. In the loss of a world, what we have is books about that world; Cappell writes that at every turn in Jewish history, “[a]fter great turmoil, instead of lying down in darkness, Jews have traditionally reinvented themselves through texts.”28 And what a new Jewish book with an old, magically surviving book inside of it can do for a reader is become a contemporary point of access into the world of Jewish books—of that home-away-from-home that is the Jewish imaginary.29
Beyond the usual function of literary allusion to suggest influence or continuity, these magical inset copies of earlier books specifically assert an imaginative legacy despite a fractured chain of tradition, despite modernity, and despite death itself. Writes Bush, on the trope of “the Return” in modern Jewish thought, “Against the ruptures of all modernities recorded as history, the canceled dream of continuity survives in the trope of return across the breach.”30 Though the Nazi genocide destroyed millions of people, these fictions insist that books, literature, the alphabet of Jewish letters persist, enabling a “return across the breach” of time and death, the Jewish “dream of continuity” un-canceled.
Often these old books raised to view within new ones are sacred books, but here’s the intriguing twist: In contemporary Jewish fiction, neither writers nor readers actually need to want to read those sacred books—to do the linguistic, scholarly, or religious work required to master them—for this mise en abyme function to work. Rather, it appears, one only needs to want to read about them, in a secular text; the continuity of traditional Jewish learning can be un-canceled, too, in this regard. For what this trope kindles for readers, I think, is the sense that in modern Jewish literature, reading and writing are latently sacred activities. Readers of this literature—perhaps Jewish readers especially—are moved by the sense of inheriting a universe of interlaced and continually generative texts, of participating in the ongoing, midrashic building of that “extraordinary web of consciousness,” that civilization in air or in the collective readerly mind, that is Jewishness.
Moreover, the old, embedded texts in contemporary Jewish fiction do not actually have to be traditional or sacred texts to function as symbolic portals. The magic of their survival, of a protagonist’s recovery of them from history, seems enough. Sometimes these books have magical properties, or contain magical content; other times they arise within a magical atmosphere. In all these variations, I would suggest, the magical aura attending Jewish books-within-contemporary books tends to operate as a surrogate for the sacred. That is, the Jewish narrative magical aesthetic works as a postreligious figuration—and re-cathexis—of a long-cherished sacred tradition overshadowed in modernity.31
This essay does not examine fictions that seriously take up Orthodox Jewish thought and practice in the post-Holocaust, postassimilationist present.32 Rather, I follow that canny Talmudist Jonathan Safran Foer in attending less to orthodox or “Upright” contributions than to “Sloucher” Jewish literary responses,33 texts that are secular, yet intensely interested in contemporary relations to Jewish history, and engaged in ongoing traditions of Jewish letters. Like Singer’s “The Last Demon,” such texts locate numinous powers in the secular Jewish books nested within the book the reader holds. The following section, Part IV, will observe this tendency for contemporary magical Jewish fictions about the Holocaust to unfold inside themselves an invented, secular Jewish text-within-the-text. Part V will track a particularly strong strain in this recuperative work, reading a somewhat overlapping group of writers whose invention focuses on a single, charged, actual text: the lost novel of Bruno Schulz, the Polish Jewish surrealist writer whom contemporary fiction has reclaimed as a Holocaust literary martyr.
Fables of Magical Books
When did book magic in contemporary Jewish literature begin? It may have been in Steve Stern’s 1983 story “Bruno’s Metamorphosis,” a comic, metaliterary fable about the magic of induction into Jewish cultural and literary tradition, or what was once called “the golden chain” (die goldene keyt).34 Its title replete with allusions to modern Jewish literature (Bruno Schulz; Kafka’s famous tale), Stein’s story presents an American Jewish writer, Bruno Katz, trying but failing to recast episodes of his timid childhood in plots of triumph. Magic enters when someone starts sneaking into Bruno’s apartment at night, sitting at his typewriter and, in oddly Yiddishized English, giving his stories terrific, psychically complex endings. Once glimpsed, the secret nightly writer is seen to be old, bearded, and skullcapped: a more Jewish writer, who magically does the needed work like a figure from a Jewish “Shoemaker and the Elves,” bringing the hero sudden success. One story, “Boichik Inherits,” has a “boichik” (boy) “stumbl[ing] into a cell beneath a manhole cover”:In the cell illumined by oil lamps he encounters a hermit, living there in the sewer to escape, so he says, history and a yenteh wife. He has brought with him some holy books, a few zlotys, and a tiny iron stove for cooking his tsimmes on—all mementos of the old country, whose denizens and houses he has crayoned over the concrete walls.
“Don’t tell nobody,” he entreats the boichik, “and some day all this is yours.” (61)



The form of inheritance portrayed here, though absurdly shabby, suggests the arrival at a deep identity with ancestry, so deep that it represses any contest with originality. As he prepares this story for publication, “Bruno, so captivated by the manuscript itself, gave scarcely a thought to its strange originator. Such familiar, if unnameable, chords did it strike in his breast that the story might as well have been his own” (62). And when the story is finished,[H]e paused as a maverick thought crossed his mind:
“Maybe I ought to concede the collaboration.”
The thought past, Bruno signed his name to the story and sent it off. (62)



Over the course of Stern’s story, Bruno feels conflicting impulses to welcome and to shoo away his uncanny collaborator. But in the story’s last paragraphs, a middle-of-the-night apartment fire sends him into in an episode (perhaps lived, perhaps written, perhaps experienced after death) in which he pursues “the little rabbi” (66) through a dream landscape of familiar scents, onto a train to which he mysteriously holds a ticket, to a magically resurrected, somehow familiar Eastern European shtetl. There, clothed in a traditional Jew’s garb,35 Bruno understands that he has “turned around and gone back where he came from” and begins to invent stories, “secure in the knowledge that he had a million more.” In the village that is “home,” he is welcomed by a cartoonish shtetl crowd of “[f]amily and friends … bearing gifts—chicken livers, baked knishes, schnapps” and holds them “spellbound” when he “tells them of his travels” (70). At the end, Bruno leaves once again for “the city, the world having broken down in his absence,” and metamorphoses into another spectral Jewish writing master, who enters the room where a different man sleeps at night and finishes his story. In Stern’s fable, then, a belated writer’s ritual re-entry into the ancestral “home” of Jewish storytelling magically ensures the ongoing, collective creation of post-Holocaust Jewish literature. This recuperative magic is enabled by witty maneuvers among Jewish and Euro-American folk and popular cultural traditions: Bruno whistles “show tunes” to himself all during his travels, and the dream-shtetl to which the hero returns, Bobolinka, “appears for only a day every hundred years” (70)—a winking allusion to Hollywood’s Brigadoon, which preserved itself eternally in the Scottish countryside, skipping modernity entirely by this magical scheme. The fantasy of magical avoidance of the Holocaust here needs no mention.
When a contemporary fiction does allow the Holocaust into its vision—and it’s a rare contemporary Jewish fiction that does not—the magic of inset Jewish writing is inevitably tainted by grief. An exemplary instance is a 2002 novel by Dara Horn that contains inset anti-books, compendia of non-occurrences which, rather than enhancing historical recuperation, give access only to a history of traumatic loss. Horn’s realist In the Image indulges in just a little magic, in a scene of the heroine’s dream. Recalling Ozick’s “dream of reversal,” which revivifies the Jews of Europe and their uncreated works, Horn’s magical conceit in the chapter “A Tourist in the Lost City” is that everything ever lost from the city of New York—extinct animals, passé technologies, possibilities not pursued—persists in a shadow city “on the bottom of New York harbor” (272), between Manhattan’s edge and the Statue of Liberty. This lost city preserves everyone’s abandoned relics: butter churns and old sewing machines, archives stacked with love letters, job applications, photographs. Notably, “the road to the lost city underneath New York is paved with tefillin” (273), for, supposedly, turn-of-the-century Jewish immigrant men, abandoning orthodoxy as their ships neared Manhattan’s shore, untwined the tiny prayer containers from their heads and arms and tossed them overboard.
But scripture persists in other forms, in Horn’s lost city. Most important in her nostalgic assemblage are “the registers,” hand-written secular scriptures—“gigantic, folio-sized, like an old religious book” (277)—which, the heroine realizes, contain human name upon name, “the boyfriends she hadn’t married … the acquaintances she had abandoned, the endless roster of people she hadn’t become. And then …. all the people everyone else hadn’t become…” (278). One of the novel’s American characters is Bill Landsmann, a Holocaust refugee living in New Jersey, but among the uneventuated selves listed in the registers is “Wilhelm Landsmann, an old, distinguished gentleman of a modern Vienna, [who] might be in town on a pleasure trip in his retirement” (278). In Horn’s conceit of magical books that record, like heaven’s anti-archives, all earthly potentials that never came to be, her novel presents, within a distinctly Jewish vision of history’s archaeological depth, a seeming contest between the American creed of endless possibility, and a post-Holocaust sense of the enormity of lost potential. Ultimately, the sunnier vision wins out over the disturbing inheritance. For Horn’s heroine, closing the magical books, “sprang off the ocean floor and projected herself upward, pushing hard against centuries of rejected possibilities until she reached the surface” (280), her waking from sleep an affirmation, against history’s tragic legacies, of a moment of vital potential.
This heroine’s surfacing may point up the unlikelihood of the emergence of a large cohort of young Jewish American writers, born in a fortunate place and time, who have nevertheless entered literature with faces turned, at least partly, pastward. Critic Jessica Lang discusses the category of third-generation Holocaust writers, whose temporal distance from the events shapes their project, “the mark or signature” of which is that “within the novel the Holocaust is represented indirectly, positioned as part of one of a number of histories.”36 This formula, while accurate for all the texts by younger writers that I treat here, yet does not capture the intensity of their cathexis of Holocaust histories. The authors of the two best-known novels among contemporary Jewish fictional returns to the past, Nicole Krauss and Jonathan Safran Foer, both explicitly cast their own agency in the texts as the imaginative intervention of a grandchild—the very figure of a belated, third-generation descendant who yet holds a deeply felt connection to the first.37 Their novels The History of Love and Everything Is Illuminated connect young, contemporary Jewish characters to those who suffered the Holocaust, steeping essentially comic American plots of quest for Jewish origins in inherited grief, and prominently positioning the reading of old books and the writing of new ones as the means of transgenerational connection.
Foer’s Everything Is Illuminated (2002) links two moments: In realist chapters set in the present, a young American Jewish writer who shares the author’s name and his young Ukrainian tour guide search for but do not find the annihilated town that “the hero” spiritedly recreates in magical realist chapters set in the past. Foer thus writes a fanciful, postmodern elegy for Trachimbrod—shtetl of some of his ancestors, decimated in 1942—in a myth of Ashkenazi origins that reimagines tradition in the modes of tribute, absurdist parody, and magic.38 Among the magical tropes in Foer’s Trachimbrod is the miraculous birth of an ancestress from a river amidst a fantastical cosmic “flotsam” of Creation: “In the middle of the string and feathers, surrounded by candles and soaked matches, prawns, pawns, and silk tassels that curtsied like jelly-fish, was a baby girl” (Foer 8, 13). This village magic can be read on the one hand as a literary approximation, an expressionistic, Chagallesque portrait of the vanished Eastern European Jewish spirituality within which Foer understands his forebears to have lived. Magic, that is, stands as proxy for ancestral faith. On the other hand, the wondrous birth of newness from the Brod River works to announce the arrival, on the scene of ancestry, of the literary imagination of a new generation,39 claiming the power to revive the spirit of a murdered culture.
Religion, however, is wickedly parodied here. Foer offers in Trachimbrod a giddily affectionate carnivalesque of Yiddishkeit, collating all the shreds of Jewish knowledge an assimilated American with a modicum of Jewish education is likely to retain, including the stories of Singer and Sholom Aleichem and a heavy smattering of the film version of Fiddler on the Roof. Foer renders the ancestral way of life folk-comical, from the synagogue on wheels, rolled periodically between this mostly Jewish town’s “Jewish Quarter” and “Human Three-Quarters,” so as to manage “the shtetl’s ever-changing negotiation of Jewishness and Humanness” (10), to the story of Safran, who receives ancestral guidance from the town sundial, which is the bronzed and rebronzed body of his great-great-great-grandfather, who died by the disk-saw blade still stuck, usefully, in his head.
Revered books stand at the center of this Chelm-like shtetl and this project of literary reclamation.40 Yet rather than the sacred compendia of the Torah and Talmud, his Trachimbrod Slouchers obsessively read and reread, write and rewrite their own absurd and marvelous collective texts: The Book of Recurrent Dreams, which like Freud’s psychoanalysis turns the dreams (mundane, spiritual, or erotic) of ordinary individuals into metaphoric “Holy Writ” for collective wonder and study41; and The Book of Antecedents, which “began as a record of major events: battles and treaties, famines” and so on, but which expanded in time to include the lesser and more idiosyncratic: “definitions, parables … rules and regulations for righteous living,” “family records, portraits, personal journals, until any schoolboy could easily find out what his grandfather ate for breakfast on a given Thursday fifty years before” (196). These eccentric, encyclopedic archival texts, of which Foer offers several funny and poignant sections, are perhaps very loosely based on the Memorbücher, Ashkenazi Jewish community archives that preserved over centuries the names of rabbis and other leaders, as well as “records of persecutions and lists of martyrs to be read aloud … in the synagogue” for purposes of prayer.42 But Foer’s inset scriptures are secular humanist ones; his Jews are in love not so much with God as with life, with being in love, with yearning and dreaming; he moves us not by their faith and sacred learning, but by their caughtness in a human dream, their pursuit of cosmic truth, all under the sign of mortality. In other words, this post-Holocaust rewriting of Eastern European Jewish life finds the sacred where the Nazis most refused to see it: in the Jews’ “Humanness” itself.
And the most humanly sacred activity, in Foer’s rewriting of his Jewish ancestry, is the putting of life into words: “The Book of Antecedents, once updated yearly, was now continually updated, and when there was nothing to report, the full-time committee would report its reporting, just to keep the book moving, expanding, becoming more like life: We are writing … We are writing … We are writing …” (196); this mantra fills more than a full page. Writing itself—the preservation of the human impulse to preserve life—is the Jews’ immortality.43 For what is magical, ultimately, in this imaginative post-Holocaust return, is the transcendence, through time, of death.
Near the end of the realist plot of Everything Is Illuminated, the American Jewish hero opens a mysterious box of relics he had been handed by the last survivor of the town. From out of the box, the young man draws an old book and another character reads aloud from its pages about “the time of dyed hands,” when the hands of all citizens of Trachimbrod were dyed different colors in the attempt to identify a baked-goods thief. The thief turned out to be a mouse, but the paint strategy led to the discovery of myriad, suggestively colored handprints on the village’s every stone, house, book, and body (199–200). From this episode, the reader recognizes the book as Trachimbrod’s Book of Antecedents, miraculously surviving sixty or so years after the town’s destruction. “It’s wonderful,” exclaims the hero (224), taking the volume as a keepsake of his ancestral town; it is he who will later compose the magical Trachimbrod stories. Like Singer’s demon, Foer’s hero reads a book that outlives the shtetl, but while the demon feeds wickedly on divine letters, the hero who inherits Foer’s survivor text finds creative inspiration in the signs of the annihilated villagers’ all-too-human nature, rendered marvelous by the colored traces of their hands.
Books have a similarly wondrous power to link generations in Nicole Krauss’s The History of Love (2002), in which readers join two American protagonists, a young girl named Alma Singer and an old Holocaust survivor named Leo Gursky, in a quest to know the fate of a lost, Holocaust-era book. Krauss presents a tender, tragicomic portrait of Leo, who lost the woman he loved in the great displacement and believes he lost, too, the great book that he wrote about a character by her name, Alma. This book-within-the-book, also titled The History of Love, connects the lives of multiple characters in the novel who know it well, and whose collective yearnings cluster around it. This interpolated volume is also a survivor text: A book handed for safekeeping by its Polish Jewish author before the disaster to a friend who migrates to Chile, where it miraculously survives not only the Holocaust but also transcontinental travel, translation, a flood, re-translation, and several passages through the mail, to reach its author again, in New York, decades and languages later.
Krauss invents and includes several chapters of her inset text, so that her readers, too, become the inner book’s entranced readers: magical tales about eras of human evolution called “The Age of Glass,” when “everyone believed some part of him or her to be extremely fragile” (61) and “The Age of Silence,” when people spoke entirely with their hands, using “gestures … complex and subtle, involving a delicacy of motion that has since been lost completely” (72). These fragments, like Foer’s Trachimbrod books, transfigure human yearning and vulnerability as matters of beauty and wonder. And like Foer’s imagined communal books, this remarkable book of fiction stands central to a community—here a fragile, diasporic one—in the place where one might expect to find a sacred text. It is a book so potent that it can bind people together with the power of human love, replacing a holy text that binds people by divine power. The inset History of Love displaces, too, history books such as the nineteen-volume History of the Jews, lugged from place to diasporic place by one character’s grandfather, or like The Destruction of the European Jews, foisted on a younger character by an older. For this is a post-Holocaust novel that asserts the primacy in human experience of love, rather than achievement or destruction—love’s triumph, in fact, over death. Is there such a thing, among the histories we can tell, as a history of love? Krauss claims that there is. Her book-within-a-book, like those of Foer, is an explicitly postgenocidal, secular humanist scripture, and her novel, like his, positions young characters as the heirs not only of a brutal past, but also of generations of human loving.44
On this novel’s dedication page, Krauss salutes her grandparents, who taught her “the opposite of disappearing”; their passport photos evince immigrants’ miraculous survival. Standing also in the aftermath of catastrophe is Krauss’s fifteen-year-old heroine Alma, whose father died when she was seven, and who carries out private projects of writing, listing, and research in the attempt to grasp the love and loss that have created her. Named by her parents after the lost beloved in The History of Love, Alma reads deeply in this volume and works like a detective to search out its relationship to actual persons and histories. In the last pages, when with the aid of her earnest but comically illogical little brother, an aspiring Messiah, Alma finds the book’s aged, brokenhearted author on a cold New York City park bench and lets him know that, against all historical odds, his book of love has survived to reach readers including his own long-lost son, something magical seems to have happened. The power of writing to generate poignant substitutions for lost love (one Alma for another), the power even of reading to heal history in some part—for Krauss renders heroic the work that can be done by a very good reader—come to seem magical indeed, so magical as to evoke the Jewish idea of the sacred agency of the book.
No doubt it would be overstatement to claim that secular Jewish literature in general preserves an aspiration toward the sacred. But post-Holocaust novels like these by Foer and Krauss, serious and ambitious enough to center busy, contemporary plots around the impulse to sacralize human life through writing, suggest such an aspiration through the trope of inset books that survive death to bear witness to the loves and lives of their writers.45 Neither canonically sacred nor precisely magical, these deep texts—perhaps especially because glimpsed only in fragments—become for the reader of fiction a more precious and wondrous kind of book than any book one could physically hold. As when Foer dramatizes his hero’s inheritance of the marvelous Book of Antecedents, this trope makes an ordinary, secular book capable of containing a higher sublimity.
Similarly, readers of Krauss’s History of Love find brief but highly evocative extracts of the inset book by the same name, short pieces not so much about love as about the human desire to overcome the difficulties of communication, and the possibility of more delicate, miraculous forms of human feeling and expression than those we know. Perhaps the pinnacle of book-within-the-book suggestion is reached when Krauss delivers the following description of the greatest moment in another imagined book called The Remedy, a novel by her aged hero Leo’s son:when the protagonist, Jacob, leaves the apartment of a woman to whom he has just made love for the first time and, standing in the shadows of a street lamp in the freezing cold, watches a dog being brutally kicked to death by two men. At that moment, overcome with the tender brutality of physical existence—with the “insoluble contradiction of being animals cursed with self-reflection, and moral beings cursed with animal instincts”—Jacob launches into a lament, a single, ecstatic paragraph, unbroken over five pages, that Time magazine called one of the most “incandescent, haunting passages” in contemporary literature. (78)



This writerly tour de force evokes pages of a kind of literary sublimity any writer would hope to achieve and any reader to encounter,46 an endpoint on the spectrum of secular writing, where it seems to approach sacred text. Krauss may not quite have managed to “[launch] into a lament” of that “incandescent” ilk, but she doesn’t need to—through this playful evocation of the great book-within-the-book, she can make writing point toward transcendent writing, take her own writing to the brink of miracle.
To complete this discussion of invented, inset texts, I turn to twenty-first-century novels that include sacred Jewish texts in powerfully graphic ways, incorporating the distinctive page layout of Talmud into contemporary books of secular fiction. In his remarkable series of novels Blue (2000), Green (2001), and White (2008), gem-expert-turned-novelist Benjamin Zucker adapts the Talmud to construct postmodern collage fictions. Zucker’s oeuvre explores the visual possibilities of Talmudic page form and the poetic possibilities of the midrashic interplay between prooftext and commentaries. His free-form Jewish exegesis employs no narrative magic. But his adaptation of the Talmud’s layout—situating paragraphs of novelistic dialogue in the central position traditionally held by a sacred prooftext, framing this with multiple “commentaries” from a whimsical array of voices historical and imagined, and placing on facing pages gorgeous photographs of paintings and gemstone jewelry, as well as writers, musicians, rabbis, and scholars—exhibits such unexpected allusive range and poetic intuition that it becomes a dazzling expression of the impulse to draw ancient, sacred Jewish practices into new and innovative art.47

A very different vision animates Israeli novelist Ruby Namdar’s 2013 novel The Ruined House (English translation, 2017), an explosive, magical drama of temporal intersection, in which the sacred rites and the metaphysical truths of the ancient Temple in Jerusalem erupt into the banal, modern plot of a Manhattan Jewish intellectual in a midlife crisis. Andrew P. Cohen, by surname marked as a descendant of the Israelite priests, but a secular, unaffiliated Jew with little interest in sacred traditions, begins to receive strange intimations of Temple rite—priests in white linen garments holding golden fire-pans, the ritual sacrifice of animals—in visions that interrupt his vain, self-obsessed existence. Simultaneously, the conventional pages of his story begin to be interrupted at regular intervals, with a visual force sure to startle any reader, by Talmud-like pages: dark type, central “prooftext,” geometrically surrounding commentaries. Namdar’s prooftext is an invented narrative about a young Temple priest aiding in the High Priest’s complex, rigorous labors to ensure the crucial expiation of the sins of the entire people over the course of a long Day of Atonement. The commentaries surrounding this narrative are (mostly) actual extracts about such rites from the Talmud. For the reader, the juxtaposition of these two kinds of pages magically yokes realities separated by two thousand years. Gradually and inevitably, these eras converge. The reality of the “sacred” pages increasingly surfaces in the hero’s life; the ancient intimations grow dire and violent as Andrew comes to recognize the sins he has committed in abandoning loved ones around him. Assaulted by horrific visions, he tumbles into a mental breakdown as the suggestion grows that his own soul—in a plot of reincarnation—committed the very sin that caused the destruction of the Temple by the Romans, the sacking of Jerusalem and massacre of its people, the exile of the Jews. Only the repentance of Andrew P. Cohen can complete the expiation of that ancient sin. All of this takes place in a Manhattan evoked, alternately, as a peerless metropolis of delights and as a Sin City, headed for its own destruction in the year 2001, as the tragic 9/11 assault looms.
As the stunning, melodramatic plot minimally outlined here will suggest, The Ruined House does not retrieve the Talmud inside a modern novel to construct a hopeful vision of magical Jewish survival or recuperation beyond the Holocaust, like other fictions discussed here. Rather, Namdar, an Israeli scholar of biblical and Talmudic narrative who lives and teaches in New York, is working with a much longer time frame and a cosmic, mythic vision.48 He inserts one kind of text inside another to stage, with shocking force, a continuous spiritual imperative across millennia of cultural and geographic change. American Jewry in this vision seems in dire need of reminding that the sacred moral laws of old continuously work themselves out in every heir of the ancient Hebrews. Namdar gives us not just a book-within-a-book, and a plot-within-a plot, but a protagonist-within-a-protagonist, a soul-within-a-soul. The visible eruption of “holy” pages within the secular book creates the effect of proving the existence of this sacred reality always already present within the hero’s life, and implicitly surviving in any modern Jew’s life, whether he or she knows it or likes it or not.49
In Search of Schulz’s Messiah
The trope of the miraculous book-within-the-book finds a most compelling realization in the remarkable, collective literary project of the past several decades that has reclaimed Bruno Schulz as a high literary martyr of the Holocaust. A group including David Grossman, Cynthia Ozick, Philip Roth,50 Nicole Krauss, and Jonathan Safran Foer has recuperated Schulz—a reclusive, wildly eccentric and original Polish Jewish writer and artist—as a figure for the lost potential of human imagination, and in particular, of the Jewish literary imagination under the Nazi genocide. Known chiefly for his two extraordinary collections of surrealist stories in Polish, translated as Street of Crocodiles and Sanitarium Under the Sign of the Hourglass, as well as his surviving drawings and paintings, Schulz is a distinctly different kind of literary martyr from Anne Frank. While the young diarist is cherished the world over as a figure for the innocent, unvanquished human spirit, the reclaimed Schulz seems to embody the universal human right to pursue one’s unique, outlandish imagination.
Schulz’s postmortem fate has been as unlikely as his febrile art. A high school art teacher from a secular, assimilated family in the small, undistinguished Galician town of Drohobycz, Schulz had a modest reknown in Polish literary circles when, under the German occupation of his town in 1942, he was shot to death on the street by a Nazi. Decades later, a remarkable “afterlife” has brought him much greater and wider renown and placed him at the center of a contest over “who owns” his compelled creative output—wall murals for a Nazi child’s nursery—under the Nazi regime.51 Schulz’s fictional world swells with surreal sensory experiences, animate objects, and magical transformations, as when a crowd ascends to the heavens on bicycles, forming a new constellation, “The Cyclist” (“The Comet” 261), or when a long-ailing father transmogrifies into a crab (“Father’s Final Escape”). Especially resonant for contemporary literature is Schulz’s story “The Book,” a touchstone for the writers who have reclaimed him.
In “childhood, at the first daybreak of life,” Schulz’s protagonist encounters “The Book,” a “transcendental,” “splendiferous” “thing without name that exceeds all our capacity for wonder,” which “lay in all its glory on my father’s desk” displaying “a virgin dawn of divine colors” (1). When this ideal book is lost, the child falls into “helpless despair” and cannot describe to his parents the “indescribable thing” for which he longs. Notably, when the father offers a Bible, the child rejects it, saying, “Why do you give me that fake copy, that reproduction, a clumsy falsification? What have you done with The Book?” (3). But much later, in adulthood, coming upon the pages of a sensationalist advertising circular—for miraculous hair-growing tonic, musical instruments, caged birds, pornography—the protagonist has a surprising revelation: “This was The Book, its last pages, the unofficial supplement, the tradesmen’s entrance full of refuse and trash!” (5), “the authentic Book, the holy original, however degraded and humiliated at present” (10). Schulz both evokes and disregards sacred Jewish textual tradition, seeing every printed page as a manifestation of an authentic, Platonic ideal:For ordinary books are like meteors. Each of them has only one moment …. The exegetes of The Book maintain that all books aim at being Authentic. That they live only a borrowed life, which at the moment of inspiration returns to its ancient source …. The Authentic lives and grows. (11)



When contemporary novelists incorporate the figure of Schulz, his vibrant prose style, and his idiosyncratic ideas into post-Holocaust fictions that manage to be at once elegiac and outrageous, they foreground, among the elements of Schulz’s marvelous art that they claim to inherit, the trope of the transcendent book.
Ozick’s The Messiah of Stockholm (1988) unfolds an unabashed allegory of literary desire: the belated literary heir’s wish to channel the lost master. Her protagonist is a melancholy Swedish orphan, a newspaper book critic who imagines he is Bruno Schulz’s own son, sent as a baby to Stockholm in the Nazi years, and thus, by rights, possessed of his ingenious eye, even sometimes given to speak his words (41). Lars avidly seeks out surviving Schulz writings, and when he reads a letter ostensibly by his ostensible father—“I need a kindred spirit close by me …. a partner in discovery” (36)—lines in which another character reads Schulz’s desire for a wife, the obsessive Lars disagrees: “He means me”; “The partner in discovery is the next generation” (37).
In Lars’s plot, Ozick focuses, as do several next-generation authors, on Schulz’s great lost book: an unfinished novel that would have been his first, which he is said to have given in manuscript to a friend for safekeeping before his death and which has never been found, a novel titled, remarkably, “The Messiah.” Ozick, no less presumptuous than her character Lars or her precursor Schulz, dares to imagine for us the contents of this unpublished but self-evidently ambitious—not to say audacious—literary work, appointing herself Schulz’s belated “partner in discovery” and rightful continuer of his bold, creative legacy.52
Toward the end of a plot thick with dubious, perhaps fraudulent connections, Lars gets the long-dreamed chance to read what may be “The Messiah.” But in Ozick’s rendering, Schulz’s lost book is a text as elusive as it is sublime. Reading it, Lars grasps that the text is “about creation and redemption… a work of cosmogony and entelechy” (107), set in Schulz’s humble hometown. But beyond that,He could not contain what he met; he could not keep it. Amnesia descended …. What he took he lost. And instantly grieved …. the order of the pages did not matter …. and one eddying flowed into another; there were sequences and consequences, parallels and paradoxes, however you shuffled them …. everything voluminously overlapping, everything simultaneous and multiform. (106)



A fantastical plot details the departure of the town’s human inhabitants and the arrival of a motley, global band of idols: “plump Buddhas in lotus position …. mammoth Easter Island heads … little Near Eastern goddesses … some huge lazy Moloch,” whose collective reign devolves into a frenzy of murder in “sacrificial bonfires all over Drohobycz” (107–109).53
Ozick has written extensively on the opposition of Judaism and Hellenism, on the suspect proximity, for Jews, of art and idolatry (“Toward”). Her version of “The Messiah” has been said to return Schulz the assimilated Pole “to monotheism and Judaism.”54 If so, it is not a normative Jewish idea that this vision affirms. As the depraved idols sacrifice one another, Ozick writes, “The Messiah arrived. (And almost immediately fell to pieces)” (109). Undercutting the solidity of the Messiah the instant it appears, Ozick sets about putting it beyond description:[A]live, organic, palpitating with wild motion … like … a fundamental, internal member … a spleen, say or a pancreas, or a bowel, or a brain. But this is only by way of hint and suggestiveness …. More than anything else, the Messiah (Lars noted) resembled a book. (109–110)



Ozick’s remarkable, suggestive figuration of the Messiah as a bodily kind of book fuses humanity, divinity, and text. Just as a humanlike, incarnated Messiah would violate Ozick’s prohibition on idolatry, neither is she willing to let a Book remain a stable, salvific entity; her textual Messiah’s nature continually eludes us in a chain of likenesses, conjuring simultaneous divinity and ordinariness, the organic and the mechanical, force and flimsiness, power and collapse. This book has “several hundred winglike sails,” “like the arms of a windmill”; or perhaps they are more “like flippers—altogether flat, freckled all over with inky markings, and reminiscent, surely, of turning pages,” but with “the moist texture of petals” covered with “peculiar tattoos” that turn out to be “infinitely tiny and brilliantly worked drawings of these same idols,” “the characters of an unknown alphabet” (110). Then, the winged/armed/petal-paged organ-Book, “sending out a grand ululation of wind,” gives birth to a “keen little bird” that rises up as “the relentlessly wheeling contrivance that had been the Messiah” collapses with “vast crashings and crushings,” and “the sound of lamentation …. and dim wails dying” (111).
In this extravagant, self-contradictory vision of what Bruno Schulz might have written in a book that aspired toward the divine, Ozick seems to want to deny the possibility of anyone’s writing a “Messiah,” resisting the implications of her own “heretical” imaginative act, even as she raises the power of a book to the level of divinity itself. Regardless of whether Ozick Judaizes Schulz—was he on the way to doing so himself, in his Messiah?—she likens the most sublime eventuality humanity could await, the Messiah, with the imaginative potential of a book, a potential in which all books, then, have some share.
But the would-be-literary heir, Lars, convinced the Book is a fraud foisted upon him by a conniving band of forgers, burns it.55 The burned Book then becomes part of the greater burning, the smoky stench, that hovers over Stockholm from the novel’s beginning. For Ozick’s novel, finally, is a Holocaust elegy, a work of imaginative recovery that disassembles all the sublimity it can construct, that understands its primary labor as that of mourning. Its final words: “he grieved” (144).
The only Israeli among the reclaimers of Schulz, David Grossman’s work refutes any possible argument that magical realism in Holocaust fiction evinces a particularly American fantasy of historical rescue. Instead, his novel See Under: Love breaks out of realism in order to portray the struggle with violence and death at the core of the national psyche. In a stunningly strange reanimation of the figure of Bruno Schulz, See Under: Love refuses the story of his brutal death, so that Schulz is not shot on the street of his hometown by one Nazi carrying out a grotesque rivalry with another,56 but rather escapes to a seaport, jumps into the ocean, and lives out a plot of existential quest among a school of migrating salmon. As part of this audacious schema, Grossman, like Ozick, includes a hypothetical re-creation of Schulz’s lost Messiah. Several other outrageously imagined texts-within-the-text crowd the imaginative arena of Grossman’s novel,57 but none emanates the particular magical mise en abyme effect under discussion here, perhaps because they are not depicted as actual, physical books, but only quoted and discussed. Grossman’s reinvention of Schulz’s lost Messiah, however, makes a spectacular appearance. His character Momik, like Ozick’s Lars, is a writer devoted to Schulz who believes that for a time he was his conduit, “the vessel, the writing hand, the weak link through which his stifled energy could flow” (99). But Momik wants more, dreams of “re-creating his lost work, The Messiah” (108). He conducts magical realist dialogues with the Sea, the personified, female element in whom “Bruno” once swam, and who is still in love with him, and demands that she reveals her greater knowledge of him: “One irrevocable utterance in his own language …. I want the big secret from you now and I won’t take anything else!” Momik then echoes Schulz himself, drawing a key trope from Schulz’s fiction to plead for his lost work:“The book,” I scream through the raging billows. “His final conclusion, the marrow of our existence!” And she sobs and bangs her head against the rocks … and suddenly she gathers her water crinolines and lifts a thousand petticoats to expose the bareness of lost continents and arid wastelands …. and a moment later the water bursts through with a mighty groan, covers the sunken continents … raising a huge, green folio before my eyes, that floats solitary in the depths, shimmering with a thousand tiny bubbles in the margins … and I don’t know what I’m doing here, floating over it, laughing and crying, and straining my eyes to read the title spelled in thick green seaweed: The Messiah. (168–169)



Winged and wheeling in Ozick’s version, born tumultuously from the sea in Grossman’s—perhaps Schulz’s lost Messiah is capable of this numinous status, this sublimity beyond other venerable, lost-and-found, inset Jewish books because it remains unfound and uncompleted, or because, being lost, it uncannily resembles “The Book” of Schulz’s ideal, or because it fuses the losses of the Holocaust with the figure expected to usher in an age of divine fulfillment, after our own tragic age. In any case, it is not hard to see why the concurrence in Schulz’s legend of the tropes of great, lost book and the awaited Messiah have been irresistible to the contemporary Jewish literary imagination. If Schulz had not been working on a novel called “The Messiah” when he was murdered, writers might have had to invent such a lost focus of post-Holocaust literary yearning. Clustering like Talmudists around this unseen, unknown text, they magically resurrect it so as to interpret it, entering into a chain of imaginative inheritance and a tradition of prophetic yearning.
It is striking, then, that when Grossman actually ventures inside the covers of this miraculous text, the content he reveals there, while it reverently evokes Schulz’s imaginative world, is also a surprisingly critical take on what his Messiah might have been. Amid a narrative of phantasmagorical events, the reader finds familiar Schulz settings (Trinity Square in Drohobycz), characters (Shloma son of Tobias, mad Tuoya, Adela), and concepts (the Age of Genius), but also finds a distinctly un-Schulzian urgency of ethical questioning—much more the mode of Grossman, a writer of sensibilities profoundly shaped by post-Holocaust and modern Israeli ethical concerns.
Grossman’s hero Momik is transported into a chaotic Schulzian scene to watch with “Bruno” as everyone in Drohobycz becomes an “artist,” in the sense that he or she forgets everything outside the intense experience of the moment. “[T]he Messiah,” Bruno says, “is the one who calls us to freedom, who releases us from the stone, sends us flying weightless through the square like confetti to re-create our lives with every passing minute and write epics in impetuous rendezvous” (177). Momik is moved by the possibilities that Bruno unveils—“life as the very breath of passionate creation,” an incomparably richer color scale” (178, 182), but he becomes “furious at his exaggerated self-confidence, and the conceit that made him think everyone thought as he did” (177), his disregard for the sudden, shocking deaths of those, in this scenario, who are not true “artists.” Recalling Ozick, Grossman’s hero worries deeply about the dangers of art, in this case, about a world of individualist artists inspired by a muse-like Messiah, unconcerned with human community, with social cooperation: “In such a world would thoughts of murder not be possible?” (178).
Grossman has made it evident, in this novel and elsewhere, that he is a passionately devoted literary heir of Bruno Schulz58 and, unresigned to mourning him, in a symbolic sense refuses to let him die. His character Momik similarly insists:
Bruno hadn’t been murdered. He had escaped. And I use ‘escape’ not in the ordinary sense but as Bruno and I might have used it, to mean one who has pulled himself relentlessly toward the magnetic field of …. who defected to a form of existence largely given to vague guesses, demanding great effort and goodwill from his neighbors. A man who travels light …. (107)



That is, Schulz has not died but transformed himself into what others imagine of him, remaining, like Yeats in Auden’s elegy,59 a vital imaginative presence through his heirs. In an essay, Grossman has written of the capacity of Schulz’s prose to give life to others’ recuperative writing:I read Schulz’s stories and felt the gush of life. On every page, life was raging, exploding with vitality, suddenly worthy of its name …. I felt the stories’ ability to revive me, to carry me beyond the paralysis and despair that inevitably gripped me whenever I thought about the Holocaust ….
When I read the stories of Bruno Schulz, I can feel in them—and in myself—the ceaseless pounding of an impulse … to rescue the life of the individual, his only, precious, tragic life ….
And also, of course … the urge to rescue, to redeem, the life and death of Schulz himself.60



But even as he enshrines the abiding power of Schulz’s imagination by magically recovering the murdered master’s book within his own, Grossman detects and resists in Schulz a tendency to celebrate an artist’s enclosure in the world of his art, a tendency that seems dangerously insular in light, precisely, of the changed moral universe made by the Holocaust, which stole the life of Bruno Schulz.
In contrast to fictions that explicitly resurrect Schulz, mourn him, or rehearse the details of his death, Nicole Krauss takes a different stance in The History of Love, diffusing Schulz’s memory throughout the novel.61 He is everywhere and nowhere: present in the name of the schlemiel-hero’s shadowy best friend Bruno; in two different characters’ reading of Schulz’s Street of Crocodiles; in the plot of a book manuscript handed to a trusted friend before the Holocaust and then lost (though here, after many transmutations, restored to the surviving author); and perhaps most of all in the collective cherishing of a hauntingly beautiful book from a murdered past, a book that passes from reader to reader, language to language, among dispersed, post-Holocaust Jews, constituting them, however loosely, as an imaginative community. Surely Schulz and the Jewish writerly collective that has sustained his presence (several in this group strong influences on Krauss)62 are behind the powerful sense, conveyed by The History of Love, of an intertextual web that is alive, thriving, continually expanding.

Indeed, more than any text in this group, Krauss’s The History of Love delivers the sense of having been written deliberately into an intertextual network. The surface of the novel is crowded with myriad smaller texts (a notebook, a diary, letters, book titles, book extracts, obituaries, and so on).63 Every character in the novel is a reader and in some way a writer, and its pages call out the names of great precursors (most Jewish): in the poetic obituaries written by Krauss’s characters (for the invented writer Isaac Moritz, for Kafka, for Isaac Babel, for others) and especially in characters’ names. Along with Bruno Schulz, Isaac Bashevis Singer stalks through these pages, in the names of characters (the heroine Alma Singer bears the name of Singer’s wife); in plot elements like Leo’s estrangement from his son, Isaac, which evokes Singer’s long estrangement from his own son64; and in literary allusions both to Singer’s work and to a well-known Ozick story that portrays him obliquely.65 In the aftermath of mass death, Krauss creates a vision of a vibrantly energized Jewish textual world, shot through with holes, but animated still by those who choose to enter and remake it.
In an interview, Krauss has remarked, “I think of myself still as first and foremost a reader, and then, following that, a writer.”66 Paying overt if playful tribute to the venerable tradition into which she means to insert her work, Krauss is a more filial literary heir than Bloom’s ephebe, anxious to clear a place for himself in the literary pantheon. Certainly she is an ambitious, feminist newcomer who sets out to join these particular big boys and “rise to the material,” as she says of one of her characters’ intentions, when he writes an obituary for the great Babel.67 Yet she is also explicitly daughterly to these fathers, a loving elegist for lost, great Jewish writers of an earlier era.68 When Krauss’s reading girl, mourning her own father, steps into the transhistorical theater of Jewish father-writers, as avatar for the author she is as generous to old fathers as she is a feminist hero. Young Alma is such a good reader, in both senses of the word, that she can restore to the old man his book, his authorship, a readership, and at last, even a human embrace.69 And ultimately, when Alma learns in the last lines to understand Leo’s poignant language of hand taps—two means yes, I am alive, one means no—she shows the daughter’s capacity both to learn the old father’s communicative art and to affirm that he lives still in her own response.70
Jonathan Safran Foer takes Schulzian literary imbrication to a distinct endpoint in his 2010 work Tree of Codes. This die-cut book, produced on stiff paper by specialty publishers in Europe, offers a “Publisher’s note” on its copyright page: “In order to write Tree of Codes, the author took an English language edition of Bruno Schulz’s The Street of Crocodiles and cut into its pages, carving out a new story.” On each lacelike page of Tree of Codes, the physicality of the term “carving” is borne out by the rectangular holes where words, phrases, and whole sentences have been excised. The reader must piece together a narrative from the few words that remain.
Rather than imagining Schulz’s lost Messiah, Foer aggressively reimagines a book he did publish. So, if this is another instance of the book-within-the-book, which would we call the frame narrative here, and which the inset book—Schulz’s carved-up Street of Crocodiles, or Foer’s hole-filled Tree of Codes? On the one hand, who could read Foer’s book without thinking of, longing after, the whole book to which it points, Street of Crocodiles, much as other magical book texts point to other older, revered Jewish books? On the other hand, we might be reversing the terms. For the new text seems to claim to be the book inside of Schulz’s book; it presents itself as a previously invisible narrative that Foer has “exhumed”—his resonant word (138)—from within The Street of Crocodiles. If so, this particular nesting of a text within a text generates its “magic” not so much from the powers of an older book, but from the impact of a reader’s fresh reading of it. Foer’s title, “Tree of Codes”—readers note—is extracted from inside Schulz’s title, “Street of Crocodiles,” suggesting Foer has detected in Schulz’s book a secret essence to be decoded, and that his new book reveals that essence, a prose poem of cosmic yearning that was there all along, awaiting the scissors that would release it. This configuration calls to mind the “paradoxical dynamic” of traditional midrash, of a religious “imagination whose creativity is never entirely a new creation,” in which “there is no authoritative teaching that is not also the source of its own renewal … [for] revealed teachings are a dead letter unless revitalized in the mouth of those who study them.”71
What is the nature of the coded book revealed within Schulz’s book? It seems to me that Foer hollows out Schulz’s over-rich prose into spare, nearly content-less, existential musings, loosed from the specificity of the tactile world, and from Schulz’s explosive sensory description. For Grossman, Schulz offers “a singular linguistic experience, the magic of which lies in its fertility, a plethora almost rotting with verbal juices”; his is “a language suffering from elephantiasis.”72 But Foer finds, hidden inside the elephant, bones of sparest lamentation. An example will illustrate. A passage in Schulz’s story “A Visitation” describes the father’s nurturing of birds’ eggs:My father would walk along the shelves, dressed in a green baize apron, like a gardener in a hothouse of cacti, and conjure up from nothingness these blind bubbles, pulsating with life, these impotent bellies receiving the outside world only in the form of food, these growths on the surface of life, climbing blindfold toward the light. (48)



The passage goes on to describe the hatching of the baby birds, their “bright chatter and scintillating chirruping”; their colors: “crimson … sapphire, verdigris, and silver”; the way they formed “a living carpet which at the intrusion of a stranger would fall apart, scatter into fragments, flutter in the air”; and an especially striking bird: “I remember in particular a certain condor, an enormous bird with a featherless neck, its face wrinkled and knobbly. It was an emaciated ascetic, a Buddhist lama, full of imperturbable dignity…” (Schulz 48).
When Foer’s Tree of Codes revisits this page, it gleans from all of the above only the following (my ellipses here indicate his cutout spaces):My father would walk along … like a gardener … of … nothingness …, outside … of … the surface of life …. he … seemed to … scatter into fragments, … an enormous … featherless … dignity … (37–38)



The poetic carving work of Tree of Codes reduces Schulz’s tragicomic abundance to a skeletal elegy, Foer a latter-day “gardener … of … nothingness” who returns to cultivate Schulz’s legacy within a haunted, post-Holocaust sensibility.
Foer’s Afterword lays out an extended conceit involving the Wailing Wall of the Temple in Jerusalem, the Jews’ holiest historical remnant. “Like the Wailing Wall,” Foer writes, “Schulz’s surviving work evokes all that was destroyed in the War: Schulz’s lost books, drawings and paintings; those that he would have made had he survived; the millions of other victims, and within them the infinite expressions of infinite thoughts and feelings taking infinite forms” (138). Focusing not on Schulz’s lost novel but on his surviving story collections, Foer says that their very existence evokes an infinity of loss. Thus, the making of a “literary erasure”—a term defined by Jeannie Vanasco in an essay surveying the genre (4)—out of this particular book constitutes a different kind of choice from that to erase other sorts of texts: “the dictionary, the encyclopedia, the phone book, various works of fiction and non-fiction, and … my own novels,” a list Foer offers of options he rejected (Foer, Tree, 138). Erasing a text in itself suggestive of massive human disappearance, Tree of Codes, Vanasco says, leaves holes that “intensely, persistently remind you that something is missing” (10).73
But Foer puts it differently: “I was in search of a text whose erasure would somehow be a continuation of its creation” (138). Is the creative genius of Bruno Schulz something now gone, inaccessible, or is it something latent and continuable? Something dead, or something alive and ever generative? Writes Foer, “At times I felt that I was making a gravestone rubbing of The Street of Crocodiles, and at times that I was transcribing a dream that The Street of Crocodiles might have had” (139). Certainly Foer participates, with the other writers in this group, in the impulse to reanimate Schulz’s imagination so that it can dream on. But among the implications of literary and artistic erasures noted by Vanasco are plagiarism and patricide (5)—and surely Foer could be accused of both these impulses, presenting his own work as a kind of book-within-Schulz’s book, remaking his master’s book with a knife.
In his Afterword, however, Foer suggests another configuration entirely, one that resonates with all the other magical book fictions: an homage to Schulz that refuses any family romance of struggle for mastery and that sets his new text as contemporary frame for the revelation of an older, textual sublimity—but here, in a deeper, even a mystical literary mode. While Foer pays tribute to Schulz’s greatness and inimitability (“his writing is so unbelievably good, so much better than anything that could conceivably be done with it”; “This is in no way a book like The Street of Crocodiles. It is a small response to that great book” [138–139]), he ventures to suggest, in a remarkable passage, that the master himself may have been a fellow re-writer, a secondary deriver himself:Often, while working on this book, I had the strong sensation that The Street of Crocodiles must have, itself, been the product of a similar act of exhumation …. The sentences feel too unlikely to have been created on purpose. The language is too heightened, the images too magical and precarious, the yearnings too dire, the sense of loss too palpable—everything is too simultaneously comic and tragic. I could not help but feel that Schulz’s hand must have been forced, that there must have existed some yet larger book from which The Street of Crocodiles was taken.
It is from this imagined larger book, this ultimate book, that every word ever written, spoke or thought is exhumed. The Book of Life is the Temple that our lives strive to enter, but instead only conjure. The Street of Crocodiles is not that book—not the Book—but it is one level of exhumation closer than any other book I know of. (139)



Bruno Schulz, Foer asserts, is the writer who got closest to the mystical Book he once glimpsed in childhood, from which all books derive, and to which all books ultimately refer us. Elementally paradoxical, Foer’s redefinition of all writing as “exhumation” from the Book of Life evokes with a twist the Bloomian mode of apophrades, the return of the dead, in which it seems “as though the later poet himself had written the precursor’s characteristic work,”74 Or, to put it in midrashic terms, Foer evokes what Joseph Dan identifies as “the traditional Jewish answer” to “the inherent paradox” between “the wish … to innovate” and the conviction of Scripture’s divine truth,[I]n order to be true, every new statement should be old. … A midrashic statement is innovative, but it proves at the same time that, because Moses received the written with the oral torah in the Mount Sinai theophany, the statement itself was hidden deep in the heart of Jewish sacred texts. (127–128)



At the same time, this mythic vision gathers us all up in a profound, collective writing project, suggesting that writers bring Schulz into their books not only out of a desire to assert his work’s survival and to define their own work as the continuation of the golden chain, but also out of a profound yearning to approach the greatest of Books. Together and alone, however, we “strive to enter, but instead only conjure” the Book of Life that Foer suggests we would all like to read and to write. Literary power shifts here away from the creative work of Bloom’s belated ephebe, and back—through the intermediary genius of Schulz—to the text of origins, the very source of writing, the Book ultimately nested deepest within our books. As for Schulz in his story, for Foer this Book is definitely not the Torah, but something anterior, even, to that holiest Jewish book, perhaps a book inseparable from the genesis of life itself.75
The magical book novelists suggest that such power can be glimpsed when writers make new return to this sacred source. What fiction can achieve, their work implies, is to give us new openings, new paths—sometimes through inset books that have survived the torments of history—to the reading we truly, continually seek.76 After all, in Ozick’s prophecy, if the long-awaited Messiah resembles anything we are capable of imagining, it will be a book come alive.
Books surviving within books, writing within writing within writing: A reader of contemporary Jewish American magical realist fiction is encouraged to feel that these secular, survivor fictions can give access, in a belated, postreligious age, to a redemptive textual tradition, a tradition of human words touched at one end by the hand of God. A contemporary reader may not feel qualified or inclined to decipher God’s handwriting, but he or she is, in these recent texts, welcomed to enter and participate in this living tradition through the magic portal of any Jewish book in any language. Go and read.
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	54.Bruno Arich-Gerz, “Bruno Schulz’s Literary Adoptees. Jewishness and Literary Father-Child Relationships in Cynthia Ozick’s and David Grossman’s Fiction,” 84, citing Kauvar 226.

 

	55.Budick discusses the grieving reincorporation of murdered fathers’ books (including rewritings of Schulz and Kafka by Ozick, Roth, Grossman, and Appelfeld) as a “family quarrel” “concerning the continuity of Jewish literature,” involving envy and rivalry over the question of “who has the right to inherit and speak for this tradition” (524). If such dynamics are central to Ozick’s plot, and somewhat apparent in Grossman’s, they are much less evident in the next-generational fictions of Foer and Krauss, who seem to regard “tradition” from a mostly reverential grandchild’s position. Similarly, while Budick finds in these recuperative texts the risk of self-destructive idolatry of earlier authors, I find here (apart from Ozick, always on the lookout for idolatry) less danger of losing one’s way in idolatry of father-writers than hope, implicit in the trope of the surviving and open book, for the possibility of more Jewish literature, more life for the Jews.

 

	56.Among accounts of Schulz’s death, perhaps the most moving is David Grossman’s in “The Age of Genius.”

 

	57.These include the fanciful, ultimately deadly epic children’s tale told by Great Uncle Anshel Wasserman-Scheherazade to the Nazi commander Neigel in his private apartments at Auschwitz, and “The Complete Encyclopedia of Kazik’s Life,” a chapter of the novel that tells, entirely in the form of encyclopedia entries, the full life story of a character who grows from infancy to maturity in a mere twenty-four hours.

 

	58.See, for example, “Holocaust, Storytelling, Memory,” and “The Age of Genius.”

 

	59.“He became his admirers”; “The words of a dead man/Are modified in the guts of the living” (Auden 16, 21–22).

 

	60.David Grossman, “The Age of Genius: The Legend of Bruno Schulz,” 68, 70.

 

	61.Roth’s The Prague Orgy (1985) does not spend space on the actual Schulz story or even utter his name, but it confirms the collective desire to address a rupture in Jewish literary history. This novella sends a familiar Roth figure, the American Jewish writer Zuckerman, to Prague on a mission to recover the lost book of a forgotten Jewish writer. The manuscript is only briefly in his hands before it is confiscated by the secret police, leaving Zuckerman to meditate: “I’ve lost that … box stuffed with the stories I came to Prague to retrieve. Another Jewish writer who might have been is not going to be; his imagination won’t leave even the faintest imprint and no one else’s imagination will be imprinted on his …” (84).
And so, what is a Jewish writer here? Not a Jew who writes, but one whose work enters into imaginative collectivity, becomes a potent link in the Jewish intertextual chain. Roth, here uncharacteristically restrained, passes up the opportunity to seize and recreate the unnamed writer’s longed-for, ungathered text. It would be hard to say that imaginative historical recovery was not yet Roth’s mode in 1985; witness the second lives he gives to Franz Kafka in “‘I Always Wanted You to Admire my Fasting’; or, Looking at Kafka” (1973) and to Anne Frank in The Ghost Writer (1979), and then Roth’s much fuller entrance into historical fabulation in The Plot Against America (2004). But perhaps this omission marks The Prague Orgy, in its foregrounding of the desperation of 1980s Prague rather than the lost texts of the Jewish past, as a text just predating the Jewish literary discovery of the possibilities of magical post-Holocaust recovery, and of Schulz as the chosen lost precursor in whose work to root one’s own. Then again, Roth’s sensibility might never have been susceptible to the charms of magical retrieval or of Schulz’s phantasmagorical mode, or perhaps to the desirability of restaging a precursor’s life and work apart from its dramatic incorporation into the plots and fictive worlds of his own alter ego figures, as in his interpolations of Kafka and Anne Frank. But two years later, when Ozick and Grossman both create sumptuous reimaginations of Schulz’s disappeared book, Ozick dedicates The Messiah of Stockholm to Philip Roth, in seeming tribute to the writer whose foray in Schulz’s direction opened the way for her larger leap. Ozick perhaps pays tribute, too, to Roth’s labors to publish Eastern European writers (including Schulz) in his “Writers from the Other Europe” series at Penguin Books.

 

	62.Grossman has remarked that both Krauss and Foer, paying tribute to his influence, have called themselves “David’s children” (David Grossman, in conversation with the author, October 29, 2008). Foer is Krauss’s ex-husband (the influence in their early work clearly mutual) and, as her appearance in the documentary “Philip Roth: Unmasked” demonstrates, Roth’s writing has been powerful for her, as well.

 

	63.The list continues: an index card, notes, postcards, pages off the printer, newspaper ads, song titles and lyrics, signatures in books, initials carved in a tree. For this list, I am indebted to Emma Eisenberg and Christina Neuhaus.

 

	64.The heroine Alma’s parents are Charlotte and David Singer. Leo’s separation from his son Isaac recalls the real-life history glossed in Singer’s story “The Son,” and in his son Israel Zamir’s book, Journey to My Father, Isaac Bashevis Singer. The character of Isaac, a writer, also recalls Singer in his ironic, magical modern tales about angels and the like.

 

	65.A strong intertextual echo sounds when Leo goes to hear his son Isaac give a reading at the 92nd Street Y and stands forlornly in line for his autograph. The scene, despite tonal differences, closely recapitulates one in Ozick’s 1969 “Envy; or Yiddish in America,” the tragicomic story of an elderly Yiddish writer who at one point stands in the book-signing line after a reading at the Y in a fury of resentment at the signer, the sole Yiddish writer lucky enough to have found translation into English and thus, American success: a figure for Isaac Bashevis Singer himself.

 

	66.“Conversation: Nicole Krauss’s ‘Great House’,” with Jeffrey Brown.

 

	67.For this agonistic reading of the quoted line, I am indebted to Andrew Miller.

 

	68.Much the same might be said, in fact, of Cynthia Ozick in her affectionate, more sharply comic portrayal of old Yiddish writers who have lost their audience in “Envy.” Budick notes of that story, “Ozick also insinuates herself as the female inheritor into the line carrying on the murdered tradition of Yiddish and Jewish writing” (525).

 

	69.I take exception to Philippe Codde’s argument that, because of the presence of Leo Gursky’s self-elegy at the novel’s end—which Krauss tells us appears at the end of Leo’s book, The History of Love, and because Krauss flouts novelistic consistency by using, along with three named, first-person narrators, an unnamed, omniscient one, this omniscience must be a cover for the single, implied author of the whole, whom Codde believes is the character Leo Gursky. On this reading, Leo invents young Alma, her family, her writing, her search, and so on; nothing exists here outside of this single narrator’s mind. While this is a possibility of a kind sometimes dangled by self-reflexive, postmodern fictions, I find it, here, a misreading that erases the finest strand of the novel’s web: the actual, gradually earned encounter of human beings, through the agency of literature and of love—that is, literature’s power to bring people together. Codde’s account leaves Leo in his park bench ending—despite the confirmation of a passerby that there truly is “someone sitting next to” him (249)—with no actual young American girl to embrace him.
Moreover, why shouldn’t a post-Holocaust novel have three named narrators and one unnamed omniscient one? Breaking the conventional rules of narration (including the juxtaposition of first- and third-person narrators) is one of the most energetic enterprises of contemporary fiction, including post-Holocaust fictions I discuss here, by Grossman and Foer, in which the problem of what can be narrated and how becomes the subject of creative experiment. To argue that Krauss’s third-person narrator must be a first-person in disguise because all post-Holocaust novels necessarily “emphasize the radical inaccessibility of a past that is always mediated via narratives that are inevitably limited, subjective, and unreliable” is to miss a key impulse in many such texts: to imagine, beyond loss and fragmentation, impossible recuperations, including the partial, playful, contested, or full recovery of lost knowledge.
This paradox is wonderfully captured by the ironic performance of Krauss’s omniscient voice, which tells us in one moment, “What is not known about Zvi Litvinoff is endless,” and then continues, “It is not known, for example, that on his first and last trip to New York City in the fall of 1954 … he pretended to get lost from his wife in a crowded department store, wandered outside, crossed the street, and stood blinking in the sunlight in Central Park” (Krauss 68). This is postmodern narratorial play with the anxieties and possibilities of recovering the past, on the part of a writer exercising the freedom of a rising literary generation to respond to narratives of tragic, historical loss with their own, creative restorations.

 

	70.Krauss carries out magical recovery, however, only in the cases of invented or reimagined characters. As for actual victims of the Holocaust like Bruno Schulz, we might note the discreet distance Krauss keeps (unlike Grossman and Ozick) from this real person’s life and death. After all, the character of Leo’s best friend Bruno turns out to be a work of his imagination, and as one of her characters puts it, “A person’s death belongs to no one but the one who’s died” (115). For this reading, I am indebted to Abby Wiedenhaefer and Michelle Delgado.

 

	71.Michael Fishbane, “Inner Biblical Exegesis: Types and Strategies of Interpretation in Ancient Israel,” 19.

 

	72.David Grossman, See Under: Love, 165, 89.

 

	73.Reading, among other contemporary literary erasures, those by Tom Phillips, Jen Bervin, and Srikanth Reddy, Vanasco observes their varying degrees of reverence for or criticism of the texts erased; kinds of creative engagement ranging from making-strange to moral or aesthetic improvement; and a range of attitudes toward singular authorship, originality, imitation, and influence.

 

	74.Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry, 15–16.

 

	75.The name “Book of Life” recalls a well-known Jewish tradition in which, each year during the ten days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, Jews must truly repent their sins so as to be “inscribed” by God in the Book of Life and thus survive the coming year.

 

	76.Krauss’s 2010 novel Great House articulates a similar vision of the sacred work of collective human desire. The novel’s many characters are sharers in longing, loss, fragmented inheritance, and storytelling. Like Foer in his Afterword, Krauss completes this secular fiction by means of a powerful religious metaphor. Since the burning of Jerusalem and the Temple, the sites of ancient Judaism,

[N]ow every Jewish soul is built around the house that burned in that fire, so vast that we can, each one of us, only recall the tiniest fragment …. But if every Jewish memory were put together, every last holy fragment joined up again as one, the House would be built again …. But that will not be for us …. We live, each of us, to preserve our fragment, in a state of perpetual regret and longing …. (279)



Great House centers not on a book but on a desk that passes from writer to writer—that is, I take it, on a mobile “fragment” of a house that symbolizes diasporic Jewish writing. The desire to write, Krauss suggests, is only part of a great, collective longing, the longing to rebuild the Great House together.
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16. Magical Realism in the Novels of Bessie Head
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This essay is launched from a surprising claim: that the novels of South African born author Bessie Head should be considered part of the literary tradition of magical realism. The claim is surprising given both prevailing understandings of magical realism and the critical reception of Head’s fiction. Although there are many variants of the definition of this genre or mode, the term magical realism is nearly always associated with a cosmopolitan ethos. It typically describes works that are composed by middle-class or elite migrants who have traveled from colonies or postcolonies to metropoles, and who set their balancing of natural and supernatural ontologies within the force fields of hybrid societies and cultures. These texts are representative of “world literature” as it is most influentially formulated today: They circulate across the globe, entering multiple literary marketplaces, literary anthologies, and course syllabi. Indeed, to many Western readers, they have become synonymous with postcolonial fiction.1 The trajectories of both Bessie Head and her works contrast with those of writers and works most often designated magical realist. A South African who lived in poverty and was classified as “colored” under the apartheid system, she was the daughter of a white mother and black father she never met. The young Head was placed in foster care after her mother committed suicide, having been institutionalized by her white parents; Head would suffer her own breakdowns later in life and write about them. Sent to live with a colored family and then eventually to a girls’ school in Durban, she ultimately became involved in the anti-apartheid movement and emigrated to neighboring Botswana where she lived as a stateless person for fifteen years, until 1979. Her three most important novels are set not in teeming metropolises pulsating with a mélange of cultures and languages but rather in the rural villages of the adopted country that she felt never adopted her. When Rain Clouds Gather (1969), Maru (1971), and A Question of Power (1974) are not consistently available in print, nor are they anthologized in the compendiums that dominate the global literary marketplace. And although each is distinct in formal and thematic content, all three have been received as works of realism in one way or another. Further supporting this classification is that none of the major studies of magical realism, including those that focus on its manifestation in Africa, discuss them.2

Approaching Head’s novels in a study on magical realism therefore seems a category mistake. But by revisiting them in relation to principles and strategies critics have outlined as common to magical realist works, I demonstrate that it is not. I argue, moreover, that doing so challenges entrenched understandings of both magical realism and of Head’s fiction as regional realist literature. Head’s working-class, multiform, hybrid fictions, that is, re-signify magical realism as a mode of world literature from below. As Sonali Perera argues in her discussion of A Question of Power, “given that the primary aim of most literary historians of world literature is to cultivate (in some cases reconstruct) an ideal of denationalized literature predicated on the currency of autonomous form, working-class writing and its multilingual, multiform literary and political practices cannot enter into their thinking.”3 Framing Head’s novels within the formal and analytical concerns of magical realism not only lifts this repression of working-class writing in conceptualizations of world literature. It illuminates how atmospheres of rural and village life, alleged markers of provincial literary forms, become sites of magic that spark critical interactions with global geo- and eco-politics. Head’s is a strategic appropriation of magical realism, however, not a performance of the mode tout court. Her three novels constitute adaptations and bricolages. I argue that their deployments of three principle strategies—animist materialism, and irreverent and faith-based modes of magical realism—reveal that the seemingly unconnected novels are in fact an extended working through of interrelated questions: What is the nature of power, and how have conflicting ontologies aggravated or mitigated that power in colonial and postcolonial modernity?
Good Gods in When Rain Clouds Gather
Head’s first novel, When Rain Clouds Gather, tells the story of a community of foreigners and local people in Golema Mmidi, a small village in Botswana run by chiefs during a time of political transitions to independence throughout Africa and beyond. Through a linear, chronological narrative voiced in the third person, it details attempts of South African refugee Makhaya, English foreign aid worker Gilbert Balfour, local elders Dinorego and Mma-Millipede, and Northern transplant Paulina Sebeso to manage demands of an unpredictable, harsh climate on the lifeworld of the village whose name means “growing crops.” This text has been categorized as realist in a number of ways. It has been approached as autobiography, a recounting of Head’s experiences when she moved from South Africa to Botswana.4 It has also been interpreted as ethnography, “an introduction to Botswana for Peace Corps and other international aid workers.’”5 Some have pointed to this as evidence of its “accurate,” realist depiction of farming techniques and methods, treating it as a scientific manual.6 Although others attack its scientific accuracy and ethnographic value, they do not question that it is a work of literary realism.7 For example, in a recent study of environmental justice and African literature, Byron Caminero-Santangelo situates the novel within a lineage of realist South African fiction concerned with stewardship of the land that extends from Alan Paton’s Cry, the Beloved Country (1948) to Zakes Mda’s The Heart of Redness (2000). Proposing that “aid organizations’ use of the text can plausibly be connected to the way the novel reinforces discourses about expert knowledge and aid in Africa that have legitimated imperially tinged forms of external intervention,” he maintains that Head attributes the future of Golema Mmidi as a more socio-economically and environmentally just community to foreign “scientific experts and managers.”8 He claims the novel identifies the local people mythically with the “spirit” of the place but credits the development of that spirit to the foreigners, especially Gilbert. What can be gleaned from these various interpretations is that the realism of Head’s novel is not social, socialist, or anti-capitalist. Rather, it articulates the (neo)colonial narrative of progress as a process of scientific instrumentalization and rationalization of African earth.
An alternative reading emerges, however, if one considers that When Rain Clouds Gather systematically employs principles common to magical realism that contest the discourse of modernity as rationalization or “disenchantment.” Specifically, by staging what Harry Garuba theorizes as animist materialism, a recombining of elements of science and religion or myth that occurs throughout postcolonial Africa in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the text disarticulates the narrative of colonial and neocolonial development into which it has been enlisted and with which critics charge it. As Garuba reminds us, the historical movement of capitalist modernity across the globe was famously described by Max Weber as the disenchantment of the world, a subsumption of animist, so-called magical or primitive thought by rational and scientific thought. Garuba finds a counter-movement he names the re-enchantment of the world throughout contemporary African culture, politics, and economics. This is “the obverse of the process that Weber describes, a process whereby ‘magical elements of thought’ are not displaced but, on the contrary, continually assimilate new developments in science, technology, and the organization of the world within a basically ‘magical’ worldview.” The result is that “[r]ather than ‘disenchantment,’ a persistent re-enchantment thus occurs, and the rational and scientific are appropriated and transformed into the mystical and magical.”9 Head likewise retrofits technological and scientific developments introduced from European contexts, making them the objects of hybridity and adaptation. They function within, rather than surmount, worldviews expressed in the language of magic, religion, and myth as it appears on the African continent. Consequently, the novel’s construction of animist materialism de-links “tradition” and its cognates from Africa and “modernity” and its cognates from Europe.
Animist materialism provides a conceptual lens through which to re-examine this novel, and formal strategies common to magical realist works enact this concept. But important to note is that although Garuba’s theory provides a lens through which to view the novel, and although he claims that magical realism is a subspecies of animist materialism, according to his own description of the latter Head’s novel would not fit that narrower category. Garuba echoes other critics when he remarks that magical realism as “developed by the Latin American writers and theorized by its foremost critics possesses an urban, cosmopolitan aspect.”10 This assumption is reiterated in studies of African magical realism. But Head’s employment of magical realist principles and narrative techniques expands the genre’s parameters in a way that responds to concerns of twenty-first-century cultural and literary studies. This employment makes the rural postcolony’s possible integration into the global economy the site of magic. As such, it invites us to replace the culturalist focus prevalent among earlier studies of magical realism with a more economic and eco-critically minded focus.11
When Rain Clouds Gather performs animist thought by foregrounding as a question the relationship between magic and the book’s central concern, the economy and ecology of Botswana. The novel opens with an episode that deploys authorial reticence, irony, and a collapse of distinctions between literal and metaphorical registers of language—all key strategies of magical realism.12 The episode erects a dichotomy between magic, viewed as residual superstition, and science, viewed as accurate ordering of reality and space, which these strategies displace and critique as limited and anthropocentric. It begins when protagonist Makhaya first crosses into Botswana to flee the South African authorities and is arrested not by police but the country’s magical atmosphere. “He had not walked more than a few paces when he again came to an abrupt halt. The air was full of the sound of bells, thousands and thousands of bells, tinkling and tinkling with a purposeful, monotonous rhythm. Yet there was not a living thing in sight to explain where the sound was coming from.”13 Through a narrative interference in which authorial speech blends with free indirect discourse, the novel doubles its addressee: “But how to explain the bells, unearthly-sounding bells in an apparently unlived-in wasteland?” These questions are directed not only by Makhaya to himself but also by the text to readers, inviting them to consider what generic codes are at work in this book. Is Botswana a place that accommodates magic, and this novel part of that literary tradition called magical realism? Or is this a realist text, and what is presented as marvelous actually a figment of a disturbed consciousness failing to use reason to de-mystify a scene of seeming enchantment?
Rather than solving the conundrum, the episode proceeds by way of authorial reticence and irony, oscillating between the two representational codes or “modes.” This oscillation elaborates a politics of fear around ontologies that exceed human, rational, and scientific control. Anxious that he is “going crazy” when he hears the ringing, Makhaya turns his gaze to the skies for help, “look(s) up at the stars.” The next sentence enacts indeterminacy by blurring the boundaries between literal and metaphorical language, which leaves ambiguous whether Botswana’s skies are as magical as its air seems to be: “They winked back at him, silently, blandly.” If read literally, “winked back at him” endows the stars with supernatural agency, that of communication and responsiveness to the human gaze. But the phrase can also be read figuratively, as a cliché representing the play of starlight viewed from earth. Either way, the stars ignore or resist the focalizer’s questioning look. They wink “silently” and “blandly,” as if declining to offer over their secrets or those of Botswana’s “unearthly” resonances, the bell-ringing. Makhaya confronts this resistance with an attempt to gain mastery over the stars using scientific discourse. The next sentence thereby seems to resolve the uncertainty between literal and figural meanings. The language of astronomy pushes against the language that imbues the stars with supernatural powers: “He could even make out some of the star patterns of the southern constellations” (5–6). This is an example of an imposition of order on the skies used to try to quell the disturbing effects of the unfathomable sounds in the air. Yet just when the passage seems to be moving toward resolution, it generates indeterminacy again by delivering more questions. “Surely, if his mind was disordered … the stars would appear disordered too? Surely everything became mixed up to a person who had just lost his mind” (6)? These are rhetorical questions and as such, ironic. Their implied meaning undercuts their stated meaning. Makhaya rationalizes that the external world reflects the status of the inner world, whose sanity is calibrated according to the mind’s capacity to create order using scientific methods, here astronomy. But because they are rhetorical, these questions upend the confidence and certainty about the nature of reality the “surely” expresses. The passage closes by further ironizing subject-centered, anthropocentric, and scientific ontologies Makhaya references while aligning magic with what is unknown and cannot be manipulated by humans:He shook his head, but the bells continued their monotonous, rhythmic tinkling. He knew some pretty horrifying stories about tribal societies and their witch doctors who performed their ghoulish rites by night. But witch doctor were human, and nothing, however odd and perverse, need be feared if it was human. Taking this as a possible explanation of the bells restored his balance, and he continued on his way, keeping an alert eye open for the fires or huts of the witch doctors.



The employment of authorial reticence and ironic distance toward Makhaya questions whether mysteries of the lifeworld be can be reduced to the scale of human. They also ask us to consider whether the spiritual realm exists within and is continuous with the material realm, or if this is no more than the atavistic beliefs of tribal communities, as the uncertain and perhaps unreliable protagonist claims.
The narrative resolution to the episode demonstrates why Head is more strategic adapter than strict practitioner of magical realism. Instead of ascribing a supernatural cause to the ringing, as writers such as Okri, Rushdie, or Allende might, the novel locates its source in Botswana’s agrarian economy. What Makhaya hears are bells tied to cows who “wander a great distance while grazing” (8). Although a rational explanation subsumes a magical one, this explanation nevertheless troubles Makhaya’s expectation that the source of the sound must be human. The immediate cause is the actions of the cattle. More importantly, by invoking numerous elements associated with magical realism to portray the material objects at the center of Botswana’s agrarian economy, Head introduces a narrative strategy she develops across the text. This is an animism which attributes to the planet’s non-human species an agency and even resistance to human knowledge or control but also frames technologies of environmental stewardship, here cattle raising, within the language of enchantment and spirituality.
The novel foregrounds animist logic, that is, in the ways that it “subverts and destabilizes the hierarchy of science over magic and the secularist narrative of modernity by reabsorbing historical time into the matrices of myth and magic.”14 These subversions and destabilizations occur through reconfigurations of the temporalities of plant and animal life, phenomena bestowed “with a spiritual life both simultaneous and coterminous with their natural properties.”15 Animist logic simultaneously contravenes normative expectations by attaching rationalist worldviews to Africans and magical worldviews to Europeans. For example, the historical times of ecological and biological systems are often recoded into the language of myth and magic through Gilbert’s perspective: “The sun had already set, and as though they knew this, the goats flicked their tails briskly and rolled anxious yellow eyes at the two men watching them as much to say: ‘We are late, but one day we will stop and talk.’ … As though he understood goat-talk, Gilbert laughed happily” (27), and relates, “Botswana goats amaze me. They just walk about eating all this dry paper and bits of rubble and then turn it into meat and milk.” Repeatedly using terms such as “amazing” and “miracle,” Gilbert tints natural occurrences with the color of the supernatural. Agricultural science is integrated into the linguistic matrices of the magical when he observes “amazing development(s)” (34) after the introduction of new techniques, developments such as the growth of “a lush sweet grass” (33) in formerly fallow land. “Other miracles too had taken place… minute star faces of wild flowers peeked up amidst the now dense grass… freakish daisies … a strange gourd” (34). In the cattle ranch, “the same miracle had occurred” (36). The novel tinges Gilbert with supernatural color in turn, introducing him through the protocols of fairy tale or myth: “One day, a strange, massively built, blue-eyed young man walked into the paramount chief’s office” (18). Makhaya’s first encounter with him furthers this mythic characterization. “Thunderous footsteps made Makhaya swing sharply around” (24) so that Dinorego must explain that although the source of the sound seems supernatural, it is human. Gilbert “always surprises people because no one expects such a big man.” But just as swiftly as it diffuses the magic, the novel rebounds against the rational explanation by blurring literal and figural meanings, invoking magic and myth again: “He was not big, he was a giant” is Makhaya’s retort.
Makhaya’s rationalist ethos, first on display in the bell-ringing episode, contrast with the enchantment attributed to Gilbert. Where Gilbert sees phenomena that exceed rational explanation after experimenting with farming methods—“amazing developments” and “miracles”—Makhaya sees empirical proof of a superior culture. This is a culture that “had catalogued every single detail on earth with curiosity, and it revealed to him the gaping holes in his own culture and how impossible it would be for Africans to stand alone. His own culture lacked, almost entirely, this love and care for the earth” (141). This indictment is all the more problematic for being voiced by the South African protagonist.
In light of Makhaya’s commentary, one might read Gilbert’s characterization as mythic or superhuman and European agricultural sciences’ power over Botswana land as the novel’s endorsement of colonial and neocolonial discourses of ecological development in Southern Africa that declare Europeans the rightful custodians of the earth. Without dismissing this interpretation, it is also possible to read these passages otherwise if we place them within the context of novel’s bricolage of magical realism. Situated thus, they both ironize Makhaya’s claims and mark the limit of Gilbert’s, and agriculture’s, power over the environment. For in these episodes, the novel grammatically withholds direct statements of causality between the fencing of land and the “interesting,” “amazing,” “miraculous” things that “take place” or “occur” afterward. Correlation may be implied but is never reduced to causation. More importantly, throughout the entire text, animist materialism attenuates causal relationships between human action in the form of imported farming practices and ecological changes witnessed. It does so by framing science within a mystical discourse whose logic recalls what Christopher Warnes identifies as an “irreverent magical realism.” Warnes explains that “irreverence frequently attaches itself to specific cultural, historical, and literary discourses that are asserted, negotiated, and critiqued.”16 It does so to explore “what is done with … knowledge—how it replicates itself and the values that accompany it, how it is used in the perpetuation of privilege and oppression, how it takes on the status of truth.” In When Rain Clouds Gather, one such discourse is the neocolonial narrative of scientific progress; another is Christianity. The novel re-deploys Christian discourse imported by Europeans into Africa in order to cast doubt on its premises as well as the neocolonial development narrative. Through an adapted, irreverent Christianity, the work’s animist logic supplements a rationalist, disenchanted discourse with a spiritual one while replacing its organizing principles of necessity and omnipotence of a transcendental being with those of change, unpredictability, and finitude.
The novel’s characters, like its author, submit Christian discourse to bricolage, depicting scientific progress within the narrative of a de-transcendentalized Christianity. Not teleological, but radically open to adaptation by those who engage it, particularly Africans, this narrative is shaped by contingency at both origin and endpoint. Ecological systems are framed within this adapted discourse through the voices of Mma-Millipede, Paulina Sebeso, and Dinorego, as well as Gilbert. Their employments of the term miracle throughout the novel are a case in point. According to the OED, a miracle is “a marvelous event not ascribable to human power or the operation of any natural force and therefore attributed to supernatural, esp. divine, agency; esp. an act (e.g. of healing) demonstrating control over nature and serving as evidence that the agent is either divine or divinely favoured.” This would suggest that nature obeys divine necessity and “favoritism.” But the novel refashions Christian discourse to reflect the worldview that Wole Soyinka claims defines African ontology, and which Ato Quayson locates at the core of magical realism’s representational mode: to render the coming into being of reality—constant changeability, liminality, and unpredictability.17 To wit, Dinorego, of whom it is said that “it was only a pity that [he] was not the Prime Minister of Botswana, as no one could defeat his reasoning power or his faith in progress” (161), relates that when it comes to improvements in agriculture, the uneducated man believes what he sees. “The miracle must be placed before his eyes, then he will try to perform a miracle too” (162). This situates the divine within the material world, literally on or in the earth, and yet ascribes the origin of event not to a god but to methods of plowing and seed-sowing. Nevertheless, the cause of the harvest cannot be explained by human intervention alone; it is a “miracle” after all. Gilbert’s response clarifies the bricolage of the term miracle, something whose causality cannot be reduced to human control, scientific knowledge, or divine purpose: “What would you say if I said that the deaths of all these cattle, in Golema Mmidi, are a miracle?” The unprecedented cattle deaths are a miracle caused by climatological unpredictability, a process that stands outside of both human and god’s agency. Head emphasizes this point by turning Christianity into a radically historical discourse, where “history” includes natural environmental processes as well as human ones and lacks teleological necessity. She then elevates this discourse by framing the story of Golema Mmidi within it.
The novel’s adapted Christian discourse does more than provide a lexicon that articulates the integration of science and magic. The entire emplotment of Golema Mmidi’s agricultural and social progress is set within this bricolage. Structurally, it is literally placed between two episodes that enact irreverent magical realism. In the episode that precedes and launches this narrative, Dinorego first meets Makhaya and invites him to join the village. After Makhaya reveals he is from South Africa, the text displays authorial reticence, allowing Dinorego’s invocation of Golema Mmidi’s enchantment to fulminate:‘That terrible place,’ he said. ‘The good God don’t like it. This is God’s country.’
‘God’s country,’ Makhaya echoed, surprised.
‘Didn’t you know?’ the old man said with a twinkle in his eye. ‘God is everywhere about here, and it’s no secret.’ …
Makhaya kept quiet, absorbing this strange philosophy. Everything about the old man pleased him, and noting this the old man said slyly, ‘Why not come and stay with me for a while, son?’ (16)



The novel closes by returning to this episode, thereby booking-ending the story of Golema Mmidi’s past and future within irreverent magical realism. In the concluding pages, Gilbert considers the ends of Botswana’s ecological development: “What was he looking for? What was he doing? Agriculture? The need for a poor country to catch up with the Joneses in the rich countries? Should super-highways and skyscrapers replace the dusty footpaths and thorn scrub? … (H)e said this to excuse himself for the need to live in a hurricane of activity” (194). Rather than answering the question by endorsing the neocolonial progress narrative in realist codes, the text suspends both the answer and the narrative with the open-ended codes of magical realism:But the real life he had lived for three years had been dominated by the expression on Dinorego’s face, and God and agriculture were all mixed up together after these three years. Yet it was a real God this who stalked his footsteps along the dusty pathways, who listened with quiet interest to the discussions on agriculture. Gilbert had no clear explanation of how he had become certain of this, but there was a feeling of great goodness in this country. (emph. added)



It is a “real God,” the “goodness of the place,” and an “agriculture” entirely “mixed up” with the “expression” of local inhabitant Dinorego that halts the teleological thrust of the narrative of environmentalist aid expressed in non-governmental and governmental sponsored forms that would push Botswana into a global economy. Here, magical realism’s organizing principles—intermixture, hybridity, and unpredictability—challenge critics’ claims that Head separates Africans as the “spirit” of the place from Europeans who develop it. Moreover, while the real and magical are intermixed through Gilbert’s perspective in these passages, the book ends by returning to third person narration and zooming out of all the characters’ perspectives. Head reframes the historical narrative of Golema Mmidi’s past and future in an irreverent magical realism that limits each of the character’s perspectives, as well as the God’s:This Good God whom Dinorego said was ‘everywhere about’ stood watching them that evening with an amused look in his eye. Why didn’t Gilbert talk about how exciting irrigation farming would be in Golema Mmidi … Did this fellow Gilbert think progress was as easy as learning to drive a tractor? People had to be given shock after shock to wake them up good and thoroughly … As for the oppressors! Did you mean Joas Tsepe would win the election as councillor. …? Maybe anywhere else but not in Golema Mmidi. They would much prefer Mma-Millipede, who mixed up spiritual counselling with practical advice … (T)here was nothing he would not do for a village like Golema Mmidi, which was a place he had especially set aside to bring all his favorite people together. He wanted them to show everyone just how quickly things could really change, how ordinary people could get up and do things for themselves and produce enough for their needs and have some left over for sale. (197–198)



By attributing final authority to no single person, by limiting the power of this “Good God,” by situating a woman representing of this magic in a position of earthly power (Mma-Millipede), and by presenting this god as merely establishing conditions for change, which are based on no opposition between foreign and local, the novel ends with a form of realism that is both magical and social, if not socialist.

Warnes makes a distinction between two modes of magical realism, irreverent and faith-based; When Rain Clouds Gather is a bricolage of both and an exact embodiment of neither. The critic explains that where “the former treats discourse as discourse [,] the latter often translates it into being. Where faith-based approaches utilize the magical in order to expand and enrich already-existing conceptions of the real, discursive [irreverent] magical realism deliberately elevates the non-real to the status of the real in order to cast the epistemological status of both into doubt.”18 Head’s first novel inclines toward the irreverent pole but without casting the epistemological status of magic entirely in doubt—quite the contrary. In this way, it resembles the faith-based mode. Head’s second novel moves away from the irreverent mode, inclining more fully toward the faith-based pole to address power relations in Botswana. Maru closely resembles magical realism we know it, suggesting Head’s growing interest in and embrace of the genre. Yet in this text, magic also begins to take on a darker aspect, one that will build and culminate fully in her third novel.
Broken Necks and Broken Dreams in Maru
As in Head’s first novel, in her second magic crystallizes around the social and political relationships structuring the rural Botswanan village rather than the cosmopolitan city. Of all of her works, Maru most neatly fits the category of magical realism, a point suggested by the book’s original blurb, which defined it as “a kind of African fairy tale rooted in reality.” Stephen Grey’s introduction to a recent Heinemann edition underscores its “otherworldly” and “haunting” aspects including its invocation of “all powerful Totems.” Grey does not, however, connect these to a literary tradition of magical realism in Africa or elsewhere.19 Joyce Johnson examines the African myths and traditions that provide the philosophy that shapes the novel’s magic, but she too, overlooks its debt and contributions to magical realist writing.20 Of this novel Head herself said, “With all my South African experience I longed to write an enduring novel on the hideousness of racial prejudice. But I also wanted the book to be so magical that I, as the writer, would long to read and re-read it. I achieved this ambition in an astonishing way in my second novel, Maru.”21
Set in the remote inland village of Dilepe, Maru centers on a love triangle involving the eponymous character, a “king in their society” set to assume the chiefdom; his best friend-turned enemy, the womanizer Moleka; and Margaret Cadmore, the woman with whom these two powerful men fall in love. The origin of this love is described in terms that exceed the narrative codes of realism and seems magical. Margaret is a Masarwa, the name of Botswana’s tribe of untouchables or “Bushmen.” The novel establishes at the outset that Masarwa occupy the position of subalternity as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak theorizes it. They exist outside the circuits of institutional agency, lack consciousness of the systemic and structural basis of their oppression, and are not organized into a populist movement or collectivity aiming toward resistance.22 “In Botswana they say: Zebras, Lions, Buffalo and Bushmen live in the Kalahari Desert. If you can catch a Zebra, you can walk up to it, forcefully open its mouth and examine its teeth. The Zebra is not supposed to mind because it is an animal.” Introducing science as an exercise of power over the oppressed, the narrator continues, “Scientists do the same to Bushmen and they are not supposed to mind, because there is no one they can still turn round to and say, ‘At least I am not a—’.”23 Maru’s plot can be described as an attempt to put subalternity in crisis—to establish the conditions the possibility for the emergence of Masarwa consciousness and organized political mobilization and resistance.
The text proposes two avenues through which to accomplish this, one scientific, the other magical. The former is enacted by Margaret’s caretaker, a missionary’s wife who adopts the orphan as an “experiment” when her mother dies in childbirth. Armed with her “favorite, sweeping theor[y],” namely, “environment everything; heredity nothing,” the white English woman challenges Motswana society by naming the child after herself and educating her, controlling and managing her development in order to “fill a big hole in the child’s mind” (9). When the younger Margaret has grown and completed training to become a school teacher, the elder returns to Europe, leaving her behind so that she can be dispatched on the “special purpose” the woman had set out for her “experiment”: to “help [her] people” (10). The other avenue of inciting social change the novel proposes is through magic. But this is not the pacific magic of the “Good God” of When Rain Clouds Gather. It is due to him, Dinorego tells Makhaya, that in Golema Mmidi, “people can’t steal a thing from you … can’t fight, not even to kill an enemy” (16). Magic in Maru, by contrast, is violating and violent.
Examining Maru’s deployment of magical realism indicates that this work is a hinge connecting Head’s first novel to her third, a connection that would otherwise seem tenuous, for When Rain Clouds Gather appears the antithesis of A Question of Power. The former is written in a straightforward style and examines the lives of four characters from outside their perspectives while employing realist conventions. The latter is highly experimental and centered on the mind of a woman tormented by ghosts that fill her unconscious. Magic, however, links these together while also separating them. If magic in the first novel challenges and limits the hegemony of rationalization and instrumentalization forwarded by patriarchal colonial and neocolonial epistemes and ontologies, by the final novel magic has turned vicious, persecuting, not only patriarchal and patronizing but misogynistic and lethal. Between these two works is Maru. In Maru, Head becomes more systematic in her employment of magical realism than she is in her previous novel. The result is a magic with a dominating edge, especially as embodied in the “all powerful Totem” embodied in the eponymous protagonist.24 In contrast to the counter-hegemonic work magic performs in When Rain Clouds Gather, magic in Maru does not resolve conflicted relationships contoured by uneven distributions of social, economic, and political power. Magic is wielded by the powerful against those who do not enjoy the privileges of institutional agency. The male protagonist controls it and makes the woman protagonist its unwitting victim. The consequence is that this novel denies the subaltern figure agency to generate social and political change.
Magic and science are intertwined rather than dichotomous in the second novel as in the first, but in an entirely different manner. In Maru, science is a coercive power that violates in order to achieve an announced greater good. It penetrates the subaltern to gain knowledge and control her mind to enable social change. Magic is not its opposite but its twin. Maru employs many of the formal techniques of magical realism we have already seen, but rather than rehearse an animist materialism that integrates science into an irreverent Christianity, the novel invokes strategies more typical of faith-based African magical realism. It references African myths, religions, and oral traditions to situate the magical in the real and locates the possibility of shifts of relations among races, classes, and castes beyond reason and rationality. This work systematically stages the indeterminacy, collapse, and oscillation between literal and figural dimensions of language as observed in the previous novel. But it replaces the latter’s rhetoric of magic as miracles that enable ecological production through a benevolent power helped along by a generative science with a rhetoric of pain, trauma, and compulsive behavior. This behavior results in artistic rather than agricultural production. Artistic production has its source in a supernatural power that controls the producer without her consent or consciousness.
The oscillation between literal and figural meanings is used to represent the dynamics among Motswana and the Masarwa characters by constituting a rhetoric of violence that articulates the former’s power to penetrate, manipulate, and wound others, especially the latter. This rhetoric organizes the love triangle at the novel’s center. When Margaret is first introduced to Moleka, the ambiguity between literal and figural meanings grants him access to her thoughts and a capacity to control and wound her with his desire. This passage oscillates between the codes of the magical and the real as Margaret looks at him and is suddenly assaulted: “There was a trick to him, some shocking, unexpected magic. A moment ago he had been a hateful, arrogant man. Now, he had another face which made him seem the most beautiful person on earth. … Though unaware of any feeling, something inside her chest went bang! … She raised her hand towards her heart” (21). Constantly shifting registers from metaphors of emotions to descriptions of literal physical pain, the passage continues, “there was pain and enquiry in his eyes as though he did not quite understand what had happened, as though he had been presented with something strange and unnatural which was beyond his control and he did not like it.” The effect of falling in love with Masarwa women is portrayed as irrational, inexplicable, but also at once annihilating and redemptive. Referencing African ontologies and myths here, Head writes, “Something killed the old Moleka in a flash and out of one death arose, in a flash, a new Moleka” (23). When Maru arranges Moleka’s marriage to Dikeledi, depriving Margaret of the man the novel confirms she freely loves, the text frames the disclosure as an emotional blow experienced as literal assault. After Dikeledi informs her of the upcoming marriage, Margaret suddenly becomes so ill that people are convinced she has died. When Maru and his spy Ranko discover her in her room, they find what the text presents as a corpse: “she still wore her clothes of the previous day and had not moved her position. Her eyes were wide open. They did not flicker as [Ranko] flashed the torchlight onto her face. … ‘I told you she would be dead by today,’” Ranko yells (99). In the next moment, the text exploits ambiguity by code-switching into the discursive matrices of oral tradition: “‘She’s not dead, Ranko,’ Maru said gently. ‘It’s only her neck that’s broken’.” The instant readers accept that her neck is actually broken, given her immobile state, the text clarifies that in fact, Maru here speaks in the language of proverbs to describe emotional pain: “‘You think my neck was not broken a thousand times over like that because you did not love me,’ he said softly.”
These techniques associated with faith-based magical realism convey not only Moleka’s powers to see into another’s thoughts to hurt and even kill with his desire, but Maru’s as well. Indeterminacy and shifts between literal and figural meanings throughout the novel indicate that Maru might be omniscient, and, therefore, omnipotent and feared. “Only Maru knew the answers,” we learn at the novel’s opening. “People were horrible to him because they imagined that their thoughts and deeds were concealed when he could see and hear everything, even their bloodstreams and the beating of their hearts” (2). Maru becomes physically wounded and ill from emotional attachments to women, who also fall sick and even “die” as a result of their severing. “They only saw the social gains that would accrue to them and it made their behavior despicable to his all-seeing eye. Someone always died but their deaths often turned him into an invalid. It was nothing for Maru to be laid up for three months on end over a love affair” (26). One we are confident we should read this passage through a realist lens, as a typical manifestation of post-breakup depression, the novel returns us to the magical register: “Doctors said: ‘Take those pills.’ And Maru said: ‘What for?’ and doctors said, ‘You have T.B.’” These phenomena fuel what Moleka minimizes as “superstitious myths” (27) about Maru; the novel itself, however, leaves unexplained these “undefinable ailments.” It also continues to insinuate that Maru possesses supernatural powers, an insinuation whose most potent evidence is Maru’s apparent manipulation of Margaret’s mind and body through her dreams.
In Maru, Head introduces a strategy common to magical realist works that does not appear in When Rain Clouds Gather but will dominate A Question of Power: the collapse of the boundary between wakefulness and sleep, dreams and reality. This collapse mediates the visions of the Motswana man and Masarwa woman. Maru can see into Margaret’s dreams, to which she herself has no access. After having married Maru, Margaret awakes in tears from a recurring but unremembered dream in which she encounters her love, Moleka, wounded and bleeding. Maru would “pretend not to know. But she would see the tears too, yet be unable to account for them on waking because she had no mental impression of her dreams, except of those of the room in which she loved Maru” (4). Not only does Maru possess knowledge of Margaret’s dreams, he might also project his own desires and visions into her unconscious. After he surreptitiously supplies Margaret with paints and brushes through his sister Dikeledi, what results is a compulsive creative process that spans day and night for months and leaves her exhausted. This compulsive production isolates Margaret from others as well as from her own consciousness and agency.Life was totally disrupted and another rhythm replaced it which made day and night merge into a restless fever. It had a beginning like the slow build-up of a powerful machine but once it had started the pitch and tautness of its energy allowed for no relaxation; the images and forms, the flow and movement of their life imposed themselves with such demanding ruthlessness that there was no escape from the tremendous pressure. It was as though, subconsciously, everything had been arranged especially for that time and for those days when it did not matter if she could not eat for two or three days, or if she ate at four o’clock in the morning. (81)



Dikeledi ferries Margaret’s paintings back to Maru, who uses them to assess whether he shares, communicates with, or imposes his visions onto Margaret through her dreams. The novel seems to address readers again when Dikeledi muses, “How had he done it? How had he projected his dreams on someone so far removed from him? That sort of thing was meat and drink to Maru but it changed the picture when some other living being was on the receiving end of his dreams, especially such a true and sensitive recorder as Margaret” (84). The novel stops short of verifying Dikeledi’s assumption but does imply that Maru might be the source of images that crowd Margaret’s mind and which she is forced to paint in order clear it. These come to her in dreams. One in which she sees lovers embracing, though she cannot see their faces, “happened again and again until [she] put the pictures down on paper” (83). When Maru tells Dikeledi he “was waiting” (85) for these particular paintings, which he takes as prophetic of their future together, the novel endows Maru with a knowledge that Margaret does not possess over either these dreams or the creative work they spur. Maru is depicted as the conscious source of a vision of a future life between Margaret and himself as well of a vision of a future revolution in the relations of Masarwa and Motswana people generally.
The novel’s employment of faith-based magical realism in its conclusion demonstrates that the possibility of a shift in the social and political relations between dominant and subaltern tribes in Botswana resides in magic. This is a magic belonging to a man in a dominant tribe who abdicates his chieftaincy to live in exile with his Masarwa wife, who is presented as a perhaps consciously, and certainly unconsciously, unsatisfied participant in this arrangement. The love between Moleka and Margaret exceeded the codes of realism, its inception and then its interruption figured in supernatural terms as violent and even deadly. The cross-caste and cross-racial “love” alleged between Maru and Margaret is likewise figured as irrational. “We used to dream the same dreams,” Maru tells Margaret. “That was how I knew you would love me in the end” (101). The text provides an ambivalent gloss on this statement in Margaret’s response: “What could she say, except at that moment she would have chosen anything as an alternative to the living death in which she had so unexpectedly fallen” due to Moleka’s marriage. Furthermore, if Maru and Margaret do share dreams, it is clear that once they are married, these are traumatic and traumatizing dreams in which Margaret grieves her lost love Moleka. Underscoring that the collective benefits of this union surmount the personal pain of the subaltern woman, the novel’s final words make the fate not only of Margaret but all the Masarwa contingent on the chief who abdicates his power and shuns Motswana society to inhabit this not exactly reciprocal relationship. “When the people of the Masarwa tribe heard about Maru’s marriage to one of their own, a door silently opened on the small, dark airless room in which their souls had been shut for a long time. The wind of freedom, which was blowing throughout the world for all people, turned and flowed into the room. As they breathed in the fresh, clean air their humanity awakened. … They said: ‘We are not going back there’” (103). Maru therefore ends as it begins, with the narrative grammar of fairy tales and myth. In so doing, it declines to imagine a world in which subalterns become agents of social and political change, and an affective reciprocity emerges between themselves and oppressors, without the dominating magic of “powerful Totems.”

Although Head praised her use of the magical in Maru, I contend that by the time she composes her next work, this faith-based mode has become inadequate to stage the questions of power it is enlisted to resolve in Maru—not only racial and caste/class oppression, but gender and sexual oppression. A Question of Power returns to the irreverent magical realism When Rain Clouds Gather drew upon but extends its critical function beyond that novel’s in order to narrate the subject-formation of the South African colored woman in rural Botswana. Instead of adapting Judeo-Christian, African, Hindu, and Buddhist religions and ontologies to insert magic back into the real or empty historical time, she disarticulates these to show how each is a “story” mobilized to foment racial, class, and gender oppression in Africa and throughout world history. Rather than present an animist materialism that integrates science into the matrix of enchantment to project an environmentally sustainable future, or articulate science as a double of a magic that enables a more socially and politically equitable future for Botswana’s oppressed, the novel deconstructs the opposition between magic and science to reveal both as groundless and the cause of an oppressive pathology of the oppressed. In this way, A Question of Power presses against readers’ tendency to read it as yet another form of realism, a psychological realism—a biography of the author’s own imputed descent into madness.25
From Magic to Madness in A Question of Power
At first glance, Head’s highly experimental third novel bears little resemblance to either the apparently realist pastoral When Rain Clouds Gather or the African “fairy-tale” Maru. Analyzing components of magical realism, however, reveals persistent thematic as well as formal concerns that structure all three novels of rural Botswana. Through the shifting of metaphorical and literal registers, When Rain Clouds Gather presents a South African refugee who hears and sees things that make not only him but also readers wonder if Botswana is magical or if he is losing his grip on reality, becoming insane. Foregrounding the collapse of boundaries between sleep and waking life, Maru details the trials of an outcast school teacher whose unconscious is permeated with images of violence and controlling men and whose dreams flow fluidly into reality. These character types, experiences, and formal features are at the center of A Question of Power. The key difference between the latter and the earlier novels is that whereas those enact magical realisms’ principles, the last novel analyzes them to deconstruct an opposition between reality and madness. Head turns against the faith-based mode Maru performs and extends the irreverent mode When Rain Clouds Gather performs while reframing that mode as a meta-critical commentary on the persecution of peoples throughout history in Africa and beyond.
A Question of Power undoes the faith-based magical realism Maru deployed in order to invest the woman of color with agency and to code the infiltration of a woman’s mind by men as pathological—a trauma to be worked through. The text initially appears to frame the narrative of a colored South African woman’s struggles with demons within the mode of magical realism, introducing protagonists Sello and Elizabeth as “twin souls with closely linked destinies” who “hold conversations with death” and, along with Dan, “had shared the strange journey into hell.” But the novel quickly dispenses with this framing. It situates the “examination of inner hells … meant to end all hells” that will follow within Elizabeth’s mind.26 It therefore figures the formal conditions Head’s second novel enacts as the basis of future societal change as a traumatic mental disturbance. The reframing of magical realism occurs in the self-reflexive passage that launches the drama the novel will present: “One night she was lying staring at the dark when it seemed as though her head simply filled out into a large horizon. It gave her a strange feeling of things being right there inside her and yet projected at the same time at a distance away from her. She was not sure she was awake or asleep, and often after that the dividing line between dream perceptions and waking reality was to become confused” (22). Circumscribing the collapse of boundaries between waking and dream worlds as a characterological problem rather than an ontology endorsed on the level of the fabula, the novel also distinguishes clearly between the real men and the “soul” doubles who penetrate Elizabeth’s dreams. The “real man” Sello lives in the village in Motabeng but is not even an acquaintance; Elizabeth knows him only by sight. The other “real” person, Dan, a “cattle millionaire” and “African nationalist,” is likewise someone of whom she has no intimate knowledge. By situating these men in reconfigured form at the heart of the internal drama, the novel makes arbitrary and contingent figures powerful while separating that power over Elizabeth’s mind from their power over her in reality. This contrasts sharply with the scenario in Maru, where men dominate Margaret’s dreams and, as a result, her reality.
Elizabeth’s dreams occasion arguments associated with irreverent modes of magical realism. Worldviews, religions, and ontologies that claim to be grounded in the Truth anchored in the word of a higher power are instead shown to be irreducibly discursive or historically constructed narratives. Although framed within a character’s mind, irreverent magical realism functions here with an aim similar to other works that enact it on the level of the fabula, such as Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses. The insistence on religion as discourse, rather than unimpeachable truth, is voiced to expose how these ontologies have been wielded to gain and maintain social, political, and economic power in the world. One of the two figures through which irreverent magical realism is performed and examined is Sello, who is introduced as a disfigured holy man: “He wore the soft, white, flowing robes of a monk, but in a peculiar fashion, with his shoulders slightly hunched forward, as though it were a prison garment” (22). Sello tortures Elizabeth by parading before her a litany of gods and goddesses from manifold traditions, spotlighting their brutality and scandalizing of female sexuality and subjectivity. After she and Sello take this journey through “hell” where she witnesses all manner of persecutions undertaken in the name of these gods and goddesses throughout global history, Elizabeth emerges from this “madness” with enlightenment:I seem to have taken a strange journey into hell and darkness because at the same time I saw the light. That captured and riveted my attention. It was Sello. It seemed to me that his job was religion itself, because he moved towards me like that, then right in front of my eyes did a slow, spiritual strip-tease act. He half showed me that the source of human suffering was God itself, personalities in possession of powers or energies of the soul. Ordinary people never mucked up the universe. They don’t have that kind of power, wild and flaring out of proportion. They have been victims of it. … (190)



Although the magical is tormenting, “evil,” and persecuting, the novel relates that it is an experience that must be passed through to acquire an understanding of historical reality. After a punishing session battling the demons Sello and Dan and the monstrous images they put before her, Elizabeth breaks down. The community and her employers become “doubtful of [her sanity]” (66). We learn that “so harsh was the present face-to-face view of evil that in a subconscious way Elizabeth found her mind turning with relief to African realism: a woman was simply a woman with legs … Christianity and God were courteous formalities people had learned to enjoy with mental and emotional detachment … A real, living battle of jealousy, hate, and greed was more easily understood and resolved under pressure than soaring mystical flights of the soul”. Yet it is only through these “flights of the soul” that awareness of the discursive nature and political mobilization of religion throughout history and around the world occurs. In a feminist, humanistic re-articulation of religious discourse, the novel ends with a staging of irreverence that echoes that of the conclusion of When Rain Cloud Gather, when the “good God” finds expression in the people of Golema Mmidi. Articulating “the reverse of Mohammed’s dramatic statement,” Elizabeth announces, “There is only one God and his name is Man. And Elizabeth is his prophet” (206).
The novel’s conclusion invites us to speculate why Head’s writings would henceforth depart from the literary tradition her most important novels engage, enact, and analyze. When Elizabeth comes to the end of her journey, she turns her attention to a book that embodies an alternative literary model to that of the cosmopolitan magical realism of the authors Head stated she admired.A peaceful, meditative privacy settled on her mind … The elegant pathway of private thought stretched ahead of her, shimmering with light and undisturbed by the clamor of horrors. She turned and picked up a book from a table beside her bed. It had waited for a whole year to be read. It was: The Gift of a Cow, by Premchand. It was a UNESCO publication of the classic Hindi novel which exalted the poor. In their introduction to the novel they wrote that it opposed the basic trend of Indian literature, which seemed to be a literature intended only ‘to entertain and to satisfy our lust for the amazing …’ a literature of magic, of ghosts, of the adventures of high-born heroes and heroines. (206)



The novel ends with a transnational gesture of belonging from below. By aligning its South African protagonist with the aims and missions of the All Indian Progressive Writers Association, Head anticipates the vernacular, idioms, and ethos of her next work, Serowe, and her subsequent short stories. Looking across Head’s oeuvre, we might read this ending as a moment that at once integrates her past engagements with magical realism and looks ahead to another mode of writing, what Neil Lazarus calls not realism, but “new naturalism,” a writing focused on the quotidian that avoids the teleological, heroic discourse of the proletariat that appear in forms of socialist realisms.27 Although Lazarus does not connect Head’s naturalism to magical realism, the crucial role that the so-called quotidian plays in the grand questions of epistemology and ontology that magical realism poses suggests that these two narrative modes should be thought together, as intertwined in Head’s work and thought. For it is the everyday experiences of Golema Mmidi in When Rain Clouds Gather that manifest the de-transcendentalized ontology of the “Good God.” It is the mundane life of a school teacher in Dilepe that brings Margaret Cadmore in contact with the magic that inspires political and social change. And it is Elizabeth’s traumatic experiences—all too human—that bring her to the realization that “god” and “man” are one rather than radically discontinuous. Having worked through the questions of power by engaging the gods and goddesses of When Clouds Gather, Maru, and A Question of Power, perhaps Head can attend with such detail to the “ordinary” because, as Elizabeth says, “when a people wanted everyone to be ordinary it was just another way of saying man loved man” (206).
Notes

	1.Among others, Gerald Gaylard makes this point and comments that critics such as Tim Brennan and Barbara Harlow criticize the privileging of magical realism over that of copious “resistance” literature which does not circulate as widely around the world to Western readers. After Colonialism: African Postmodernism and Magical Realism (Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2006), 82. Sara Upstone reiterates the tendency to privilege the elite migrant writer over “indigenous writers” in “Magical Realism and Postcolonial Studies: Twenty-First Century Perspectives,” Journal of Commonwealth and Postcolonial Studies, vol. 17, no. 1 (2011): 161.
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	7.Jonathan Highfield, “‘Relations with Food’: Agriculture, Colonialism, and Foodways in the Writing of Bessie Head,” 102–117.
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	10.Ibid., 274.
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	12.For a review of this literature see Upstone, 160–161.
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	15.Ibid., 267.

 

	16.Christopher Warnes, Magical Realism and the Postcolonial Novel, 13.

 

	17.Quayson writes, “The world’s liminality and changeableness is not asserted merely as an article of faith but is actualized in a literary form of writing that oscillates constantly between the real and the magical and thus seeks to obliterate the boundary between them” (162).

 

	18.Ibid., 14.

 

	19.“Introduction,” in Bessie Head, Maru (Johannesburg: Heinemann), iii.

 

	20.“Bessie Head and the Oral Tradition: The Structure of Maru,” Wasifiri, vol. 3 (Autumn 1985): 5–8.

 

	21.Qtd. in Grey, iv.

 

	22.On the distinction between the subaltern and the popular and the meaning of subalternity in crises, see Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Scattered Speculations on the Subaltern and the Popular,” Postcolonial Studies, vol. 8, no. 1 (2005): 475–486.

 

	23.Head, Maru, 6. Hereafter cited parenthetically.

 

	24.It is notable that Head spoke fondly of Maru’s magical aspects and the character she created, claiming he possessed a “feminine” energy and an acute sensitivity Qtd. in Grey, v. The text’s elaboration of magic tells a darker story than Head’s comments suggest.

 

	25.Many readers have long approached this text as an example of autobiographical realism, an interpretation Head herself alternately helped and criticized or challenged. See Linda-Susan Beard, “Head on Head, Metacritically Speaking: Bessie Head’s Epistolary Critique of A Question of Power,” Current Writing: Text and Reception in Southern Africa, vol. 26, no. 2 (2014): 123–134. Some critics, even those who do focus on its autobiographical dimensions, note a sense of the magical at work in the text; none, however, pursue its enactment in the context of magical realism as a literary tradition or its performance in her other novels. See, for example, Jacqueline Rose, “On the ‘Universality’ of Madness: Bessie Head’s A Question of Power,” Critical Inquiry, vol. 20, no. 3 (Spring 1994): 401–418; Clare Counihan, “The Hell of Desire: Narrative, Identity, and Utopia in A Question of Power,” Research in African Literatures, vol. 42, no. 1 (Spring 2011): 68–86.
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Popular Black and Native male authors such as Sherman Alexie and Junot Diaz have been accused by a number of women of sexual harassment and for using their masculinity and celebrity to intimidate and harass Black and Indigenous women writers. Accusations such as this force us to consider, again and again, the dilemmas of authorial celebrity and masculinity and their effects on the already precarious state of a Black and Indigenous literary canon and community.
These violations of community trust bring to mind a host of critiques offered by Black and Indigenous feminist scholars of their male counterparts, such as Hazel Carby’s Race Men and Jacqueline Keeler’s “Why Reading Sherman Alexie was Never Enough.” They ask can there be such a thing as an anti-colonial politics that is not anti-patriarchal and antiheteronormative?1 These feminist scholars make it clear that canonicity and popularity are part and parcel of the problem. This is because canonicity is produced in the tension between popular perception and the structures of academic institutions. Put plainly, canonicity comes by way of a broad white readership and sanctioned by the Western institution of the academy.
What is clear, is that this popularity makes it difficult to reprimand or even jettison authors such as Alexie or Diaz because their approval by a white readership has led to their canonical installation in high school and college curriculum. It is precisely because of this central role in curriculum that works such as Diaz’s collection of short stories Drown (1997) and his novel The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), and Alexie’s collection The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven (1993) and teen novel Flight (2001) require Black and Indigenous feminists and queer attention. Because works such as these often serve as student’s introduction to Black and Native American literature, it is pertinent that we offer strong and harsh rebuke but also make possible counter-readings of these works that emphasize queer and women characters; or critiques that stress a queer and feminist reading as a means of offering not only criticism of the text but the authors as well.
This is not an attempt to rescue such authors—far from it. Rather, I want to make available an abiding feminist critique of these works, so that when students pick them up, they might have a significant body of scholarship that might allow them to read these works through a Black and Indigenous feminist lens. For this reason, this chapter is part one of a two-part series, the first on Diaz and the second on Alexie. In these essays, I will read their respective works to argue that women characters present a renunciation of masculinity and heteropatriarchy as a way to critique the authors themselves. Such work would also thicken the already significant body of work on the complexities of Black and Indigenous experiences of sexual and gendered abuse and its relationship to the violence of white colonial practices of governance. Such critiques have the added weight and responsibility of creating a more just community by highlighting the way that conventional notions of masculinity produced significant intra-Black and Indigenous sources of violation through their recourse to patriarchy and heteronormativity

.
In this essay, I offer a close reading of the relationship between two important women characters, Beli and La Inca, in the novel The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. I engage these characters because their relationship offers a formula of magical and paradigmatic intimacy in and out of colonial violence. The connection between Beli and La Inca rebukes a masculine and heteronormative conception of community, thus, indirectly making possible a criticism of the author himself. I argue that reading these characters together, along with the fukú curse and zafa incantation, offer a model of paradigmatic and political engagement between Blackness and Indianness—which is to say, a masculine intimacy over one based on identity and self-identification.
The first half of the essay argues that the novel’s opening with the fukú curse requires a paradigmatic frame of reading that highlights the global nature and political intimacy of Blackness and Indianness, and the process by which they are created as ontological structures. The second half leverages the relationship between Blackness and Indianness from the first half of the paper to read the relationship between the characters Beli and La Inca. I read the relationship between these two characters as a criticism of conceptions of mestizaje and the figure of the Black-Indian. I argue that the relationship between these women characters offer a critique of the figure of the Black-Indian/mestizo as one of the, if not the, predominant means of grappling with Black and Indigenous contact in the New World. While I do not seek to dismiss the Black-Indian tout court, its centrality for thinking Black and Native interaction reproduces race as biology, elides the colonial-heteronormative sphere of interracial sex, and reproduces the hierarchization of Blackness and Indianness on the scale of humanity.
The relationship between Beli and La Inca offers a model of political and magical intimacy that exceeds the paradigm of naming and knowing involved in the process of identity creation. La Inca and Beli’s relationship, bound by abjection, disrupts the normative discourse of Black and Indian connection as structured by the heterosexual sex act, interracial mixing, and the figure of the Black-Indian. This is also particularly true given the context of the novel’s setting in the Dominican Republic, where individuals will often claim Indigenous or Taino ancestry over a Black one. I argue that in the text, Beli and La Inca represent avatars of paradigmatic Blackness and Indianness, respectively. Taken together, their intimacy demonstrates the intimacy between slavery and conquest as paradigms. Beli and La Inca’s closeness performs the powerful yet mundane magic of living and the desire to create community in and despite abjection. Fukú marks the history of global slavery and conquest while zafa names the magical nature of Black and Native intimacy that makes surviving colonialism possible. Zafa is the magical nature of their intimacy in and despite violence; it marks the possibility that they constitute family and friendship despite ongoing premature death—this is what I mean when I say “the magical and paradigmatic intimacy of Blackness and Indianness.” The magic of small acts of intramural and intra-traumatic care, the intimacy of the body and spirit, allows them both to hold death at bay, even if only momentarily. I wade through the metaphors of Blackness and Indianness in the novel in order to highlight the significance of the place of the Caribbean as the meeting point of the New World order, what the novel calls the “Ground Zero” of colonialism. Accordingly, the novel becomes a microcosm for thinking about the magical intimacy of Black and Indigenous global and paradigmatic relationships.
The Magical and Paradigmatic Intimacy of Blackness and Indianness
In the opening of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the modern epic begins by naming the ancient and metaphysical curse of white European slavery and conquest called “fukú.” The introductory vignette explains the paradigmatic relationship between Blackness and Indianness as ontological structures by saying,They say it came first from Africa, carried in the screams of the enslaved; that it was the death bane of the Tainos, uttered just as one world perished and another begins; that it was a demon drawn into Creation through the nightmare door that was cracked open in the Antilles. Fukú Americanus, or more colloquially, Fukú—generally a curse or a doom of some kind; specifically, the Curse and Doom of the New World. (1)



The opening narrative names fukú as the founding modern mythology that exposes the potent violence of slavery and conquest. This opening also names “zafa” as the word, spell, or invocation that can sometimes counter the terrible hex of fukú. The novel explains that “there was only one way to prevent disaster from coiling around you, only one surefire counterspell that would keep you and your family safe. Not surprisingly, it was a word. A simple word (followed usually by a vagarious crossing of index fingers). Zafa” (7). It is telling that the “cure” to fukú takes up only the last paragraphs of this opening section, signaling its rarity and the difficulty of actualizing intimacy as a cure to slavery and conquest. The scarcity of “zafa” indicates the prevalence of fukú. Nevertheless, and despite this infrequency, as the concluding remark, zafa is identified as the magical and paradigmatic intimacy of care and defense that makes life possible in the face of the seemingly unending violence of slavery and conquest. These institutions induce a crisis between the abstract and material qualities of life that in turn violently breaks the distinction between life and art, the real and the fictive. This is why the novel opens with the mythological life of the “Fukú Americanus” curse and its cure the “zafa” incantation because it seeks to tie together the seemingly abstract and philosophical nature of colonial experience with its violent and everyday material machinations.
“Fukú,” “the curse,” is that which comes from Africa. In describing conquest and slavery as coming from Africa, the novel hails the long history of the colonization and enslavement of Black Africans on the African continent by the Mediterranean empires of the classical era, the Arab-Muslim conquest of North Africa in the 700’s A.D., and the Portuguese conquest of Guinea (1441). But in its encounter with New World violence, and most importantly in its encounter with the American Native, the curse becomes something entirely new, that is, it becomes “Fukú Americanus.”
While African slavery can be identified as an institution that mediated the interaction between Africa, the Mediterranean, and the near East before New World discovery, it is not until the importation of enslaved Africans to the New World that Blackness takes on its scopic and paradigmatic quality, which is to say, its global and ontological characteristic.“Fukú Americanus” articulates the long history of African slavery but it also names the prodigious scope of the enslavement and genocide in New World conquest committed against America’s Indigenous people. “Fukú” is that which connects the American Indian and the African. Situated in relation to Africa by semicolon, Native America and Africa are joined, related but constitute their own discrete positions and subjects. Fukú names the creation of Indianness, calling it “the death bane of the Tainos, uttered just as one world perished and another begins” (1). The scope of the New World project of conquest, settlement, and slavery—not to mention the assumed “newness” of the New World Native and their culture—creates the Native not as an identity but as paradigmatic Indianness, as Jodi Byrd might explain.2 Indianness provides a different context for the experimentation in human lives via the institutionalization of the language of race and colonialism in “new” territory. The scope of settler conquest and Indigenous genocide was so prodigious, so unprecedented because it encompassed not only the capture of two American continents and the desire to exterminate America’s Indigenous people, but also facilitated the capture of the ocean through navigation and the importation of large numbers of African people in chattel slavery. In this unprecedented nature, New World conquest transformed the social, political, and natural geographies of four continents, eventually encompassing the entire globe. “Fukú” is that which connects the American Indian and the African. It is in the interaction between the institutions of New World conquest and African slavery, the “Savage Indian” and the “African Slave,” that the globe, the planet, and the world, as a unitary perspective, begin to come into view. In this sense, the Americas are as essential to Africa as Africa is to the Americas: the American Indian as essential to the African as the African is to the Indigenous American. They are constitutive of each other.
The novel’s opening meditations on mythologies, curses, fukú, zafa, and the relation between Blackness and Indianness provide the frame through which to engage the work; it asks that readers think through not only the fact of Black and Native life and identity but also the abstract principles and metaphors that govern Black and Indigenous life in the Americas. In other words, the work is asking us to think about Blackness and Indianness as ontological structures, as global paradigms. By ontological and paradigmatic Blackness and Indianness, I mean the mythos that binds the Black body to the condition of the “Slave” and the Native body to the condition of the “Savage.” Paradigmatic Blackness and Indianness are tied to the lived experiences of Black and Native communities but it also exceeds them because it is largely based on a white imaginary of these communities. What I mean is that Black and Indigenous people and characters might not individually feel like “Slaves” and “Savages” but their engagement with the white world is mediated by racial and colonial perceptions that assume in them an essence of servility and barbarity. The white world treats them accordingly by constantly targeting them for violence. The prologue’s hailing of a mythology of global colonization is meant to make evident the importance of these principles for our engagement with the novel but more importantly for Black and Indigenous engagement with each other and with the world. It is an invitation to read deeply and concurrently between slavery and conquest, Blackness and Indianness, the body and its relation to place.
In The Brief Wondrous Life, it is the female characters Beli and La Inca that become textual embodiments of Blackness and Indianness, respectively. These characters do not represent identity because they never personally claim to be Black or Native. Instead, they come to reflect paradigmatic positions and invites a new mode of thinking Black and Indigenous interaction in the New World through the shared experience of Trans-Atlantic slavery and settler conquest. The emphasis on the political violence of global conquest subordinates the discourse of the figure of the Black-Indian or the mestizo and the impetus of heterosexual and reproductive sex that this figure demands. Beli and La Inca’s relationship resists normative understandings of self and community in order to demonstrate that gender and sexuality are foundational to the practices of slavery, conquest, and to fukú. Gendered and sexual violence, then, are the unnamed engine—the central and centripetal force—of the structures of settler conquest and chattel slavery that allow them to perpetuate themselves through time as ontological and global structures.
Masculine Love: Masculine Possession
The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao is a failed bildungsroman—a genre of writing scholar Tasha Hawthorne calls the “Bildowns Roman”—that follows the life and death of the young Dominican man Oscar de Leon as he comes of age. Oscar is a nerd, overweight, and does not conform to stereotypical representations of Dominican and Black masculinity and their assumed singular area of expertise, sexual and romantic prowess.
He is not suave or charismatic and is characterized by a tendency to stumble his way through life. The novel follows Oscar’s experiences as a misfit in his home life, filled with tension between his mother and sister. Oscar is described as someone out of place, in his home, in high school, in college, in his Dominican community in diaspora, and on Hispaniola. The novel moves through the phases of Oscar’s life, each one highlighting his sense of isolation as fomenting and sedimenting around his unrequited desires for girls and his overly bookish nature. Because Oscar feels unfit to live in the world he inhabits, he overindulges in the fictional world of sci-fi, fantasy, and comic books, a generalist of the genre “nerd” rather than any one of these genres in particular. His shuttling between the magical/fantastical nature of literature and his personal feelings of despair lead Oscar to attempt killing himself in multiple scenarios throughout the novel. But these attempts at suicide are a result of Oscar’s own conception of masculinity and his penchant for isolation. Rather than having a historically justifiable reason for deciding and wanting to end his own life, Oscar’s desires to kill himself are large a result of his inability to possess women as objects of desire, which he thinks of as his singular birthright as a Dominican man in a colonial world.
In the novel, the introduction to Oscar’s life begins by punctuating the absence of an assumed masculine capability that becomes the defining conceptual frame of the reader’s introduction to Oscar. The novel begins, “our hero was not one of those Dominican cats everybody’s always going on about—he wasn’t no home-run hitter or a fly bachatero, not a playboy with a million hots on his jock. And except for one period early in his life, dude never had much luck with the females (how very un-Dominican of him). He was seven then…” (12). The narrative opening continues by explaining Oscar’s escapades as a seven-year-old Casanova, the encouragement of his family members at his boyhood play at masculinity, and his attempt to manage a relationship between two girls, that ultimately fails. Junor, Oscar’s roommate in college, says of him later in the novel,problem was, when it came to the mujeres my roommate was like no one on the planet. On the one hand, he had the worst case of no-toto-itis id’ ever seen. The last person to even come close was this poor Salvadoran kid I knew in high school who was burned all over his face, could get no girls ever because he looked like the phantom of the Opera. Well Oscar had it worse than him. At least Jeffery could clam an honest medical condition. What could Oscar claim?…Dude weighed 307 pounds for fuck’s sake…The real irony was that you never met a kid who wanted a girl so fucking bad. I mean shit, I thought I was into females, but no one, and I mean no one was into them the way Oscar was…Homes had it bad; couldn’t so much as see a cute girl without breaking into shakes. (173)



Although the novel tries to explain Oscar’s intense desire for women as “love,” it is in fact an unhealthy, obsessive, and possessive desire. Or more correctly, the novel indicates that masculine love is possessive. The passage is overly thick with pejorative conceptions of who is capable and worthy of love and intimacy. He compounds this obsessive attention paid to women by “breaking into shakes.” His bodily desire to own women are so strong, so compelling that they seem to operate independently of Oscar’s own body, leading him to shake without control, to blurt out rude and unsolicited comments, “hollering at strange girls on the street” (174). The novel pathologizes the lack of masculine prowess as a kind of malformation both of the body and spirit. At the same time, the narrative marks fat and physical deformity as conditions unworthy of love and community. Oscar and Junior imagine the possession of women and sex as the solution to this historical malignancy.
Oscar’s obsession with women plays into the all too simplistic narrative of the nerdy or un-masculine boy who gets rejected by women and so engages in either suicide or material acts of violence and retaliation against women for their feelings of dejection. Oscar is such a figure; first, he tries to commit suicide when rejected by Jenny in college; second, by the end of the novel, he manages to get himself killed by the boyfriend of a woman he falls in love with in the Dominican Republic. His failure to possess women at the opening of the novel becomes emblematic of his masculine failure throughout the rest of the work and foreshadows the central meaning of the story as one of masculine and heteronormative loss. This protagonist and his lack of masculinity follow the opening mythological vignette on fukú, but it overwrites fukú as the first and principle crime of slavery and conquest.
It is important to note here, as Hortense Spillers indicates, that Black and Indigenous being becomes unmade and ungendered by the violence of settler conquest and chattel slavery.3 It is not merely that they lose masculinity and femininity but that they lose any conception of gender, any conception of self all together. They do not merely lose varying parts or components of their being, they lose being itself in the process of slavery and conquest. Because of this history, Black and Indigenous masculinity, however conceived, is not and can never be correspondent or in relation to white masculinity. However, the novel’s opening emphasis on Oscar’s lack of manhood misnames the loss produced by fukú, by slavery and conquest, as the loss of masculinity itself. This elision is what produces the prevalence of fukú and the scarcity of zafa. Oscar’s conception of love and engagement with women in the novel is purely possessive. His constant lament that he is un-Dominican because of his lack of romantic and sexual prowess indicates that the only place that Black masculinity is allowed expertise is in the depiction of the Black man as hypersexual. Oscar, denied even this small vestige of Black masculine “virtuosity,” imagines himself as doubly marked by a history of conquest and slavery. Rather than identifying masculinity as one aspect of what is lost in the machinations of settler conquest and chattel slavery, Oscar imagines his trauma as the loss, the loss of the patriarchal prerogative of the father and the husband in relation to women and children. He incorrectly names this loss as the eternal wound caused by the violation of a history of colonialism. Precisely because the novel opens with Oscar’s masculine failure, his life and death become indicative of the failed nature of masculinity to render and produce community. This masculine failure indicates that rigid conceptions of masculinity too strongly depend on a heteronormative matrix of power, possession, and ownership.
If Dominican and Black masculinity, through its penchant for violence and possessiveness, recreates fukú in the world, it is the feminine and ungendering practices of everyday magic and intimacy of Black and Native women, rendered as paradigmatic resistance and “cure,” that forms a way of negotiating being as an anti-colonial aesthetic in the novel. This aesthetic takes the form of attention to nuance, detail, context, and consequence, constantly asking about the possibility of recreating the very structures of violence one wants to resists. It is for this reason that femininity and both La Inca and Beli are not identified as infallible or purely good in the novel. Rather, it is their commitment and willingness to engaging each other, despite the constant pressure of violence, that marks the power and magical nature of their interaction. Rendered paradigmatically, the relationship between these two characters—between Blackness and Indianness—punctuate the overidentification of the sexed and gendered narratives of the mixed figure of the “Black-Indian” or mestizaje/zambo as the primary source of Black and Indigenous interaction and friction. The novel names another source of community creation located in the paradigmatic loss of self and world expressed by the female characters Beli and la Inca.
Black and Indian Avatars: La Inca and Beli
When Oscar and his sister visit the DR in his youth, he stays with La Inca in Baní. Oscar calls her Abulea, but La Inca is the cousin of Abelard Luis Cabral, Oscar’s deceased maternal grandfather. La Inca is the matriarch of the family Cabral and one of the few relatives left on the island of the Dominican Republic that constitutes home for the Cabral family members in the Dominican diaspora in New Jersey. The novel explains the destruction of the Cabral family in the Dominican Republic during the Trujillo regime. Abelard was a celebrated doctor with a beautiful family. His wife’s name was Socorro, and together they had two beautiful daughters, Jacquelyn and Astrid. When ordered by Trujillo to bring his entire family to a gathering, Abelard disobeys and leaves his daughters at home, knowing well Trujillo’s reputation for seducing and raping the wives and daughters of his underlings. For his disobedience, Abelard is imprisoned and tortured before going mad and dying. His wife commits suicide and his two daughters die mysteriously, Jackie by drowning and Astrid by a stray bullet. Abelard’s third and final child, Hypatia Belicia Cabral, called Beli for short, is born close to the time of his imprisonment and death. While the rest of the family are identified as mulatto or as mixed, Beli is born Black, morena, negrita which is interpreted as the last sign of the fall of house Cabral.
In the novel, we are never told if La Inca is indeed Native American or of Taino descent; she comes to signify Indianness through her naming. Similarly, Beli never identifies herself as Black, rather, the novel names her Black. Signifying Indianness and Blackness in this manner, particularly in the Caribbean, runs the risk of reproducing the Native as a figure of the past that can only be made manifest through the practice of naming and place-names and helps to uphold the assumed nothingness or abstract fungibility of Black life and the Black body. Not to mention, that Latin American narratives of mestizaje appropriate and deploy Indigeneity and Blackness as operative identities in particular contexts rather than reflecting a true investment in either community. This makes it all the more difficult to locate and hear the voices of Black and Indigenous communities in the Caribbean and Latin America, but particularly Indigenous communities in these regions.

Glen Coulthard cautions against abstract interpretations of colonized communities because it runs the risk of reproducing them as empty signifiers, as an abstract being from the past.4 However, if we take a look at the structures that La Inca and Beli make evident, we begin to discern not just the mere invocation of Indigeneity or Blackness via their name or identity but rather we get the principles that undergird the paradigmatic position of Indianness and Blackness, which is to say, a history of Indigenous conquest and Back slavery in the Caribbean and Latin America. The novel uses a history of Indigenous conquest and African slavery as the very ground of the narrative, constantly referencing and recreating Caribbean history. The novel invokes serval important Taino and Indigenous historical figures. For example, the novel names Abelard’s house “Casa Hatüey” after the Taino leader who fled Hispaniola to Cuba during the Spanish invasion in order to rouse the Tiano’s of Cuba to revolt (212). The Fall of Abelard’s house, “House Hatüey,” was caused by Trujillo’s desire for his daughter, Jackie. The novel then goes on to liken Trujillo’s desire for Jackie to a Spanish conquistador’s desire for the Taino chief Anacaona, indicating the colonial desire for Indigenous women’s bodies as a source of repeating violence. The novel says,Anacaona aka the Golden Flower. One of the founding Mothers of the New World and the most beautiful Indian in the world. (The Mexican might have their Malinche, but we Dominicans have our Anacaona.) Anacaona was the wife of Caonabo, one of the five caciques who ruled our island at the time of the “Discovery”….When the Euros started going Hannibal Lecter on the Tainos, they killed Anacaona’s husband (which is another story). And like all good warrior-women she tried to rally her people, tried to resists, but the Europeans were the original fukú, no stopping them. Massacre after massacre after massacre.
&
A common story you hear about Anacaona in the DR is that on the eve of her execution she was offered a chance to save herself; all she had to do was marry a Spaniard who was obsessed with her. (See the trend? Trujillo wanted the Mirabal Sisters, and the Spaniard wanted Anacaona). (244)



The novel’s use of Caribbean, Hispaniola, and New World History in general also serves to undergird the structural and paradigmatic positions of Indianness that La Inca is meant to signify and the Blackness that Beli is made to inhabit. Although these historical moments are often relegated to the footnotes of the novel, as the footnotes, they serve as both the ground and context for the novel as well as an unfolding history of slavery and conquest. La Inca’s loss of her husband in the novel and her position as “the last Elder of the House Hatüey” connects her to Anacaona’s history of dispossession, to the massacres upon massacres.
Beli is also connected to Anacaona because she is “the last Daughter of the House Cabral” and the mark of its fall. Of Beli’s Blackness, the novel explains,the family claims the first sign was that Abelard’s third and final daughter, given the light early on in her father’s capsulization, was born black. And not just any kind of black. But black black—kongoblack, shangoblack, kaliblack, zapoteblack rekhablack—and no amount of fancy Dominican racial legerdemain was going to obscure the fact. That’s the kind of culture I belong to; people took their child’s black complexion as an ill omen. (248)



As the darkest child, Beli marks the failure and death of the Cabral family line. The novel goes to great lengths to emphasize her Blackness as a site of unworldly violence and otherworldly potentialities, as paradigmatic. What punctuates this even more, is that Beli is taken into a vestigial kind of slavery, a contemporary manifestation of the slave past in the DR, where she becomes the possession of a family who treats her as a subjugated servant, keeps her in a chicken coop, and scars her back by burning her with hot oil. The novel dubs this period in Beli’s early life “the lost years.” Put another way, the Cabral family is returned to Black slavery as the sign of its impossibility and death.
The failure of the mulatto/mestizo family Cabral is an indication of the failure of masculinity and heteronormativity to truly cultivate family and community safe from violence. The failure of Abelard and Oscar’s masculinity and the failure of the Cabral narrative of mestizaje demonstrate that mixture will not and cannot remedy the problem of racial and colonial governance because sex, gender, and mixture are already the essential means through which chattel slavery and settler conquest replicate themselves. Heterosexual mixture, mestizaje, and la raza are perfectly in lock step with global white supremacy, and, in and of themselves, cannot provide an out to racial and colonial violence.
Thus, La Inca, the last elder, in search of Beli, the last daughter, is also in search of an impossible community in the devastating aftermath of colonial histories. Indianness in search of Blackness finds kin in the space of devastation. In both instances, Beli and La Inca come to represent paradigmatic Indianness and Blackness rather than identifying as Native or Black themselves. This is not to dismiss “identity” and “self-identification” in total, but rather to demonstrate the over-riding emphasis of identity as dependent on the reproductive process of heterosexual sex. What I mean is that most people’s conception of their identity is one inherited from the family unit, the heterosexual coupling, and the fictional immortality/continuity of the community imagined in progeny.
It might be expedient to define paradigmatic Indianness here; it is the material and ontological position of the “Savage,” the inhuman structured by past-perfect completion and death; it is the condition of a pervasive and barbarous sovereignty, a pre-civil disorder marked by primal and hyper-belonging to space and time, subsumed by the nomenclature of the frontier, where taking land/space or becoming Native is synonymous with the taking of the Indian woman’s body. We can also define paradigmatic Blackness as the material and ontological position of the “Slave,” as the condition of perpetual dishonor and gratuitous violence. Subsumed by oceanic feeling, an ungendered cosmic isolate, the “Slave” comes to represent the figure of the anti-human against which humanity establishes itself and continually renews its constitutive grammars and integrity. Positioned by the assumed fungible and reproductive capacity of the Black and Native female body, paradigmatic Blackness and Indianness indicates that race and colonialism are less about how one self-identifies and more about how institutions of power hail, mark, and interpolate you.
In part, the rarity and scarcity of zafa, in relation to fukú, are to demonstrate the power of everyday intimacy, everyday magic, in relation to the large-scale violence and necromancy of fukú. But more correctly, zafa has to occur at the level of the everyday, in the closeness of the “home,” because despite fukú’s penchant for spectacular performance, fukú’s prevalence comes about by way of the transformation of spectacular violence as the stuff of the everyday.5 Black and Dominican men traffic this spectacular colonial violence into the intimacy and everydayness of the home and their relationships with Black and Native women. So, in fact, while it takes large amounts of violence to make fukú, seemingly small and imperceptible practices cultivate zafa.
Although fukú is marked as more prevalent than zafa, zafa is in fact not scarce at all. It just goes unnoticed, marked as mundane. Zafa occurs at the level of the everyday and ordinary acts of intimacy: feeding, caring, clothing, sheltering, and in its most extreme form, loving. It goes unnoticed and is imagined as scarce because it is assumed as women’s work, and accordingly its potent magic is ignored. In this mundane and putatively feminine form, it goes unnoticed as the profound everyday magic that counters the cataclysmic and spectacular nature of slavery, conquest, and fukú, making home possible in the very space of its impossibility. What makes zafa’s version of community creation magical and intimate, is that it is unique and particular to each group of participants and individuals which constitute it, no matter how small. Although Beli and La Inca share this profound connection, they are not able to extend their particular intimacy to all the other characters in the novel. Nevertheless, it is their particular intimacy that makes what little conception of home they have possible. It is for this reason that the novel describes La Inca’s and Beli’s reunion in parentheticals. When Beli takes Oscar to the DR to heal from his suicide attempt, the novel explains Beli and La Inca’s meeting, saying “nothing more moving, thought, then La Inca and his mother. At first saying nothing and then his mother covering her face and breaking down, saying in this little-girl voice, Madre I’m home. And then the both of them holding each other and crying and Lola joining them and Oscar not knowing what do so he joined his cousin…” (274). Oscar’s masculinity, so isolating, so anti-communal, so possessive, does not allow him to connect with these women characters even though he now, through his attempted suicide, shares a relationship to death that would and should draw him closer to them.
Oscar’s possessive desire for women’s bodies mimics Trujilo’s Gangster’s desire to possess Beli and the conquistador’s desire to possess Indigenous women. The novel’s identification of the structure and spirit of Blackness and Indianness marks the possession of women’s bodies as essential material and conceptual resources that are created and made available for the accumulation of white material and spiritual wealth. Put another way, the symbolic mining and extraction of the spiritual and psychic life of Black and Native women goes hand in hand with the material accumulation of wealth and resources meant to secure European domination globally. Oscar’s masculinity attempts to mine this fact, desires to trade women’s bodies as the source of accumulating and fortifying a deficient sense of masculine prowess. In imagining the abstraction of Black and Native life as resources, Oscar’s desires also highlight the transformation of the material bodies of Black and Native people and women into metaphorical and metaphysical tools.
Both Blackness and Indianness are marked by this process of structural violence and trauma. However, the overarching emphasis is different for each. Blackness’ oceanic nature produces the white subject’s ability to exist in the world. But it is through the Indian’s relation to land that the white subject can claim the world as a place in which it exists. Blackness and Indianness are then tautological halves of the same whole, of the same political formula of being-in-place. Indianness comes to represent a cache of belonging to be mined and the Black body is imagined as an isolate against which belonging can be imagined. It is from these broken and fractured conceptions of self and world that both La Inca and Beli try to rebuild their lives. This is the source of their magical intimacy, their mutual oscillation between despair and hope, between home and isolation.
The Feminine Deconstruction of the Family
My argument is that the paradigmatic and magical intimacy, the zafa, between La Inca and Beli, undergirded by Blackness and Indianness, constitutes a different set of intimate relations outside of the heterosexual unit, an open-ended formula of gender, love, and family. Here, their experience of loss is as important to their fractured conceptions of home as are their hopes and dreams. Although La Inca is in fact related to Casa Hatüey and to Beli, it is not blood relation that is emphasized in the novel but family by way of action and deed. What makes La Inca Beli’s family is not merely that she is Abelard’s cousin and Beli is the last of Abelard’s house, but rather La Inca’s diligent searching for Beli, bringing her home, and her continued attempts to protect the growing girl from masculine violence at the height of Trujillo’s reign and throughout the novel. La Inca’s act of community intimacy in searching for the third and final daughter is in contradistinction to the isolation experienced by both Beli and Oscar. In this way, La Inca comes to represent a paradigmatic sign of belonging. This belonging does not mean that La Inca herself belongs to Bani or the Dominican Republic but rather marks her as a source of Indigenous belonging to be both materiality and symbolically mined for the production of a colonial possession to Indigenous place. In this way, La Inca comes to overrepresent symbolic belonging to place without actually being able to cohere home and belong safe from violation and violence. This is why, even though La Inca goes to rescue Beli from her experience of isolation and violation, she has to perform this act of care and defense again and again and again against a repeating and ever-present threat of violence. Creating community in the face of ever-present violence, at the constant threat of attack, is the power articulated in the relations between La Inca and Beli as symbolic avatars of Indianness and Blackness, respectively. When we read La Inca as a textual embodiment of Indianness, we are made aware of her position in the novel as a repository of belonging.
After Beli’s mother and father die—one from the tyranny of Trujillo, the other from grief—it is La Inca who is the last bastion of belonging in the novel. However, this belonging is marked by violence and loss not only because of the death of Beli’s parents but also the death of La Inca’s husband. It is while La Inca is mourning the loss of her husband that her cousin Abelard is taken and killed by Trujillo. Preoccupied by her own grief, La Inca is unable to come to her cousin’s aid. It is not until the death of Abelard’s wife and the death of his two oldest daughters that La Inca remembers her own desires for kinship in the face of violence. From her own wellspring of grief, she expresses a desire for community. She then undertakes the task of finding and caring for Beli. Beli has been taken by family members who have sold her to another family as a slave. When La Inca finds her, she says, “I am your real family, La Inca” (257). When we read this statement, not in the affective economy of comprehensible networks or normative familial structures, but in relation to global paradigms, what we get is something akin to an otherworldly connection; a kind of kinship that is born of the suffering of colonialism and fukú. But this connection based on paradigmatic suffering also finds its grounding in an imagined elsewhere. When La Inca says to Beli, “I am your real family, La Inca,” we also get a connection akin to the following: “the Indian and the Black body have no truer friends than each other.” In this desire for a longed-for home and family, safe from violence, we glimpse a utopic longing that is simultaneously an articulation of Black and Native concord-in-suffering.
Together, La Inca and Beli present a formula of community creation that imagines the fortification of the self as essential to the collective unity of the community. La Inca tries to inculcate in Beli a narrative of her father’s legacy as a doctor and tries to get her to aspire to be like him. But Beli rebels against this strict conception of home in order to demonstrate that the self must be reinvigorated before it can possibly constitute home, family, or community. Put another way, “community” and the “self” exist in a dynamic play in which the body of a community imagines itself as the dynamic expression of the self of the individual and vice versa.
Beli finds her greatest expression of resistance against the patriarchal narrative of her father by dreaming her own relationship and intimacy. At age sixteen she decides not to return to school, starts working at a local bar, and falls in love with a “Gangster”—one of Trujillo’s henchman. Although her relationship with the Gangster is constitutive of a heteronormative matrix, Beli indicates in the novel that her desire for the Gangster is a sublimated desire for something more abstract and potent than masculine love. The Gangster represents a formula of freedom that she hopes to inhabit: “I want to be like you…I want to be free” (134). When the Gangster speaks of being “free,” he means free of familial responsibility, listing the relationship between “self” and “community” as a mutual state of capture, a mutual state of dependence (133–134). Initially, Beli appropriates the Gangster’s masculine representation of freedom as either isolation or the patriarchal narrative. When she learns that she is pregnant with the Gangster’s child, she is elated and says she wants to name the baby Abelard after her father. However, Beli soon finds out that the Gangster is married to the sister of Trujillo, who has targeted her to be killed.
Beli is eventually captured, taken to a canfield, and beaten nearly to death. Close to death, Beli’s conception of freedom grows deeper than a freedom from familial obligation or the power of the patriarchal prerogative. Rather, she desires a freedom to be, to exits as herself, that places community and life itself in perspective, in context. In the middle of the cane fields, close to death and falling into nothingness, Beli sees La Inca praying for her. The novel says, Beli seesfor a brief instant La Inca praying in her room—the silence that lay between them now, stronger than love…there yawned a loneliness so total it was beyond death, a loneliness that obliterated memory….and it is into that loneliness that she was sliding, and it was here that she would dwell forever, alone, black….all hope was gone but then, True Believers, like the Hand of the Ancestors themselves, a miracle. (148)



La Inca’s prayers summon a magical and golden mongoose to aid Beli. She is guided by this creature to the road where she is rescued by a passing truck and taken to La Inca’s home. The mongoose then returns again and again in the novel to aid Beli’s children as a protective figure made possible by Beli’s intimacy with La Inca. Both La Inca and Beli remind us that the self and the community to which it belongs are constituted by broken parts, trauma, and violence, all held together by threadbare, yet powerful, acts of care. They dream of an impossible otherwise, highlighting that both the self and community exists in dynamic change and exchange in relation to each other. So, even as Beli’s understanding of freedom changes, so too does La Inca’s conception of community. Beli’s experience of violence occurs in relation to an intimate dance of care and prayer that attempts to protect her. Here, the magic is the power and intimacy of small acts to protect the disinherited even in the most difficult moments of life. What is more, the scenes of Beli’s experience of violence visually merge with La Inca; she can see and hear La Inca even in her isolation in the fields. The overlapped and interlaced experience of violation and the possibility that someone, somewhere is praying for her makes living in and despite colonial violence possible. It is not to hope itself that Beli clings to in the cane fields, but the swing and pendulum between despair and hope. Even in her despair, she expects the return of hope. She also knows too, that in hope, in her happiest and most prosperous moments, her body and senses tingle in anticipate and waiting for the inevitable return of despair. Both fukú and zafa are powerful sources of magic, but the acknowledgment and the awareness of the dance between the two more sharply attenuate the Black and Native body to the possibility of surviving, combating, and out-living white colonial violence. It is to this dance between hope and despair that Beli clings. These acts of care and magical intimacy do not always prevent the occurrence of colonial violence, but might, possibly, stave off the more spectacular dimensions of its everyday manifestations.
The phantasmic merging of scenes and scenarios that conceptually links Black and Native American experiences is also punctuated by La Inca’s constant dreaming of the ocean as a point of simultaneous contact and loss. For La Inca, it is the place she loses her husband, her love, but it is also the place where he returns to her to offer council and comfort in the creation of community. Her husband reaches beyond the oceanic dead to offer otherworldly advice fit for La Inca’s and Beli’s world. This principle is made even more salient in the novel when La Inca’s dead husband visits her in a dream and gives her the solution to saving Beli, who is still in danger from the Gangster. The novel says,She was dreaming that she and her dead husband were on the beach where he had drowned…. You have to send her away. But they will find her in the campo. You have to send her to Nueva York. I have it on great authority that it is the only way. And then he strutted proudly into the water; she tried to call him back, Please, come back, but he did not listen.



In this dream, the ocean is first a place of death, where La Inca’s husband dies. His drowning invokes the violence of the Middle Passage that suspends the Black body in a state of oceanic isolation, a condition of nowhere and nothingness; the Black body becomes a cosmological isolate that cannot claim or impart spatial or temporal belonging.6 In this sense, Indigeneity and Blackness become incommensurate modes of being—we should think Indigeneity as the template of human belonging to a particular cosmological and geographic space-time.
If Blackness inhabits the position of the oceanic, a position without cosmological designation, then, La Inca, Indigeneity, the Native, Indianness inhabits the position of a hyper designation of land. La Inca’s situatedness in Bani and her horror at the thought of sending Beli to New York, of exile, is an indication of this hyper-locality. The novel says of La Inca, “His otherworldly advice was too terrible to consider. Exile to the North!…The girl would be lost to her…” (158). However, La Inca meets Beli in the place of exile, in the no-man’s land between Blackness and Indianness. This place is metaphorized in La Inca’s dream as the shore, as the meeting point of earth and water. It is tempting to read this articulation of Indigeneity as firmly grounded in place, but its hyper-locality, its position as a repository of belonging, is also the site of its lack of designation. Because of the Native’s hyper-locality, the Indian is imagined as the spirit of the land in a global formula meant to furnish the colonizer with a sense of placed belonging. This is replicated planetarily and galactically by transforming those peoples and places to be colonized into Indians—this is what Jodi Byrd calls the “transit of empire.”7 In making the Indian move, Indigeneity becomes divested of its particularity, of its emphasis on the hyper-local and instead transforms the globe itself into a hyper-locality that can be possessed. Put another way, the over-particularity of the figure of the Indian, its connection to land, its reduction to dust through genocide, is also a nefarious omnipresence, an everywhereness. Paradigmatically, the Native’s grounded everythingness, everywhereness, is in contradiction and hypostatic union with the nothingness, the nowhereness, of Black oceanic positioning. La Inca’s husband walks into the ocean not as a demonstration that the Indian must inhabit the lack of designation of the Black body but rather to demonstrate that the encounter between Blackness and Indianness, metaphorized here as the shore, is a littoral and porous one. It is a demonstration that the two already move between and in relation to each other without recourse to heterosexual mixture. Blackness and Indianness are two halves of a whole that can never meet precisely because they are imagined as related but opposing forces.
What is important about the dream is not that it imagines New York City itself as the site of otherworldly potentialities and exile, but that it intervenes in Beli and La Inca’s moment of crisis and offers other interpretations of and models of community. To quote Jose Esteban Munoz in Cursing Utopia, the dream might represent something like “potential blueprints of a world not quite here, a horizon of possibility, not a fixed schema. It is productive to think about utopia as flux, a temporal disorganization, as a moment when the here and the now transcended by a then and there that could be and indeed should be” (97). The potential blueprint offered by La Inca’s husband, is exile. The Black body as a cosmological isolate already inhabits a position of exile, of being in the world but not of the world. The dream, then, is an offer not so much of the actual exile to New York City itself but rather the exile that is particular to the condition of Blackness. To escape the violence of the Gangster and Trujillo—and the Western masculinity that they both conjure—Beli must embrace the condition of her Blackness, she must cast herself with temerity into its unknown and violent possibilities. Similarly, La Inca must also embrace the broken nature of Indianness and the fracturing of her family if she wishes to save it from devastation. As Darieck Scott notes, “suffering seems, at some level or at some far flung contact point, to merge into something like ability, like power (and certainly, like pleasure) without losing or denying what it is to suffer.”8 This “power” is what La Inca’s dream imagines as the kernel of otherworldly possibilities. But in the novel this power occurs at the contact point between Black and Indigenous suffering. If the offer to Beli is an embrace of Blackness, then La Inca’s dream that returns her again and again to the oceanic site of her own suffering, and the history of genocide that animates it, demands that the Native inhabit both the corporeal and land loss caused by conquest. It is here, at the meeting point between the metaphorized condition of Black and Indigenous suffering that possibilities emerge. The care and suffering that Blackness and Indianness share is a source of magic that animates a desire for utopia and acts as both power and pleasure in and despite despair. In profound moments of self-acceptation, this magic also animates despair by transforming it into indignation and anger. The magical dimension of the narrative manifests itself in the constant appearance of La Inca’s husband on the shore in her dreams, demonstrating the connection between the past and the future.
Although La Inca is in fact related to Beli and emphasizes the resurrection of the House of Cabral—which is claimed to be descended from the Taino chieftain Hatuey—it is not the normative notion of the family or of interracial mixture and marriage that these figures come to most sharply represent. What makes La Inca Beli’s family is her willingness to go searching for the girl and her willingness to let her go. Love, in this sense, is not purely possessive but can articulate community even in the material absence of community members. La Inca and Beli, as selves and in community, are constituted by dispossession and held together by a dream of home and family, safe from violence.
Mestizaje: Or the Hetero-Patriarchal Problem of the Figure of the Black-Indian
The focus on the relationship between La Inca and Beli, their magical intimacy, is meant as an attempt to suppress the all too easy and often violent discourse of mestizaje and easy formulations of the normative family. The reason for this is that despite a pantheon of dynamic historical connections between Black and Indigenous communities, the most common trope used to understand this relationship is the multiracial figure of the Black-Indian in the US context, or in the Latin American and Caribbean context, the zambo and the mestizo. Emphasis on the Black-Indian is concerning because it often distracts from paradigmatic analysis because Black-Native relationships do not share the same power dynamic as the relationship between white actors and their colonized subjects.
The problem with the figure of the Black-Indian as the paragon of Black and Native interaction is that it offers interracial mixture and sex as the true ideal of a synthesized Blackness and Indianness. This emphasis supplants an anti-Western and anti-white framework as the primary source of a syncretic Black and Indigenous politics. A focus on mixture ultimately reduces the problem of race and colonialism to the problem of individuals and their (in)ability to overcome personal prejudice and to “love” the “Other.” Such a concentration does not take into account the complex relationship between institutional structures and individual feelings and their mutual unfolding in relation to each other. The figure of the Black-Indian reproduces rather than deconstructs white supremacy because it leaves unevaluated the very forward-facing engine of slavery and settler conquest, which is to say it leaves unanalyzed the heteronormative matrix of gender and sex that perpetuate these insinuations into the present. In Amalgamation Schemes Jared Sexton writes that multiracialism “cannot help but imply a production of race in the field of heterosexuality, nominating, more specifically, the reproductive sex act as the principal site of mediation for racial difference itself.”9 Indigenous Studies scholar Sandy Grande adds that in the case of Native America, mestizaje cannot be reconciled with the constant appropriation and deployment of Indigeneity and Indianness as an object and as the property relation of Native life in which white and non-Indigenous people claim to be Indigenous as a means of eliminating and replacing Native people and their claims to land.10 Under the mark of mestizaje, Blackness and Indianness become operative but disposable categories. Accordingly, racial mixture is itself the self-generating principles that produce and fortify notions of purity essential to white supremacy and the object relation of Black and Native life. In this play of signs, white supremacy constitutes itself through a negation of Blackness in order to create a white subject capable of belonging and through the negation of Indianness that provides the place to which a white subject can belong.
The Black-Indian limits the field of play in which Blackness and Indianness cavort and collude with each other. Queer potentialities become foreclosed in the most basic sense of queer sex but also in the larger sense of the non-normative. Simultaneously, this discourse pressures Black and Indian women to bear the weight of racial signification since it is through the act of reproductive sex that the Black-Indian garners its meaning. Colonialism and race making are constituted through miscegenation and sexual violence that identify race, colonialism, Blackness, and Indianness as fundamentally gendered and sexed entities. This is in part because sexual encounters between white European colonizers and their colonized subjects facilitated the practice of possession all the more strongly. Race, gender, and sexual performance attempt to use these social codes to rewrite the body.11
Accordingly, Indianness and Blackness have as their ballast the gendered and sexual performance of Black and Native women whose bodies are used to facilitate the repeating cycle of violence in the colonization of life. This takes the form of the one-drop rule for Blackness and the blood quantum principle for Indianness, whereby both practices are meant to dispossess Black and Native people of their persons and relationships to the world writ large by indicating too much or too little Blackness and Indianness, always in relation to whiteness. This discourse of mixing is subtended by the sexual violence of the plantation that structures the Black woman’s body as an “object for the master” and the sexual violence sanctioned as “spoils of war” that analogizes the Native woman’s body as uninhabited land for the taking. If Blackness and Indianness, vis-à-vis whiteness, are articulated through these gendered and sexual principles, then Black and Indigenous relationships take on this particular colonial grammar. This is in part the reason that the figure of the Black-Indian becomes the paragon of Black and Native concord—it is the sticky residue of colonialism’s normalization of Western gender and sexual practice.
This normalization of heterosexual Black and Native encounter is subtended by grammars of violence whereby the encounter between Black and Indian bodies, historically and presently, often occur through a structured invidious event. By this I mean that the conscription of the Five Civilized Tribes in participating in chattel slavery and the Buffalo Soldier’s conscription into the Indian Wars and westward expansion serve as the primary sites and sources of Black and Indigenous sexual and interracial encounter and mixture. Under these conscriptions, Black and Indigenous men are made to participate in an economy of white colonial masculinity that imagines the Black woman’s body as an “object for the master” and the Native woman’s body as the “spoils of war.” Consequently, in the historical narratives we have inherited, we can say that the figures of the Savage and the Slave, more often than not, encounter each other as enemies via colonial ventriloquism. This historical violence undergirds Black and Indigenous (sexual) encounters. However, even as the Black-Indian invokes interracial sex, it obfuscates this history of sexual violence because it presumes that the explicit absence of the colonizer implies a total absence and unproblematic engagement between Black and Native communities. Narratives of mixture supplant sexual violence with discourses of love, romantic maroonage and collaboration, and desires for cultural harmony and continuity. This is not to say that Black and Native people cannot have heterosexual relationships that are not fundamentally structured by the heteronormative matrix of colonialism, rather it is to say that the assumption of its singularity as the mode of Black and Indian engagement positions it as part and parcel of the sexed and gendered processes of colonialism and race making generally.
Although both Beli and La Inca fall in love with men, it is their intimacy with each other that structures the narrative arch of the novel. However, La Inca and Beli reproduce some of the negative aspects of community, demonstrating its incomplete nature, the need to constantly attend to it. For La Inca, raising Beli was also a civilizing mission in the resurrection of the patriarchal House of Cabral. Similarly, Beli’s desire for her own family, coupled with her mistreatments of her children Oscar and Lola, also expresses a masculine desire for mastery via the family. Accordingly, Beli and La Inca do not come to signify the creation and completion of a harmonious self, family, or community but rather the constant and everyday work that goes into caring in the midst of mundane and spectacular violence. For this reason, their efforts at self and community creation always fail or are forestalled by the ever-present nature of colonial violence. The suggestion that the novel makes here is that fukú is constant and the magical and intimate practice of resisting it, zafa, is an effort of the everyday. However, what differentiates these two women from Oscar, is that even in their most selfish moments, they have significant imaginings of communal intimacy and are able to accept wounds and wounding as an essential part of self and community making. These women do not take shelter in the impossible dream of isolation or over-internalize their wounds as singular in nature or unique to them. Rather, they highlight a communal experience of violence that is passed down generation to generation via the trauma of individual family members and is reflective of a large social structure of violence and dispossession against Black and Indigenous people generally.
In part, the failure of Beli and La Inca, through their particular patriarchal investments, is a result of their writing and construction. The manner in which Beli and La Inca, and all the female characters in the novel, are constructed also signals a heavy masculinist hand in their construction. The inner dialogue of the women characters does not reflect the critical voice, the questioning voice that often accompanies Black and Indigenous women characters in literature. This is not to romanticize women and femininity but rather demands that a more complex understanding and rendering of their lives is required. One would think that the relationship between Beli and La Inca—not to mention Beli’s mistreatment at the hands of the Gangster and the Trujillos—would suggest to Oscar, Junor, and other male characters, maybe even the author himself, that a more just and expansive account of Black and Indigenous women’s experience was required to fully understand and unmake a history of slavery and conquest. One would think that hearing and telling these important stories about women’s experience of violence would also push a male reader/listener or male author/teller to act more just and equitably in relation to the women who constitute their community
.
The novel’s subordination of the Black-Indian and the mestizo in preference for a paradigmatic and magical intimacy between Indianness and Blackness articulate that white supremacy’s mythology necessitates narratives of gender and sex to perpetuate itself. La Inca and Beli offer us, at the most basic level, a critique of normative notions of thinking Black and Indigenous interaction by subordinating their familial connection in preference for connections based on a shared suffering, shared utopic desires, shared otherworldly powers, and shared political actions of care and defense. Put another way, fukú and zafa, more than blood, are the marks of their familial relation. This magical and intimate relation stresses that Blackness and Indianness are fundamentally connected and that the difference between them is merely one of ontological inflection. Nevertheless, because of the arbitrary and irrational nature of white supremacy and colonialism, these positions are never hermetically sealed and at one historical point or another Blackness and Indianness become interchangeable in interesting and confounding ways. This, however, does not mean that we analogize the Indian and the Black body or reduce them to pithy comparison; rather, what is required is a vigorous analysis of how it is that Blackness and Indianness necessitate each other
.
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Blasting past even the extremes of the most fantastical magical realism and flirting with taboos, Mo Yan’s fiction delves the underbelly of today’s China. Against a narrative backdrop of neatly packaged Chinese history, The Republic of Wine (hereinafter Republic) boldly violates the decorum of conventional international fiction and tests the moral prestige of truth. It follows the sad saga of one man who investigates a rumored case of cannibalism and corruption. Capturing the ambiguous spirit of the times, when China’s blindingly rapid economic rise has not only obliterated the memory of famine from only a generation ago but whipped a newly prosperous generation into the decadent frenzy of consumerism, it helped earn its author a Nobel prize for literature. Like a twenty-first-century Chinese update of the classic satire by Jonathan Swift, “A Modest Proposal,” it deploys hyperbole and travels along the edge of taboo with a twisted tale that involves eating babies.

We begin with Ding Gou’er, the protagonist, who sets out to nail a government official, Diamond Jin, and his corrupt group of cadres who are reputed to be feasting on infant boys, not just a taboo but a crime worthy of death by a thousand cuts. This narrative arc warrants a privileged place in the Chinese literary tradition: a hero out to defeat the bad elements in the name of the people, the Party, and the general good of the nation, except that this antihero, like those found in Lu Xun’s now classic “The Story of Ah-Q” and “A Madman’s Diary,” or Leopold Bloom in James Joyce’s Ulysses, fails to fulfill his duties as a Party representative and investigator. Through surreal trials and misadventures, Ding Gou’er reveals himself unworthy of his office. By novel’s end, he has been taunted by his archenemy and ends his life in a cesspool even as the corrupt officials continue to satisfy their perverse gustatory desires. “Come here, my dear Ding Gou’er, come over here…”1 (330). Ding Gou’er hears the lady trucker beckoning him to join her on the pleasure boat on the river. He spots Diamond Jin behind her whispering to the tavern owner, the dwarf Yu Yichi who smiles a condescending smile toward Ding Gou’er. He also witnesses an orgy of feasting and shouting.“I protest!” With a final burst of energy, he dashed toward the pleasure-boat. But before he got there, he stumbled into an open-air privy filled with soupy, fermenting goop of food and drink regurgitated by Liquorland residents, plus the drink and food excreted from the other end, atop which floated such imaginably filthy refuse as bloated, used condoms…. “I protest, I pro-” The pitiless muck sealed his mouth as the irresistible force of gravity drew him under. Within seconds, the sacred panoply of ideals, justice, respect, honor, and love accompanied a long-suffering special investigator to the very bottom of the privy. (330)



Ding Gou’er’s tale prompts us to ponder the role of the archetypal hero’s journey in the Jungian sense. A hero leaves his comfort zone, such as his parents’ nest, and ventures into the world. He or she wages wars against the chaos of the outside world. But instead of being swallowed by the forces he is fighting against as well as his own weaknesses, the Jungian hero returns home with victory and wisdom. Here is Mo Yan’s description of a repulsive weakling who is anything but heroic in the Jungian sense:Investigator Ding Gou’er opened his eyes. His eyeballs felt dull and heavy, he had a splitting headache, his breath was foul, and his gums, his tongue, the walls of his mouth, and his throat were coated with a sticky substance. In the murky yellow light of a chandelier he couldn’t tell if it was day or night, if it was dawn or dusk. His wristwatch was missing, his biological clock was out of whack, his stomach was growling, and his hemorrhoids were throbbing in rhythm with his heartbeats. (114)



Early in his investigative foray into the mystery of the baby-eaters, before he was able to substantiate the claim of a whistleblower, Ding Gou’er fell into a trap set by his targets who staged a banquet, a customary way to welcome an official, that served wines and exotic dishes produced in Liquorland, a fictional municipality where officials are the purported cannibals. Trapped by their hospitality, Ding Gou’er attempts to regain his equilibrium but finds himself falling deeper and deeper into the mise-en-abyme of their decadence.
The main story is punctuated by interludes that weave the voices of two other narrators, including letters as well as inserted stories and anecdotes. These twists and turns unleash a dystopian energy that complicates the fantasy and often threaten to derail the narrative from its linear track. The hero devolves into a clown. He is a coward, a slouch, a pitiful self-loathing failure who on the one hand witnesses no real evidence of cannibalism and on the other hallucinates, seeing a baby-like delicacy on his banquet table. He soils himself, copulates with a lady trucker who has given him a lift while her husband videotapes the act, watches the lady trucker consort with the tavern keeper, begs for a bowl of soup while imagining himself kicking his nemesis in the balls. A loathsome antihero undone by his own weakness, he mirrors the decay of the official edicts of fiction as it is conventionally structured.
The magical nature of the Republic partly reveals itself in the portrayal of the main character whose dreamlike state comes to light when Mo Yan masterfully shifts point of view in narration. The Republic starts in the third person, an omnipresent view that uncovers for the reader the main narrative line, realistic and official. Investigator Ding Gou’er visits a coal mine in Liquorland where the prime suspect, Diamond Jin, once served as a teacher at the elementary school attached to the mine. Naturally, the investigator needs to get to the roots of the suspect’s evil doings (eating babies) and follows the trajectory to his current position as the Liquorland’s Deputy Head of Propaganda. To promote the city’s tourism, Diamond Jin encourages exotic attractions. This includes distilling the best wine and providing the most unheard-of cuisine. Naturally, the Mine Director and Party Secretary welcome the investigator sent by a high-ranking official from above. This involves wine drinking first and business next, a customary way of conducting official affairs and business in China. “We can talk while we enjoy some food and drink,” the Party Secretary proposes. Before he could open his mouth to protest, Ding Gou’er was hustled into the dining room. And by end of Chapter Two, a chapter entirely devoted to drinking and dining, Ding Gou’er has drifted into a dream-like land where he starts to see things and the third-person narrator disappears to give way to Ding’s own voice. Blind drunk, the investigator was bundled to a guest house where he starts to narrate the dreams and at the same time reality of the investigator’s state of mind.They carried me into a remote building, where two women in white sat across from each other at a writing desk…. The girls placed my body in room 401. I had no idea how the number 401 was arrived at, and wondered what kind of place this was. Manhattan’s high-rises stretched up to heaven; Liquorland’s reach down to Hell. (86)



This dream-like quality returns later in the novel when another shift of point of view takes place. This time, the omniscient point of view joins the main arc of the narrative of the Republic and tells the last chapter of the main story in the first-person point of view. He is at once the doppelganger Mo Yan and the third-person narrator who is also the author of The Republic. At this point, any reader looking for a comfortable story line would be turned around completely and feel touched in the head. In the Republic, Mo Yan agrees to visit Liquorland to meet the liquor study doctoral student, Li Yidou, the young writer who seeks his expert opinion and guidance by sending his manuscripts and begging him to pass his works to a literary magazine. Mo Yan boards a train to Liquorland. Here is the scene of his arrival:Quickly Mo Yan and I merge into one. He sits up in his middle berth, which means that I sit up as well. This Mo Yan is so filthy he’s hard to swallow. He coughs twice, then wraps his filthy water mug in the filthy rag he uses to wash his face and feet. The train station platform is deserted except for two shuffling men in blue overcoats…. Wrapped in the skin of the writer Mo Yan, I have a good feel for the place (Beijing). Now here I am, in Liquorland, and it’s raining. (332)



The clever overlapping of personalities here is at once true to reality and dreamlike. If we know that Mo Yan is the pen name for Guan Moye, we see the real wrapped-in personality of the first-person narrator in this chapter. But his tongue-in-cheek mockery of the fictional Mo Yan and himself as the real Mo Yan makes us wonder what out of his mouth is reality and what fantasy. The blurring of the twin lines elevates the narrative to a magical reality that is dreamlike and surreal, forcing the reader to contend with the alternative to an accepted reality. In this constructed reality, harsh criticism of social reality effected by a political system is unleashed through a thin veil. The distortion of reality opens up avenues of a different reality that we may not have thought possible before reading the story. Mo Yan’s Republic indeed paints a whole new canvas on which we see picture stories that weave our familiar reality into a fantasy reality. We settle ourselves on this canvas and start to merge into the alternative reality the story creates. Then, we confuse what is real and what unreal, an effective goal of magical realism.
Dialectical Discourse
A provocative example of the abject dismissal of certifiable truths, Mo Yan’s Republic serves as a postmodern illustration of Hegel’s dialectical historicism. The Socratic background to Hegel’s dialectic treats history not as neat narrative but as a process of questioning, back and forth, thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. Subjective accounts in history are usually shaped by the prevailing morality. Mo Yan’s Republic offends the authoritative standards of fiction in which the hero wins and the antihero fails. All through the gymnastic juggernaut, much happens and yet nothing seems to change. At the end, the “criminals” are still at large and their offense goes undocumented. An open and daring challenge to the official narrative of a hero’s trajectory, Mo Yan’s Republic steps into the treacherous waters of political dissent, as expressed in his doppelganger’s repeated responses to the doctor of liquor studies, Li Yidou.
Your works frequently reveal derogatory criticism toward those in power, and that’s a no-no. (135)



Mo Yan’s response provokes Li Yidou to counter by stating that “I think Mo Yan doth protest too much” (159). The similarity between the process of producing Donkey Avenue’s most famous culinary delicacy and the creative process in literature and the arts is strikingly clear. Li Yidou claims in one of these archly comic letters, which function like a Greek chorus in the novel: “Both originate from life yet transcend life. Both transform nature to benefit the human world. Both elevate the vulgar to the level of nobility, convert sensual desire into art, convert grain into alcohol, and turn grief into power” (161). This tricky device used by the author Mo Yan “borrows” the voice of another, in this case, the budding writer, Li Yidou, to launch a blunt satire of the tightly censored writing field in a country that is also tightly monitored by its political bureau. The camouflaged criticism is a deft tool in magical realist fiction and Mo Yan takes it one step further by doubling the disguise in his creation of fiction inside a larger fictional oeuvre. Mo Yan’s intent to mock the social control of creative thoughts in China is laid bare and his doppelganger’s criticism of the budding writer’s pretentiousness is even more a critical element of satire created by the author Mo Yan. Through Li Yidou’s voice, we hearIn a word, anything that can be eaten in this world of ours…you can find right here in Liquorland. Things available elsewhere are available here; things unavailable elsewhere are also available here. And not only available, but what is central, what is most significant, what is truly magnificent is that all these things are special, stylistic, historical, traditional, ideological, cultural, and moral…. In a nationwide craze over getting rich, our Liquorland leaders had a unique vision, a pioneering inspiration, a singular plan to put us on the road to wealth. (139)



This road to wealth involves the offer of exotic and sensational ingredients in dishes and wine. “Sir, believe me when I say that it is a masterpiece of earth-shaking proportions. Pissing into a vat of liquor as a blending maneuver was an astonishing touch that only a creative master could have dreamed up. It constitutes a landmark in the history of distilling liquor,” (92) remarks Li Yidou in one of his bizarrely comical letters to the fictional Mo Yan.
To backtrack a little, Li Yidou presents his fourth story, “Donkey Avenue,” in a sequence of pitched manuscripts to the doppelganger, Mo Yan, the critic. In this story, Li Yidou describes a famous dish, “Dragon and Phoenix Lucky Together,” in detail. Li protests to Mo Yan indignantly about Mo’s criticism that the famous Donkey Avenue dish is filthy. Surely, he says,there’s no beauty in sticking a donkey dick inside a donkey pussy and putting them on a plate, because they are dark as pitch, incredibly filthy, and they stick like hell. No one would eat them, that’s for sure. But the head chef in the tavern soaks them in fresh water three times, bathes them in soda water. Then he strips the penis of its sinewy parts and plucks the pubic hair before frying them both in oil, simmering them in an earthen pot, and steaming them in a pressure cooker, after which he carves different patterns with his refines skills, adds rare seasoning, decorates the dish with bright-colored cabbage hearts, and voilà, the male donkey organ is transformed into a black dragon and the female organ into a black phoenix. A dragon and a phoenix kissing and copulating, coiling around an array of reds and purples, filling the air with fragrance and looking so alive, a treat for the mind and the eye. Isn’t that transforming the ugly into the beautiful? Second, donkey dick and donkey pussy are vulgar terms that assail one’s sense of propriety and cause the imagination of the weak-willed to run wild. Now we change the former’s name into dragon and the latter into phoenix, for the dragon and the phoenix are solemn totems of the Chinese race, lofty, sacred, and beautiful symbols that signify meanings too numerous to mention. Can’t you see that this too is transforming the ugly into the beautiful? (160)



The fantastical ingredients of this dish are the reflection of a real drive in modern China: rejuvenating internally, open to the outside world, prone to showing off luxury and extravagance as proof of “making it.” The opening of the Chinese economy has raised people’s standard of living and increased meat consumption. This reminds me of the years of my childhood in China when meat was rationed to the point that we only were able to “indulge” once a year during the new year celebration. “What dragon meat is to heaven, donkey meat is to the human world,” claims the narrator, Li Yidou, in his first-person story.I’m not going to flatter you on “Yichi the Hero.” You call it a short story, but to me it’s a hodgepodge, in every respect a mirror image of the scattered donkey parts in Yichi Tavern…. It’s as unconstrained as a heavenly steed soaring through the skies, completely out of control. In years past I’ve been criticized as a being out of control, but compared to you, I’m the embodiment of moderation. We live in an age of strict adherence to law and order, and that includes the writing of fiction. For that reason, I do not intend to send your manuscript to Citizen’s Literature – I’d be wasting my time. (177)



The correspondence between the doctor of liquor studies and Mo Yan’s doppelganger serves as a reality check for aspiring writers and as a reminder to the reader that convention is not to be broken if one wishes to become an accepted writer in a heavily censored society. In fact, the ever-vigilant Chinese officialdom recognizes only the writers who are in a Party-sponsored guild, including Mo Yan.
Ding Gou’er the investigator is a lively, round character to whom people in real life can easily relate. He was officious when he started his investigative job, though his foibles preceded his destination on the way to the coal mine of Liquorland. After exchanging a few barbs, Ding Gou’er justifies his desire by recalling a motto among his colleagues, “Your tasks may be important, but no investigator worthy of the name would allow those tasks to be in conflict with women. In fact, women are a part of one’s tasks” (2). The investigator reaches over for her breasts when without warning, she rolls over him and plants her “cold and mushy” lips over his, killing his desires with her forwardness. Mo Yan, through this character, gives contemporary trends a human face, opening a floodgate of emotions that would not have been inserted into a real hero’s behavior by an official account “to elucidate historical causation on the level of small groups where most of life takes place.”2
The Republic’s narrative line reflects a departure from China’s official blueprint of how a hero behaves, recalling the Foucauldian point that “hegemonic institutions have excluded certain ways of thinking as demonic, irrational, heretical, or criminal.”3 In addition to Edward Muir’s salient analysis of Foucault, there is this crucial moment in Foucault’s own writing: “In this central and centralized humanity…, we must hear the distant roar of battle.”4 Foucault contends in The Order of Things that[t]he fundamental codes of a culture – those governing its language, its schemas of perception, its exchanges, its techniques, its values, the hierarchy of its practices – establish for every man the empirical orders with which he will be dealing and within which he will be at home. At the other extremity of thought, there are the scientific theories or the philosophical interpretations which explain why order exists in general, what universal law it obeys, what principle can account for it, and why this particular order has been established and not some other. But between these two regions lies a domain…. It is here that a culture imperceptibly deviating from the empirical orders prescribed for it by its primary codes causes them to lose their original transparency, relinquishes its immediate and invisible powers.5



The relationships of power are challenged in terms of not only the main character, investigator Ding, but the scaly boy in red, the little demon, who in Li Yidou’s “Meat Boy” became a ring leader, defying the powers of the Special Purchasing Section of the Culinary Academy.Children, comrades, you must do as I say. At this critical juncture, you must show your maturity and transform yourselves overnight into indominable heroes…. Now why have they put us in such as big, beautiful room? Because they want us to be content. If we’re not, our meat will turn sour and chewy. Children, comrades, this is what I want you to do. Turn this place into shambles!6



It’s not hard to read between the lines. The little demon’s voice is that of the people in modern China who are offered better food, more alcohol, larger living spaces, and more cash in their pockets. Critics suggest that this is the way the government appeases the masses so they obey orders more docilely, a sharp, critical irony under the veil of a fictional meat boy. In ancient Rome, the phrase was “panem et circenses,” bread and circuses dispensed to distract the restless mobs and deter uprisings. Underneath the prosperity simmers massive discontent and criticism of official corruption. The little demon’s voice announces the “the end of history” in a true Derridean sense. It deconstructs the history of an opposing ideology and institutionalized norms and conventionality in an attempt to denounce the hegemonic control over real and fictional lives. The Republic of Wine achieves the author’s goal through Mo Yan’s deft handling of his fictional structure and magical realism approach to politics of the moment and the excessive, decadent consumerism of modern China. The little demon’s voice represents those alternative voices outside the received Machina and the underrepresented articulation of needs and reality. It projects the underground up and forward to reveal a life that is not represented on the national television or on the front page of official newspapers. This voice can only appear in a magic, deconstructed realm and Mo Yan’s Republic affords that space for an alternative voice.
David Der-wei Wang in his 2000 review of Mo Yan’s literary achievements remarks that his “narrative exposes the muddleheaded ‘self-restriction’ of official narrative as he presents a biting imitation of the novelist’s nonstop attempts to overstep literary boundaries.”7 Wang assesses Mo Yan’s ascent to a higher level of literary achievement as a climax of his career after Red Sorghum (1987), which rose to international prominence thanks in part to a feature film starring Gong Li and directed by Zhang Yimou. He considers Mo Yan’s Republic a political allegory, an “anti-utopian work” in which Chinese readers find release “of four decades of pent-up desire…. Within this Dionysian space, citizens accustomed to asceticism find themselves suddenly able to swallow, spit, and relive themselves without hindrance.”8
What is the truth and what are lies? In the Republic, we are faced with realistic details and real human stories, such as that of Jin Yuanbao and his wife, but at the same time, we are dumbfounded by their improbable impulse to sell their baby. The hermeneutic attempt of Ding Gou’er, the investigator, is replaced by fantastical stories of “Meat Boy” (story by Li Yidou in Chapter Two), “Child Prodigy” (Li’s story in Chapter Three), “Donkey Avenue” (Chapter Four), and so on. The main story arc’s narrator, presumably the doppelganger of Mo Yan as revealed in the letter exchanges, does not have access to all the characters’ thoughts and experiences. He gains such insight through Li Yidou’s short stories inserted into each chapter. The readers learn the events through an unreliable first-person narrator, Li Yidou, who has his biases and perspectives as a participating character in his stories. The levels of Socratic irony are multiple, and the uncertainty fostered by this structure feeds the suspense in the book. The line between what is true and what is false is blurred as we read Li’s letters to Mo Yan:The story I sent you last time, “Meat Boy,” is not a piece of reportage, but it reads like one. It is absolutely true that some of Liquorland’s totally corrupt and inhuman Party cadres feast on little boys…. Our Liu Yan is a freckle-faced, glowing woman… [who] said that the unborn fetuses she leaves behind are invariably snatched away to be consumed by hospital personnel. I’ve heard that the nutritional value of a six- or seven-month-old fetus is very high, and that makes sense. (94)



As I read this part, I couldn’t help but feel nauseous from the graphic account of what seems to have come from a real person’s experience, as after all it is in a letter to Mo Yan. We the readers are handed a measuring stick and made to mark the distinction ourselves, the line separating realism and fantasy.
These inserted stories or interludes serve as a ploy that Mo Yan uses to introduce what might be taboo if he as the author of Republic tells it through the investigator’s search for crime scenes. The failure to find real evidence of baby eating in Liquorland allows Mo Yan to dodge the bullet of tarnishing China’s reputation, and at the same time to earn the good name of proving to the real world that in reality there is no such crime in China. From a borrowed voice, Mo Yan achieves the goal of uncovering corruption and excessive consumption through the magical reality in Li Yidou’s, not his stories. Though Li is the author Mo Yan’s creation, by extension, Li’s voice is his, but the author Mo Yan muddies the water by inserting a doppelganger Mo Yan, further distancing himself from the fantasy realm he created inside the main arc of the fiction. Not only do the interludes serve to give voice to the underrepresented voice uttered by the lesser writer Li Yidou, they at the same time disrupt the linear convention of a story line, creating a disorienting realm that is both real and unreal.
Magical Realism: The Truth Under a Cloak
The magical realism does not stop there. To begin with, the magic starts with an unusual interlude in the form of the correspondence between Li Yidou, a doctoral student of liquor studies whose real desire is to be a writer, and Mo Yan, the doppelganger of the real writer whose character possesses similar qualities as the Nobel Prize winner. In his letters, Li mentions his desire to write and asks Mo Yan to critique his work and then to recommend his stories to a literary magazine whose editorial standards are too high, and cronyism too tight, to admit unknown authors. We, the readers, get a taste of Li’s stories that actually serve as a backdrop to the main storyline that the real Mo Yan as narrator tells from a limited third-person point of view. If we were skeptical of the main story line’s truthfulness, we are certainly assured by Li Yidou’s stories as he is an eyewitness of the baby eating cadre of Liquorland, with a mother-in-law who works and teaches at the Culinary Academy where students are taught how to slaughter animals, including one that looks like a fat baby boy. It is through the doctoral student’s stories that we are catapulted into a strange land of fables, debauchery and myths.
The Republic of Wine starts with a typical story line depicting stock characters who serve as a ploy for the investigator, Ding Goer, a trained government investigator sent down to the fictional Liquorland on a case of alleged cannibalism. He hitchhikes his way on a worn road with potholes, traffic jam, and dust from the coal mine. The landscape is so meticulously painted that the book opens in a high realist mode.
The typical realistic story line with its everyday characters ends here. The rest spirals downward into a magical kingdom of fantasies, filth, outright disgusting scenes, and tall tales, all of which Mo Yan manages to relate in Rabelaisian detail:A late autumn night; the moon was out, hanging in the western sky, the edges of its visible half blurred like a melting ice cube…. Someone’s rooster crowed from a chicken coop. The sound was muffled, as if emerging from a deep cellar…. It roused the wife of Jin Yuanbao from her sleep…. The stars hung in the west and the Seven Daughters rose in the east. It would soon be dawn.9



Any reader would be easily lulled into a serene, peaceful country courtyard, waiting to hear a working family’s life story. The wife comes inside the house to wake up her sleeping husband, “Time to get up!” We assume a normal day of labor awaits the man of the house. “It’s dawn already?” Jin Yuanbao (“Jin,” his last name means “gold” in Chinese and his given name “Yuanbao” means a disk-shaped coin) asks with a hint of confusion. “Just about,” his wife says. “Get there a little earlier this time, so it won’t be a waste trip like the last time.” With the wife’s nudging, we learn that the husband’s task is to set out to some place a second time so he can bring back what the wife and family are waiting for. We assume it is money or some type of goods. We look forward to knowing more. We follow Jin Yuanbao onto a ferry boat which carries the early risers, each with a little boy, across to a market place. But why with the little boys and no girls when China is famous for protecting boys and ditching girls, especially during the one-child family policy. Perhaps Mo Yan is demonstrating the extreme of consumer excess when only precious little boys are worthy of gracing the banquet table. Echoes of Swift are particularly strong here.
Before setting out with the baby boy, Jin Yuanbao and his wife first fed and bathed the baby thoroughly, scrubbing his neck first, then his bottom, and everything in between. “Treasure’s daddy, not so rough. Don’t break the skin,” his wife gently cautioned, as though he were a product to be showcased for sale. The little boy holds onto his mother’s nipples and falls asleep while Yuanbao bathes him. The mother, though the one to start the process, is now reluctant to let go of her baby. The moon is still out and the poplar tree tops pale and ghostly. Jin Yuanbao shivers a little when he heard cries from huts as he passes them by. He knows that they must be doing what he and his wife were doing a while earlier and he is relieved to know that he has a jump on them. So far, we the readers are happy for Jin to have beaten others to get ahead, but puzzled by his wife’s reluctance to let go of her son. Jin Yuanbao lights a packet of paper money at a local temple to bless his son’s future. We shiver with him. Jin hurries to get to town after the ferry boat carried him and other families with boys across to the other side of the river. He waits on a long line, like those waiting for their food ration coupons in big cities. Not far from the little demon he encountered on the ferry boat, he overhears the little demon’s father cursing, “Second grade? You are trying to cheat me, damn you!” Yet he snatches the bills from a staff worker and walks off angrily. “You fucking murderer! I hope you get hit by a truck as soon as you walk outside, you bitch-fucking bastard, you!” the little demon curses behind. Here we the reader start to wonder what is going on. How can the boy know that he is for slaughter and yet his father does not even budge to exchange him for money? What is going to happen to Jin’s Little Treasure?A staff member walked up and took Little Treasure from him (Jin Yuanbao). He was still bawling, which the woman brought to a halt by squeezing his neck. Yuanbao bent down to watch as she removed Little Treasure’s clothes and quickly but efficiently examined him from head to toe, including a look up his little asshole and a tug at his foreskin to check the head of his little pecker. “Top grade!” she yelled. [and] Yuanbao nearly burst with excitement; he damn near cried.10



When a staff member hands him a stack of bills, Jin Yuanbao trembles and his mind is mushy. “Is this all mine?” Jin asks. When he receives a sure confirmation, he asks “Can I go now?” The conclusion we draw is appalling.
Now, anyone in his right mind would question the morality, even the sanity, of a father who barters his child for money. Perhaps Mo Yan means just that, to highlight the poverty of the masses underneath the façade of wealth and glitz in modern China, or the awful truth that the soul of China has been sold for material wealth. The ironic details of the father’s excitement to sell his baby boy smack us in the face and we wake up to witness reality in a land of magical, surreal exchanges. We recoil at the filth out of the mouth of the little demon but we want to cry out like him, maybe with more acerbic lewdness, though no words can be harsh enough in this case. Crossing moral lines propels the main arc of the narrative to which Ding Gou’er returns after each interlude.
Ding Gou’er comes to after getting drunk, reunites with the lady trucker, and gets himself into deeper trouble by following her into her home for a romp. But this is not before the lady trucker has bit his tongue in her vehicle. The tête-a-tête between the two carries on as if they are both some sort of sadomasochists. Cupping her bare breasts, the lady trucker teases him: “What do you think?” Then, she picks up his pistol, loads it, and steps backto put some distance between them. The lamplight softened, encasing her body in gold. Not the whole body, of course. The rings around her nipples were dark red, her nipples like two bright red dates. Slowly she raised the gun, until it was aimed at the investigator’s head…. Experience told him that a pistol in this state is no longer a piece of cold iron, but a living object with thoughts, feelings, and cultural morality. There is an enriched soul within…. Without realizing it, this reverie relaxed him…. He watched the lady trucker like a man appreciating a museum painting. To his surprise he discovered that a naked young woman holding a gun she was prepared to use could be incredibly sexy. The pistol was no longer a simple handgun, but an organ of sexual conquest, a throbbing weapon.11



In his fantastical delusion, Ding Gou’er loses his investigator’s authority to a seductress who is at the same time an anomaly. She begs him to make love to her while he is calm as a clam trying to figure out how a truck driver could afford such a roomy, well-appointed place with plush furniture. “I won’t bite you,” she says as she undresses him. Ding Gou’er cringes at her word “bite” as the tip of his tongue is hardly attached to the organ when she did bite him in her truck. What’s next? The investigator has to wonder. Before he could come to his senses, the lady trucker is on top of him, straddling him like a horse. As she bounces up and down, Ding Gou’er hears laughter above him. He opens his eyes to flashes of cameras snapping pictures of him in the act! Alas, the investigator is now captured by his target criminal Diamond Jin who accuses him of raping his wife and failing his Party duties. “You wormed your way into my home and raped my wife, for which I have solid evidence!” barks Diamond Jin, the baby eating Deputy Head of Propaganda, who continues with righteous remarks: “An officer of the law who breaks the very laws he’s sworn to uphold is guilty of a serious offense.”12
The tables are now turned. For one thing, he is not a match, from the start, for Diamond Jin, a drinker of legendary capacity.Diamond Jin stood at the podium in the General Education Lecture Hall of Liquorland’s Brewer’s College solemnly discharging his duties. He had chosen a broad and far-reaching topic for this, his first lecture – Liquor and Society. In the tradition of brilliant, high-ranking leaders, who steer clear of specifics when they speak in public – like God looking down from on high, invoking times ancient and modern, calling forth heaven and earth, a sweeping passage through time and space – he proved his worth as visiting professor by not allowing the details of the topic to monopolize his oration. He permitted himself to soar through the sky like a heavenly steed, yet from time to time knew he must come down to earth. The rhetoric flowed from his mouth, changing course at will, yet every sentence was anchored in his topic, directly or indirectly.13



The odds were stacked against Ding Gou’er from the very start. A person whose drinking ability meets no match is the person who wins all wars in a land where liquor is the rule de rigueur. Not only does Ding Gou’er fall, but his narrator, the fictive Mo Yan, ends up in the same stupor. Narrated in first person by the character Mo Yan alternating and merging with the author Mo Yan, the final five-page run-on sentences display a Joycean stream of consciousness (as we recall the virtuoso ending to Ulysses, a similar verbal torrent) and create a linguistic maze that is fitting for a drunkard who slips under the banquet table when attempting to stand up. The lines are spewed out with no punctuation or sentence markers, and flow as if the words are drunk themselves. The puzzle is a paradoxically accurate reflection of the real dealings in the world of the author Mo Yan, who laces details that befuddle readers seduced to confuse fact with fiction, the magic with realism.Mo Yan Sir Mo Yan Sir what’s wrong please wake up This guy wrote Red Sorghum but he is a fledgling with alcohol can’t hold his liquor but comes to Liquorland to stir up trouble take him to the hospital bring a car over first give him some carp broth to sober him up don’t tell him he just had a baby a meat boy set it in a big gilded platter with nice leafy celery and big mouth-watering cherries from the US… Liquorland is a fictional place but also a synthesis of many real cities…Faulkner learned from Joyce’s Ulysses can’t I also learn from you…14



From the special dish in “Donkey Avenue” to the culinary lecture of the “Cooking Lesson” in the Gourmet Section of the Brewer’s College, a reader is confronted with grotesque accounts of Liquorland. “Steamed donkey brains, for your dining pleasure!” shouts the service boy followed by a platter of donkey eyes pooled in contrasting black and white on a platter. “Which part of the donkey is this made of?” a female guest asks the waitress, pointing at the last dish called “Dragon and Phoenix Lucky Together.” “It’s the donkey’s sex organs. The chef added a set of female donkey’s genitalia to create this dish for your dining pleasure.”15 Wine glasses clink and we are transported to an even more absurd scene with incisive detail in Chapter Six, which diverges into Li Yidou’s story about his mother-in-law’s culinary class.Take a platypus, kill it and hang it upside down for about an hour to drain the blood. Please note that you should use a silver knife and cut from under his mouth to make sure the point of entry is as small as possible…. Generally speaking, the emotional pressure and animal experiences before being slaughtered affects the amount of glycogen in the meat, which in turn decreases the quality of the finished product….16



Li’s mother-in-law stresses that a chef’s heart must be made of steel and never waste emotions. This calm is important in creating the most tender meat when handling a slaughter. Without hesitating, she orders an “animal in human form” to be brought to the podium. Two nurses carry a gurney onto the stage with the meat boy sitting square in the center. The students gasp with shock but the horror soon turns into laughter when the little boy farts, rolls over, and snores.
A lambasting tall tale, the Republic, according to the author’s own appendix (evidently straightforward) to the Chinese edition of the book and omitted in the English translation, offers this plain truth:I started The Republic of Wine in September, 1989. At the start, I conceived it to be 50 thousand words long, a mid-sized novel. But once I got started, I let go. I planned to avoid politics, focusing only on wine, observing the relationship between this wonderful and mystical fluid and man. I realized this alone is not enough. Today, drinking has turned into wars, and wine consumption becomes a business exchange opportunity. Many decisions depend on the moment of wine toasting. We discover the entire social dynamics only when we delve deeper into this situation. Subsequently, Republic took on a satirical sensibility, showing a bit of the stabbing of politics.17



To carry out such a coup, Mo Yan had to be deft at choosing the right tall tales to portray the many characters in The Republic. As I read on, I come face-to-face with stories I have heard as a little girl on summer nights sitting in the courtyard with grandma. The “Strange Tales from Liaozhai” by the seventeenth-century writer Pu Songling (Mo Yan’s fellow townsman) kept us kids awake at night. Here in Mo Yan’s Republic, I relive those moments. It is a sweet reminder of the innocent days when we believed in the tricks the itinerant peasant performers pulled in the city square. I can see how the little boy in Mo Yan’s tale falls head over heels for the red-cheeked girl who produces magic right in front of her audience. The Chinese legendary tradition lives on under Mo Yan’s pen.
At the dead center of magic realism is its deployment of fables and myths. Through the interludes of Li Yidou’s stories, we are braced with episodes of traditional Chinese fables that every child in China is familiar with, making such a device less a shock to the system. But to weave magic into reality is a trick in and of itself in China’s creative writing arena. The Chinese Writers’ Association would not have accepted such lunacy as good fiction. This was the case in the censorship of Mo Yan’s Red Sorghum when it first appeared in China in 1982. The same was true with the ban on the poetry by another Chinese Nobel Prize winner, the famed dissident, Liu Xiao-Bo, whose poetry drives a dagger into the guts of the Chinese corrupt political system. To this, Mo Yan has a response when interviewed by Time Magazine in 2010. “One of the biggest problems in literature is the lack of subtlety. A writer should bury his thoughts deep and convey them through the characters in his novel.” Through magical realism, Mo Yan has created a certain transgressive insistence on the widening of reality through fairy tales borrowed from the Chinese tradition, weaving them into the received mode of fiction, furthering the mingled creation into a brand new realm in which a new reality is born and reality portrayed in an illusionary space.
In his Nobel Prize (2012) acceptance speech, Mo Yan connects his creation with the role literary creation in general playsI am well aware that there are many writers in the world who would be more worthy Laureates than I. I am convinced that if they only continue to write, if they only believe that literature is the ornament of humanity and a God-given right, “She will give you a garland to grace your head and present you with a glorious crown.” (Proverbs 4:9)


I am also well aware that literature only has a minimal influence on political disputes or economic crises in the world, but its significance to human beings is ancient. When literature exists, perhaps we do not notice how important it is, but when it does not exist, our lives become coarsened and brutal. For this reason, I am proud of my profession, but also aware of its importance.18



Not overtly acerbic, yet nonetheless charged with criticism of China’s modern system, Mo Yan’s Republic gives its readers a remarkable space to soar into on their imaginary wings.
“Through a mixture of fantasy and reality, historical and social perspectives, Mo Yan has created a world reminiscent in its complexity of those in the writings of William Faulkner and Gabriel García Márquez, at the same time finding a departure point in old Chinese literature and in oral tradition,”19 the Nobel Prize committee announced in its praise of the Republic in 2012.
In our increasingly global environment, literature brings us to this common space in which we reflect, remodel, redress, recreate, and renovate our living space in an attempt to advance humanity and decorum. What better weapon can we arm ourselves with than literature? Scientists send unmanned satellites to space, and literary giants give us mortals a space where we can explore the universal truth and ponder our own existence in pajamas in bed or by our kitchen table.
Mo Yan, the ironic nom de plume of Guan Moye, means “don’t speak” in Chinese. The writer chose this pen name to remind him of China’s 1950s when a careless remark could land one in jail. His parents constantly reminded him to not speak too much outside the house. Mo Yan quipped in an interview that though his name warned him not to speak, he now speaks all over the world and through his fiction.
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In the opening section of Toni Morrison’s Love, a voice speaks to us, describing the Atlantic Ocean on the eastern coast of the USA: “Jade and sapphire waves fight each other, kicking up enough foam to wash sheets in,” she tells us and continues, “An evening sky behaves as if it’s from some other planet—one without rules, where the sun can be plum purple if it wants to and clouds can be red as poppies” (7–8, original italics). The speaker is a dead woman, whom we know only as L, narrating a story of a twentieth-century incarnation of plantation logic, exploitation, patriarchal paradigms, and the legacies of slavery. L describes the setting where sea meets land: “Our shore is like sugar, which is what the Spaniards thought of when they first saw it. Sucra, they called it, a name local whites tore up for all time into Sooker” (8, original italics).1 In Love, as in her other ten novels, Toni Morrison invites us not only to accept the presence of magic woven through the world of humans and non-human beings, but to recognize the history of colonialism and enslavement that informs present-day relations in the Americas. As Darwin Turner notes, Morrison often accomplishes this suspension of disbelief “through the story-telling itself.”2 That Love is narrated by a dead woman is only one example of the magical embodiment that permeates Morrison’s works.3

This essay explores Toni Morrison’s use of what I am terming “magical embodiment” as a means to disrupt ontologies that inform colonization and plantation logic, which have structured relation in the Atlantic world for over five centuries. The discussion is informed by Sylvia Wynter’s theories of the Human, as opposed to a Man/Other dichotomy, as well as her development of Fanon’s theory of the sociogenic principle. Morrison’s magical embodiment takes a further step in the process of deontology, not only disrupting the Man/Other episteme rooted in colonialism but also suggesting ways to think past the Human to a “coexistence of possible worlds” that incorporates non-human life on this planet.4
In the introduction to their landmark collection on magical realism, Zamora and Faris state: “[magical realism] creates space for interactions of diversity. In magical realist texts, ontological disruption serves the purpose of political and cultural disruption: magic is often given as a cultural corrective, requiring readers to scrutinize accepted realistic conventions of causality, materiality, motivation.”5 They further note that it facilitates fusion or coexistence of possible worlds, systems, and spaces irreconcilable in other fiction and that it occupies liminal territory.6 As Faris states in her Ordinary Enchantments, “[…] magical realism deconstructs some of realism’s narrative authority while also employing its power,” so that it “[…] strengthens movements toward cultural decolonization with its consequent production of new forms.”7 As the passage from Love cited above reminds us, the driving force of colonization in the Americas was sugar, the production of which undergirded the plantation and the requisite human labor to sustain that economy.
Toni Morrison’s fiction lends itself well to an exploration of the plantation system and enslavement in the Americas (specifically the USA and the Caribbean), of colonized spaces and bodies, and the ways magical embodiment subverts those ontologies to reveal “what is there of presence.”8 Morrison’s texts employ folk tales and the oral tradition, Black culture, ghosts and haunting, and a non-linear sense of time in what I am terming a “strategic deontology.” The “Human” is also deontologized in Morrison’s works, to include the non-human living world and to unite those whom Wynter refers to as the dys-selected with other forms of life to resist plantation logic and territorial practices. Her fiction thus offers a vision of a deontology not only of the plantation but also of the Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, of territory in both the Caribbean and the continental USA, of race and gender as categories, and of a Human/Other (not just Man/Other) dichotomy.
Four of Morrison’s novels, ones that cover a large chronological span of her oeuvre, from Tar Baby (1981) to Home (2012), and including Love (2003) and A Mercy (2008), engage with that pernicious binary and its ongoing legacies from the colonial period to the contemporary moment. Other texts by Morrison certainly offer examples of magical realism—one thinks immediately of Beloved’s hauntings or of the convent women at the end of Paradise, of both Wild and Golden Grey in Jazz, or of Bride’s shrinking body in God Help the Child.9 In the novels I am analyzing, the natural world plays a central, magical role—particularly aspects of our world that have felt most forcefully the consequences of colonialism and enslavement, as well as systems of relation based on exchange, commodity culture, and globalization that began with the Atlantic Triangle. These narratives also incorporate the presence of spirits or ghosts, a human form of magical embodiment that refuses silencing or forgetting. Morrison’s texts suggest ways to practice an “ontological disruption” that builds on Sylvia Wynter’s interventions in theorizing (post)colonialism and to strategically resist and counter the Western episteme that has permeated social structures since the arrival of Europeans in the Americas.10
I
Two forms of magical embodiment inform the narrative in A Mercy, which takes place in the late seventeenth century in the colonies that will become the USA. This twenty-first-century novel, published as a black man was elected President of the USA, speaks to the ongoing legacies of the initial contact between European settlers and a “new” world.11 I begin with this text because it incorporates the perspectives of the colonized as they experience and resist the ontology of the colonizers. Black women’s voices frame and shape the story: Florens writes her story with a nail on the walls of the empty house of the dead master, Jacob Vaark; her mother, referred to only as “a minha mãe,” has the final words as she relates her experiences of being captured in Africa, taken across the Atlantic in the Middle Passage, and enslaved in the Americas. And within the narrative, both the indigenous Lina and Sorrow—product of rape on a slave ship—illustrate forms of magical embodiment that employ strategic deontology to challenge western paradigms.12
Lina, whose native roots connect her to the natural world, provides a direct commentary on the ontology of imperialism. She survived the disease that decimated her family and village (smallpox-infested blankets intended to cause genocide) and accepted a process of “civilizing” by Presbyterians who at least offered her shelter. “[…] Lina acknowledged her status as heathen and let herself be purified by these worthies” (55). Nevertheless, Lina performs a resistance or strategic deontologizing, I would argue, as her “surrender” to colonizing violence does not work and she rescues pieces of her native knowledge:[…] she decided to fortify herself by piecing together scraps of what her mother had taught her before dying in agony. Relying on memory and her own resources, she cobbled together neglected rites, merged European medicine with native, scripture with lore, and recalled or invented the hidden meaning of things. Found, in other words, a way to be in the world. (56–57)



Morrison does not romanticize Lina’s beliefs or envision such practices as omnipotent in the face of European violence against both perceived Others and the environment. Rather, in her early years on Vaark’s farm, Lina syncretically weaves the knowledge of her ancestors with European medicine to create healing arts that resist the colonizers’ disease: “She sorted and stored what she dared to recall and eliminated the rest, an activity which shaped her inside and out. By the time Mistress [Rebekka] came [to Vaark’s farm], her self-invention was almost perfected” (59). Lina also engages with the non-human world as she does with people, talking to the trees as living, communicating beings: “‘You and I, this land is our home,’ she whispered, ‘but unlike you I am exile here’” (69). She similarly communicates with the non-human life around her: “She cawed with birds, chatted with plants, spoke to squirrels, sang to the cow and opened her mouth to rain” (57). Lina also guides and instructs Vaark, who bought her from the Presbyterians, in ways to understand and work with nature. She counters the colonizing imperative that Vaark gradually comes to embrace, and her response to his shifting attitudes underscores the kind of knowledge that the narrative recognizes and celebrates. For instance, Lina will grieve over the murder of trees perpetrated by Vaark when he decides to build a replica of the Portuguese slave owner’s mansion.
Vaark’s farm replicates the plantation logic of slave owners like D’Ortega, both in the acquisition of humans as property and in the treatment of the non-human world as material to be appropriated, not as living inhabitants of the land assumes he can possess. Katherine McKittrick explains the plantation context, stating that,[…] the plantations of transatlantic slavery underpinned a global economy; that this plantation history not only generated North Atlantic metropolitan wealth and exacerbated dispossession among the unfree and indentured, it also instituted an incongruous racialized economy […]; and that the protracted colonial logic of the plantation came to define many aspects of postslave life.13



In A Mercy, Morrison delineates the ways that logic penetrates the mind of a “Europe” like Vaark, who initially appears to reject an economy based on a Man/Other episteme. Lina’s section of the narrative offers an indigenous perspective on “the Europes”:They would forever fence land, ship whole trees to faraway countries, take any woman for quick pleasure, ruin soil, befoul sacred places, and worship a dull, unimaginative god. (63)
Cut loose from the earth’s soul, they insisted on purchase of its soil, and like all orphans they were insatiable. It was their destiny to chew up the world and spit out a horribleness that would destroy all primary peoples. (64)



This mindset and resultant behavior illustrate what Sylvia Wynter describes as the process of creating a “space of Otherness” in the process of colonization. In her essay “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being,” Wynter traces the Western shift to “race” and the concept of a “Human Other.”14 In the shift to the slave trade and plantations, which is occurring at the time that Lina makes her astute assessment of “Europes” like Jacob Vaark, that new system was made to seem just and legitimate: “All other modes of being human would instead have to be seen, not as the alternative modes of being human that they are ‘out there,’ but adaptively as the lack of the West’s ontologically absolute self-description” (282). Lina’s perspective provides a means of deontologizing the self-conception of Vaark and the mindset that he represents.15
This settler logic clashes most directly with Lina’s ways of knowing when Vaark starts to construct his third house, modeled on Jublio, D’Ortega’s ostentatious estate in Maryland. Jacob decides that the farm is not providing enough capital and thus begins “to trade and travel” (102), signs that he is participating more fully in the Atlantic World economy and practices. His wife Rebekka receives flashy gifts and questions where this new money comes from. “Having seen come and go a glint in his eye as he unpacked these treasures so useless on a farm, she should have anticipated the day he hired men to help clear trees from a wide swath of land at the foot of the rise. A new house he was building. Something befitting not a farmer, not even a trader, but a squire” (103). The farm has become a microcosm of plantation logic, located somewhere in the northeast (most likely what will become New York State), as Vaark acquires women one by one, buying Lina, sending to England for a bride (Rebekka), accepting Florens as payment for a debt, and then taking in Sorrow when she has been abused by her supposed rescuers. He creates a system that is epitomized by the murder of fifty trees to build an unnecessary house that mimics that of a slave owner. The colonizer’s logic begins to fail, however, when Vaark contracts smallpox and work on the new house halts.
The toxins at the core of the colonial enterprise that relies on enslavement and extermination are part of an ontology constructed according to the Man/Other dichotomy that Vaark gradually ingests and comes to embrace. From the chapter in which he is introduced, coming out of the “gold” of the Atlantic, Vaark vacillates between actions guided by a seeming sense of justice and an attraction to material gain. It takes only a short time for him to shift from resisting the “trade in flesh” to visions of how he might profit from a sugar plantation in Barbados:Knowing full well his shortcomings as a farmer—in fact his boredom with its confinement and routine—he had found commerce more to his taste. Now he fondled the idea of an even more satisfying enterprise. And the plan was as sweet as the sugar on which it was based. And there was a profound difference between the intimacy of slave bodies at Jublio and a remote labor force in Barbados. Right? Right, he thought […]. (40)



The farm increasingly reflects the latter investment in property, guided by the urge to claim both people and land as “mine.” This ontology based on possession is illustrated in the story that Lina tells Florens, about an eagle and her eggs that have no defense or protection against the greed of a traveler who declares that all he can see is “[…] perfect. This is mine” (73). In a deadly irony, however, Vaark dies of smallpox in the unfinished house that illustrates the dead-end of colonial ontology.
The structure stands empty, haunted by Vaark’s “ghostly blaze” that is visible to the white indentured servants Scully and Will (169). His illness incurable, Vaark had demanded that the women carry him to this site, which became not his pleasure palace but his sepulcher. “Unable to summon muscle strength to aid them, he was deadweight before he was dead” (104). Morrison’s narrative undoes this structure in the deontological practice of Florens’ writing on the blank walls of the abandoned house. We learn in the first paragraph of A Mercy that she is the first-person narrator, whose voice talks to “you” and asks if that witness can read. We also learn that she is literate, having been taught to read and write by a priest at D’Ortega’s estate. In her final section, we realize that she scripts her story using a nail as her pen and as her paper the wood of trees that became the floors and walls. Though Florens directly addresses the Blacksmith, whom she loves with a desperate desire, she also writes to a larger purpose. She may not be dismantling the master’s house (Lorde), but her act of writing serves as another form of strategic deontology. “Sometimes the tip of the nail skates away and the forming of words is disorderly,” she writes, and continues:There is no more room in this room. These words cover the floor. […] I am holding light in one hand and carving letters with the other. […] If you never read this, no one will. These careful words, closed up and wide open, will talk to themselves. Round and round, side to side, bottom to top, top to bottom all across the room. […] Perhaps these words need the air that is out in the world. Need to fly up then fall, fall like ash over acres of primrose and mallow. (188)



Were her words to blaze and burn, it would mean the fire this time destroys the master’s house, on which Florens has nailed her story. This vision turns the master’s house into demonic grounds:The demonic, then, is a non-deterministic schema: it is a process that is hinged on uncertainty and non-linearity because the organizing principle cannot predict the future. […] the demonic invites a slightly different conceptual pathway—while retaining its supernatural etymology—and acts to identify a system […] that can only unfold and produce an outcome if uncertainty, or (dis)organization, or something supernaturally demonic, is integral to its methodology.16




Sylvia Wynter coined the term “demonic ground” in her essay on Caliban’s “absent woman” in The Tempest, explaining this lack as “the absented presence of black womanhood.”17 Florens occupies such grounds, indeed claims such a space, in her final words in A Mercy with the vision of her words as ashes covering the landscape, metamorphosed from the ruins of Vaark’s house. Similarly, in the final section of the novel, the “absented presence” of Florens’ speaking mother offers another instance of magical embodiment that performs a strategic deontology.
Édouard Glissant locates the nexus of relation in the African Diaspora in what he terms “the abyss,” the belly of the slave ship in the Atlantic and the ocean itself. “The depths are not only the abyss of neurosis but primarily the site of multiple converging paths,” according to Glissant.18 Further, of the Africans thrown overboard, he states: “They sowed in the depths the seeds of an invisible presence. […] We are the roots of a cross-cultural relationship. Submarine roots: that is floating free, not fixed in one position in some primordial spot, but extending in all directions in our world through its network of branches.”19 In A Mercy, most of the characters have arrived through watery passages across this ocean, including the parallel but different voyages of Rebekka in steerage from England as a mail-order bride and Florens’ mother as a captured African on a slave ship. One might argue that Sorrow most fully embodies relation created in the abyss. She both illustrates and witnesses magical embodiment throughout the narrative. Subtle details point to her parentage: the captain of the ship on which she was born is her father, and an enslaved African woman is the most obvious mother, herself most likely a victim of rape as well as the slave trade itself. “Before coming to the sawyer’s house, Sorrow had never lived on land. Now the memories of the ship, the only home she knew, seemed as stolen as its cargo: bales of cloth, chests of opium, crates of ammunition, horses and barrels of molasses. Even the trace of the Captain was dim” (138). Sorrow embodies the violence of colonialism even as she also survives its wreckage. Born of the Middle Passage, she has never known land until the ship breaks up near the coast and she witnesses black men and horses drowning. Sorrow eventually finds her way to shore, magically supported by ocean life: “Well, how did you get to land? Mermaids. I mean whales,” she tells the sawyer’s wife (140). Haunted by nightmares, subject to multiple forms of violence, Sorrow participates in a strategic deontology informed by trauma.
This process erases the captain as she first gives birth to a double, Twin. This “identical self” (137) provides a psychological support and a guide who not only helps her to survive on the ship by eating its cargo of molasses, but who also accompanies her onto land. Twin helps Sorrow integrate what she has experienced, including the voyage and shipwreck:[…] the thousandfold men walking the waves, singing wordlessly. How their teeth glittered more than the whitecaps under their feet. How, as the sky darkened and the moon rose, the edges of their night-black skin silvered. How the smell of land, ripe and loamy, brightened the eyes of the crew but made the sea walkers cry. (144)



Through a necessary disassociation, Twin allows Sorrow to withstand the transition to land, the “rescue” by the sawyer and his sons, repeated rape by those young men, her transfer to Vaark’s farm, pregnancy, and the loss of her first infant. This doubling offers another example of the magical embodiment permeating A Mercy, as the colonized and the enslaved—the “dys-selected,” to use Sylvia Wynter’s term—find ways to practice a strategic deontology that challenges the Western episteme undergirding imperialism.
Morrison’s novel explores how that system of classification has taken hold in the late seventeenth century, as demonstrated by the ways that other characters describe Sorrow according to phenotype, referencing her “unbelievable and slightly threatening hair,” for example (140). Not only do those around her describe Sorrow as “mongrelized,” however (142). In reviews of the novel and in subsequent scholarship on it, responses to Sorrow illustrate the impetus to specify a racialized identity in a context in which such systems of identification have not yet solidified. Sorrow inherently contests such ontologies when she aligns herself with non-human beings who provide safety and a potential path to healing. According to the sociogenic principle operative in this context, she might be labeled “irrational” or “mad,” following what Wynter analyzes as the socio-ontological line drawn between Man and irrational Human Others.20 Within that episteme, Sorrow is the dys-selected,21 but from another angle, we can read her as occupying a space of liminality that challenges “The Figure of Man” and the “the systemic set of negative Ontological Others” that reify that center of power.22 Her practice of magical embodiment also takes the form of self-invention when she gives birth to a daughter: “[…] she was convinced that this time she had done something, something important, by herself. Twin’s absence was hardly noticed as she concentrated on her daughter. Instantly, she knew what to name her. Knew also what to name herself” (157). The self she names and becomes, “Complete,” embodies relation shaped through birth and motherhood. Both Sorrow and Lina practice healing derived from syncretism that moves beyond binaries located in the Man (or Human)/Other ontology. Both characters, in their embrace of the connection between human and non-human beings, illustrate the strategic deontology of magical embodiment. The practices and visions of each woman dismantle and resist the dichotomy that informs colonial epistemologies.
Fittingly, the final section of the novel gives voice to a woman who provides a first-person account of capture in Africa and the terrors of the slave ship—the core of the system rooted in the Man/Other binary. In these pages, Florens’ mother, “a minha mãe,” becomes a magical presence as she details her experiences in the Middle Passage and advises her daughter never to be the minion of someone else. The text underscores the tragedy experienced by mothers and daughters whose bond is severed by enslavement, in that Florens cannot hear the words that her mother speaks to her. Yet, the mother’s words perform a magical embodiment that testifies to what African women experienced and in so doing, claims their humanity. She explains not only why she asked Vaark to take Florens but also why she cannot name her daughter’s father, one of the enslaved men forced to rape the newly arrived women. “To be female in this place is to be an open wound that cannot heal. Even if scars form, the festering is ever below” (191). It may seem fanciful to term these pages of testimony “magical,” but the resistance they express does body forth a magical act of forcing into contemporary awareness the unhealed wound at the center of the African diaspora.
We can draw upon Glissant’s theories of Relation to further explore the mother-daughter dynamics in a minha mãe’s words to Florens. Glissant states: “The totalitarian is introduced into relation on the basis of some nonprime element (violence, for example, or race) whose definition is overdetermined but knowledge of which, nonetheless, has limits. […] The difference between Relation and totality lies in the fact that Relation is active within itself, whereas totality already in its very concept, is in danger of immobility. Relation is open totality; totality would be relation at rest. […] Relation is movement.”23 Violence (and developing western concepts of race) inform the mother’s story, as a minha mãe includes in her narration how she was captured and sold, kept in a barracoon, forced on “a house made to float on the sea” (192), and attempted to commit suicide multiple times. The passage echoes Beloved’s hallucinogenic lines when she recalls the slave ship and her African mother’s leap to death. Florens’ mother describes the Middle Passage: “Unreason rules here. Who lives who dies? Who could tell in that moaning and bellowing in the dark, in the awfulness? It is one matter to live in your own waste; it is another to live in another’s” (193). Further, she describes what happened in Barbados (reminding us, too, of Vaark’s rationalization of his engagement in the slave trade), where the colonial gaze redefined her:It was there I learned how I was not a person from my country, nor from my families. I was negrita. Everything. Language, dress, gods, dance, habits, decoration, song—all of it cooked together in the color of my skin. So it was as a black that I was purchased by Senhor [D’Ortega], taken out of the cane, and shipped north to his tobacco plants. (194)



Her words deontologize the system that would define her, however, as she refuses the logic stripping her of all that signifies home and belonging.
She turns that way of knowing on its head as she maintains both hope and relation. Both she and Sorrow, albeit in different ways, turn the slave ship into what McKittrick terms an “oppositional geography”: “[…] the slave ship is not stable and unchanging; it is a site of violent subjugation that reveals, rather than conceals, the racial-sexual location of black cultures in the face of unfreedoms. The physicality of the slave ship, then, contributes to the process of social concealment and dehumanization but, importantly, black subjectivity is not swallowed up by the ship itself”24 (original italics). A minha mãe’s final words to Florens emphasize the power of claiming oneself and refusing the position of “other,” minion to the western episteme’s “Man-as-Human.” As she tells her daughter, “to be given dominion over another is hard thing; to wrest dominion over another is a wrong thing; to give dominion of yourself to another is a wicked thing,” concluding with “Oh Florens. My love. Hear a tua mãe” (196). The African woman’s voice speaking to her daughter born in the Americas closes the narrative, just as that daughter Florens’ writing opened it, both of them replacing and erasing the disease of the settler’s mentality. In his explanation of the title of his book Habeas Viscus, Alexandeer G. Weheliye poses the question: “[…] what different modalities of the human come to light if we do not take the liberal humanist figure of Man as the master-subject but focus on how humanity has been imagined and lived by those subjects excluded from its domain?” (8). Such a project is enacted by Morrison’s characters in A Mercy, particularly the indigenous Lina and the African mother, as well as Florens, the one scripting the story on the master-subject’s walls. The narrative also illustrates Relation as envisioned by Glissant, “the boundless effort of the world to become realized in its totality, that is, to evade rest” (Poetics of Relation 172). A minha mãe’s rejection of all forms of dominion affirms Relation as unbound and interconnected, not structured by ontological hierarchies.
II
The Atlantic World shapes and informs the fictional lives in A Mercy, concluding with the African mother’s retelling of the originary traumas of the Middle Passage and enslavement. Tar Baby, published over a quarter-century earlier, provides a twentieth-century counterpoint to the colonial world of Vaark’s pseudo-plantation and the nascent system of racialization. Morrison centers the text in a Caribbean setting: a fictional island where a neocolonial plantation is contributing to ecological destruction. In his analysis of “black feminist theories of the human,” Weheliye comments on Sylvia Wynter’s ideas as coming from “the liminal standpoint of black studies—even more specifically from the Caribbean as the primal scene of the protracted modern colonization of the Americas […].”25 In her fifth novel, published in 1983, Morrison locates the characters on a French Caribbean island resembling Martinique (Glissant’s homeland, as also Fanon’s); further, she begins and ends the narrative in the water, each time describing a birthing from those spaces. Like Sorrow, who comes to land from the ship not as a captive but as a liberated subject, the character Son also emerges from the sea
.
Son is a latter-day fugitive who frames the narrative, initially abandoning a cargo ship off the coast of a French Caribbean island and trusting to the waters for safety as he “[…] simply stepped away from the ship” (3).26 That action marks a refusal to continue to serve on a modern incarnation of the vessels that supported the Triangle Trade centuries earlier.27 And Son, like Sorrow, encounters a magical presence when he chooses to remove himself from the endless circularity of commodity culture. Rather than mermaids or whales, for him the sea is embodied as a water woman who births him out of a death-like existence.As he scissored his legs for the turn [towards land], a bracelet of water circled them and yanked him into a wide, empty tunnel. He struggled to rise out of it and was turned three times. Just before the urge to breathe water became unmanageable, he was tossed up into the velvet air and laid smoothly down on the surface of the sea. […] But when he tore open the water in front of him, he felt a gentle but firm pressure along his chest, stomach, and down his thighs. Like the hand of an insistent woman it pushed him. […] The hand was forcing him away from the shore. (4)



This force guides him away from his intended destination and instead directs him toward the Isle des Chevaliers: “Still the water lady cupped him in the palm of her hand and nudged him out to sea,” until he sees the lights she wants him to aim for. “Just as suddenly, the water lady removed her hand and the man swam toward the boat anchored in blue water and not the green” (5). Language evoking a passage into life suggests that Son’s existence as itinerant, undocumented worker accompanying commodities across oceans has been a form of death.28
Through Son’s experiences with the magically embodied water lady and other such natural and ghostly elements, Tar Baby performs a strategic deontology that challenges colonial and neocolonial paradigms and ideologies. The Isle des Chevaliers, or Island of the Horsemen, is permeated by the “what is there of presence,” starting with the blind horsemen who escaped from a slave ship (an echo of the horses and black men Sorrow sees in her dreams of the shipwreck). The prologue leaves Son looking toward the island, “but he could see very little of the land, which was just as well because he was gazing at the shore of an island that, three hundred years ago, had struck slaves blind the moment they saw it” (8). Most critics refer to the horsemen as “mythic,” as for instance in Goyal’s discussion of them (and the active presence of nature throughout the text) as out of time and place.29 To term these elements of the island “mythical,” however, dismisses the reality of magical embodiment. I would argue that all of these aspects of the world Son encounters on Isle des Chevaliers contribute to the deontology the text performs. Moreover, the voices and actions of the natural environment in Tar Baby illustrate another version of “demonic grounds.” As Weheliye explains: “Demonic ground is Sylvia Wynter’s term for perspectives that reside in the liminal precincts of the current governing configurations of the human as Man in order to abolish this figuration and create other forms of life” (emphasis in original).30 While Wynter focuses on extending the Human to include all of human life, Morrison’s vision includes non-human life as crucial to a decolonizing process. Magical embodiment, rather than being “mythic” or “ancient” in the sense of being not of the real world, works as what Krumholz terms an “excess of meaning,” one that undoes the binaries of colonialism and racialization in a strategic deontology.31
In the opening chapter, rather than following Son’s journey to land from a small boat (Seabird II) offshore, the island’s history is told from the perspective of its natural inhabitants, including fish, parrots, clouds, daisy trees, and river. Morrison gives voice to the responses of non-human entities to the devastation ravaging the environment, due not to an apocalypse but to the construction of winter homes, including L’Arbe de la Croix, the estate where Son confronts contemporary colonization. Critics have analyzed these non-human voices through the lenses of Marxism, of ecological crisis, of narrative technique, and more.32 Morrison herself offers another way of reading this engagement of and with the natural environment: “In the third-world cosmology as I perceive it, reality is not already constituted by my literary predecessors in Western culture.”33 She continues:If my work is to confront a reality unlike that received reality of the West, it must centralize and animate information discredited by the West—discredited not because it is not true or useful or even of some racial value, but because it is information held by discredited people, information dismissed as “lore” or “gossip” or “magic” or “sentiment.”34



That kind of knowledge is embodied in the blind horsemen and in the tree women with whom they are said to mate, in the forests and rivers that voice their distress in Chapter 1, and in the butterflies’ shock at the sight of dead baby seals turned into Jadine’s winter coat.

The opening scene on Isle des Chevaliers catalogs the effects of “development” on that ecosystem, from the viewpoint of the affected environment. Haitian workers “clear the land,” their imported labor doing damage similar to the devastation perpetrated by men like Vaark centuries earlier on land where Lina’s people had lived for eons. The mention of Haiti underscores the way that the Man/Other dichotomy is replicated in contemporary labor dynamics, such that while these laborers are technically “free,” the work they perform resembles that of the enslaved on plantations.35 Morrison presents this process of “clearing” through a form of magical embodiment. For instance, when the “champion daisy trees [a]re serene,” the river must “persuade them that indeed the world was altered” (9). Further, the river itself suffers and loses its way: “The clouds gathered together, stood still and watched the river scuttle around the forest floor, crash headlong into the haunches of hills with no notion of where it was going, until exhausted, ill and grieving, it slowed to a stop just twenty leagues short of the sea” (9). The passage continues in this vein, listening to the expressed grief of the land and its non-human inhabitants. This perspective does what Morrison argues for in the essay cited above: it “centralize[s] and animate[s] information discredited by the West,” in this case by embodying the emotions and experiences of the island’s non-human life.36
In “Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation,” Morrison writes about her use of a “chorus” in her novels and says of Tar Baby that this voice is “all of nature thinking and feeling and watching and responding to the action […], so that they are in the story: the trees hurt, fish are afraid, clouds report, and the bees are alarmed.”37 She explains that she can thus “blend the acceptance of the supernatural and a profound rootedness in the real world at the same time with neither taking precedence over the other.”38 This Black cosmology, as she terms it, is practical even as it also accepts “[…] what I suppose could be called superstition and magic, which is a another way of knowing things.”39 Her term “discredited” to describe the way the dominant culture viewed black people resembles Sylvia Wynter’s discussion of the “dys-selected,” those knowledges seen as “other” by colonizing forces. A primary “magical” presence in Tar Baby is that of the tree women—or alternatively women in the trees, who interact with both Son and Jadine, and who are said to mate with the blind horsemen.
This element of the landscape on Isle des Chevaliers illustrates Glissant’s “fragmented Diversity,” a counter to the “all-encompassing world of cultural Sameness, effectively imposed by the West.”40 While the latter is “sublimated difference,” the former is “accepted difference.”41 Glissant connects this kind of diversity to the marvelous realism of a writer like Jacques Stephen Alexis and states: “An immediate function of this approach can be found in the function of landscape,” which “emerges as a full character”42 (original italics). Such is the case with the magical embodiment of the tree women in Tar Baby, who offer Son a half-ripe avocado as he makes his way past their swamp abode once he steps foot on the island (135). They are even more present with Jadine when she finds herself stuck in the tar-like muck in which they are rooted: “She dropped the pad and charcoal [her drawing materials] and grabbed the waist of a tree which shivered in her arms and swayed as though it wished to dance with her” (182). The passage shifts to the perspective of the tree women, who observe and assess Jadine:The young tree sighed and swayed. The women looked down from the rafters of the trees and stopped murmuring. They were delighted when first they saw her, thinking a runaway child had been restored to them. […] The women hanging from the trees were quiet now, but arrogant—mindful as they were of their value, their exceptional femaleness; knowing as they did that the first world of the world had been built with their sacred properties […] they wondered at the girl’s desperate struggle down below to be free, to be something other than they were. (183)



Jadine is in a sense deracinated, caught up in the pursuit of commodity culture and an investment in the western ontology of Man/Other that discredits blackness and black culture. Thus, when she sinks into the swamp, she reacts to the mud as dreadful slime. The tree women perceive her fear and resistance to their “different” ways of knowing, after being initially prepared to welcome her as a lost child escaping the plantation.
The swamp these women inhabit is called Sein des Veilles or “witches’ tit,” indicating the ways that this form of knowing is rejected or dys-selected by the contemporary plantation and its colonizing logic. As Wynter explains, “[…] the new hybridly secular and religious mode of Ontological Lack was now embodied, outside Europe, in the binary opposition between the European settlers and the New World peoples (indios) and enslaved people of Africa (Negroes),” while inside Europe the dichotomy was between the Sane and the Mad.43 Jadine subscribes to this logic when she dismisses her experience with the tree women, in response to Son’s asking whether she had seen the swamp women or the horsemen. The tree women, whom Jadine labels “other,” challenge this logic: “Those who occupy the spaces of Otherness are always already encountering space and therefore articulate how genres or modes of humanness are intimately connected to where we/they are ontologically as well as geographically.”44 Jadine’s rejection of or inability to see and hear them aligns her with the position of western Man, for whom “[…] the place of black women is deemed unrecognizable because their ontological existence is both denied and deniable […]. Correlated, their grounds are silent and their place is uninhabitable within the given frameworks of Man’s geographies”45 (original italics). The tree women’s magical embodiment reveals Jadine’s colonized mind and points to Son’s potential to practice what will become a strategic deontology.
“This place dislocates everything” (284): this pronouncement by Sydney, the black butler on the estate, encapsulates the way that “chaos” challenges the order of the plantation world and gradually undoes the structures of settler colonialism. Sydney and his wife Ondine, foster parents to Jadine and servants to the white man who built L’Arbe de la Croix, themselves begin to take control as things fall apart near the end of the novel. Sydney’s words on dislocation refer to the ways that nature is reclaiming the spaces Valerian assumed he owned and had made “orderly”:[Sydney] noticed that the bricks that edged the courtyard were popping up out of the ground, leaning every which way. Urged, it seemed to him, out of the earth, like they were poked from beneath. Cement, he thought, is all that will keep this earth still. […] And something serious had to be done about the ants. They had already eaten through the loudspeaker wires and he had had to transfer the entire system to the greenhouse. (284)



He also notices that “[…] the trees were jumping up overnight” (285). Given the previous encounters we have witnessed with the tree women and other forms of magical embodiment, these lines underscore the process underway by which the natural environment performs what Foucault might term an “insurrection of subjugated knowledges.”46 The efforts to hold back this challenge appear headed to defeat at L’Arbe de la Croix: the natural environment and magical presence of “discredited” ways of knowing perform a strategic deontology that prepares for the final chapter.
The ending of Tar Baby mirrors the opening, with a difference. Though Son has accepted the story of the blind horsemen who ride though the undeveloped forests on Isle des Chevaliers, he still desires Jadine and attempts to return to Valerian’s estate. His obsession persists despite the fact that she has already taken a plane back to Paris, her companion not a man but the coat of baby seals’ skins. The intervention of Thérèse, former worker at L’Arbe de la Croix, instead sets him on a path to join the legendary men. As at the start, Son is in darkness in a boat, this time in the hands of a human female—another water woman who can ferry him across the sea despite her blindness and who is determined that he must reach the “back” of the island rather than the “developed” side. As she tells him, “We are at the back of Isle des Chevaliers. You can climb here on the rocks. They are all together here, like a bridge. You can crawl them all the way to shore” (304). She insists that he leaves the boat and tells him that here he “can take a choice” (305).
Son’s steps in the last paragraphs of the novel resemble a process of dying and being born, as he leaves behind his baggage, grabs the rocks, and begins to crawl toward land. This water lady tells him that “They [the horsemen] are waiting in the hills for you. They are naked and they are blind too” (306). With the “nursing sound of the sea” pushing him to land, Son finds his feet and runs, again like a fugitive, but this time running toward a potential new life. He enters a magical space and time, one where we are not invited to follow. Nevertheless, his “lickety-split” trajectory into a landscape preserved from neocolonialism, the opposite of spaces shaped and “owned” by settlers like Valerian, proposes a strategic deontologizing of the western episteme. Son appears to emerge into Relation and insight: “The mist lifted and the trees stepped back a bit as if to make the way easier for a certain kind of man” (306). Significantly, we do not see the horsemen nor do we see Son join them. Their presence is another kind of magical embodiment, in that Morrison leaves us free to imagine and create them. That is, the readers are invited to participate actively in the creative process. As the narrator says at the end of Jazz, “make me, remake me. You are free to do it and I am free to let you because look, look. Look where your hands are. Now” (229).
III
Son’s journey to the other side of the island is left in suspension: the reader does not know whether he will run the ten miles through forests to Valerian’s estate without looking to either side, or whether he will see and join the black horsemen. We can “decipher” the ending according to a practice theorized by Wynter in an essay on aesthetics and further explored by McKittrick. Keeping in mind that a water woman directs Son’s original path to Isle des Chevaliers and that Thérèse the boat-woman steers him back there, one could argue that the two journeys complement each other and form a holistic experience of the Atlantic world’s geographies. As McKittrick explains, “deciphering a plantation logic” has three dimensions or possible steps: identifying the mechanics that normalize subjugation of people and exploitation of land; noticing the destructive commitment to and acceptance of this system as natural; finally, imagining a new knowledge system.47 Tar Baby illustrates these three “thematics” through Son’s journey and double-birth from water onto island. Where he arrives at the end, while left ambiguous, holds the possibility of that new way of knowing: “[…] produced outside the realms of normalcy, thus rejecting the very rules of the system that profits from racial violence, and in this envisions not a purely oppositional narrative but rather a future where a corelated [sic] human species perspective is acknowledged”48 (original italics). In Son’s potential to see the legendary horsemen and join their refusal of slavery and the plantation, this form of magical embodiment contributes to a radical decolonization.
A different ghostly presence serves as a guide in Home, which follows the cross-country odyssey of a black vet returning from the Korean War. Frank Money undertakes this journey from the Pacific Northwest to rural Georgia in order to save his sister from the damaging consequences of a eugenicist’s experimentation on her body. In the process, as he encounters racism in every place through which he passes, Frank also copes with PTSD and layers of childhood trauma. The latter is embodied in a magical man in a blue zoot suit, whose death Frank and his sister Ycidra (Cee) witnessed and whose bones they lay to rest at the end of the novel. As in A Mercy and Tar Baby, the active presence of non-human beings also offers a strategic deontology, such that horses “rise up like men” and trees manifest wounds similar to those inflicted on black men and women.
“They rose up like men. We saw them. Like men they stood” (3, original italics). Frank’s description of two stallions fighting opens Home and leads directly into the forgotten memory of white men burying a black man whose foot jerks as dirt is piled on the body. This dead man will rise like the horses and accompany Frank from Oregon through the Midwest to his destination of Lotus, Georgia. On this journey, he encounters constant reminders of the racism and “racialized assemblages” that inform US culture in the mid-1950s.49 The train he rides from Portland to Chicago operates according to Jim Crow practices and racial violence, just as he was warned by the Reverend Locke in Seattle: ‘Listen here, you from Georgia and you been in a desegregated army and maybe you think up North is way different from down South. Don’t believe it and don’t count on it. Custom is just as real as law and can be just as dangerous’ (19). Frank also follows the guidance of the Green Book, which a reverend in Portland shares with him so that Frank will know where it is safe for a black man to eat and where he will be able to find lodging along his route. What Son experiences in Vietnam and then in his eight years wandering the seas, Frank has encountered in the army in Korea and now in his trajectory across the country he would call “home.”50
While Tar Baby opens and closes with watery births for Son, Home is framed by a double burial. We learn the dead man’s identity and cause of death only late in the novel, related by Frank’s grandfather Salem and black veterans of the two world wars. Throughout this narrative, Morrison reminds us that black men who served overseas also faced a constant war in their home country.51 The dead man, who appears to Frank at moments when he witnesses or faces racist attacks, is only referred to as “Jerome’s father.” As the older men explain, he and his son were the victims of racialized violence, forced by white men to fight each other literally to the death. The description of this horrific “sport” recalls the “battle royal” scene in Ellison’s Invisible Man, where young black men are forced to fight each other blindfolded, goaded by white supremacists (the “prominent” men in town), and receive electric shocks in the process. The burial that Frank and Cee witnessed as children epitomizes the Man/Other ontology that informs the national (US) culture in the twentieth century (and beyond).52
Frank’s train ride exposes the cultural trauma experienced by African Americans in a decade that the national (mythic) narrative fantasizes as a time of peace and prosperity. The magical appearances of the zoot-suited man connect the instances of violence in the present moment to the generations of trauma resulting from the five-hundred-year history of what Wynter terms the “Millennium of Man” governed by slave-plantation logic.53 He first appears after a man is beaten and his wife hit by a rock when they get off to buy coffee at a train stop. Observing the man’s anger, Frank imagines that he will later beat his wife to assuage the humiliation: “He couldn’t protect himself and he couldn’t protect her either as the rock in her face proved. She would have to pay for that broken nose. Over and over again” (26). These ramifications of the Man/Other dichotomy illustrate the ways dys-selection perpetuates cycles of violence, including the denial of normative masculinity to black men. As Frank absorbs this moment, the ghostly presence joins him:[…] he heard someone taking the seat next to him. Odd. There were several empty seats throughout the car. He turned and, more amused than startled, examined his seat partner—a small man wearing a wide-brimmed hat. His pale blue suit sported a long jacket and balloon trousers. His shoes were white with unnaturally pointed toes. The man stared ahead. Ignored, Frank leaned back to the window to pick up his nap. As soon as he did, the zoot-suited man got up and disappeared down the aisle. No indentation was left in the seat. (27)



Most of the critical analyses of Home either make no mention of this character or dismiss him as not-real—for instance, as a “delusion.”54 This inattention to his presence throughout the text reflects a general denial of the “sociogenic principle” that maintains what Wynter terms “the master code of symbolic life and death.”55 The unnamed man—and Frank’s awareness of his presence—serves as a potential “‘demonic observer’ ground outside the consolidated field of meanings of our present analogic,” a ground for “new objects of knowledge”56 (original italics). Though the small man appears only three times in the novel, twice to Frank and once to Cee, his magical presence cannot be ignored and his bones cannot rest until he is recognized as fully human (not other).
The train trip across the expanse of the USA, from West to East, traversing the North to arrive in the South, denotes the geographies of trauma experienced by black men and women marked by the violence of western ontology. In Chicago, Frank stays with a family whose son has suffered physical wounding by the police. Morrison reminds us of the long, ongoing history of such violence extending back to enslavement. Eight-year-old Thomas was playing with a cap pistol and was shot by the cop, as the father explains to Frank: ‘Some redneck rookie thought his dick was underappreciated by his brother cops’ (331). The damaged arm hangs useless, but the boy has developed an aptitude for math and tells Frank he is good at everything in school. Most significantly, when Frank asks what he plans to be when he grows up, Thomas responds, “A man” (353). As when Frank saw the aftermath of the attack on the couple, this time when he is witness to testimony against racial violence, he again sees the zoot-sited man, who enters while Frank sleeps in Thomas’ room:But after a few hours of dreamlessness, he woke to the sound of a click like the squeeze of a trigger from a gun minus ammo. […] then he saw the outline of the small man, the one from the train, his wide-brimmed hat unmistakable in the frame of the light at the window. Frank reached for the bedside lamp. Its glow revealed the same little man in the pale blue zoot suit. (33)



When Frank calls out asking who he is and moves toward him, the man disappears, leaving Frank contemplating the figure and his clothing, then wondering if the appearance is a sign connected to Cee. In both instances of magical embodiment, the liminality of this figure suggests a third space or demonic ground from which to regard, analyze, and then deontologize the “rational” or “normal,” “Man” as defined by the western colonial paradigm.
That process is initiated and guided by the man in the blue zoot suit, who magically appears to support Frank at critical junctures on his homeward odyssey while also serving as a sign that Cee is in critical condition. Relation weaves through this text, as it also does in A Mercy. One is also reminded of Pilate’s words in Song of Solomon about one’s responsibility for another’s bones. Having witnessed the original burial of Jerome’s father and then learned the inhuman way that he died, Frank understands the necessity of shifting the narrative, countering the violence, and reaffirming the dead man’s humanity. In the burial rites that Frank and Cee perform, we see a potential answer to a question Wynter poses: “Power is always linked to the poesis of being […]. We now live in the poesis or autopoesis of ‘Man.’ How,” she asks, “can we bring all the knowledge we have gained into the autopoesis of the human?”57 (original italics). The burial includes a quilt, the first one Cee has made while a community of women help her heal from the trauma (including infertility) inflicted by the doctor. That creation becomes the container for the dead man’s bones: “Such small bones. So few pieces of clothing. The skull, however, was smiling” (143). The natural world participates in this ritual, as Frank chooses to dig a deep hole under the sweet bay tree that has looked over them since childhood: “[…] split down the middle, beheaded, undead—spreading its arms, one to the right, one to the left” (144, my italics). Several threads interlace in this scene, as Frank chooses to bury Jerome’s father as if he were upright in a perpendicular grave, and attaches a marker to the tree’s truck: “Here Stands a Man,” it reads. And the tree participates in the celebratory memorial: “Wishful thinking, perhaps, but he could have sworn the sweet bay was pleased to agree. Its olive-green leaves went wild in the glow of a fat cherry-red sun” (145).58 This moment encompasses further magical embodiment, as the (un)dead man appears not to Frank but to Cee: “‘Who’s that?’ Cee pointed across the water. […] It looked to her like a small man in a funny suit swinging a watch chain. And grinning” (144). Magically embodied each time he appears in the narrative, the zoot-suited man smiles in response not only to the resting place Frank, Cee, the quilt, and the tree have shaped for him, but also at our recognition that he is indeed a man, human, in Relation. While Cee now has her own trauma to address, as indicated by her ability to see the man, nevertheless this scene illustrates the process of healing that strategic deontology initiates.
Coda
I return to the novel Love, which also ends at a gravesite, that of the black entrepreneur Bill Cosey who haunts the entire narrative. L and Celestial, the two women who sit on his tombstone in the final scene, are also both dead, though they each perform magical embodiment throughout the text. The voice of L and that of the Atlantic Ocean suffuse the text with a ghostly presence that both relates the story of Cosey and his plantation-like resort (where women are abused and raped) and deontologizes that version of Man/Other. The omnipresence of death and the resonance of the ocean replace a colonizing will—read as both power and desire and as the last testament that L tells us she changed before she poisoned Cosey. In this text as in A Mercy, a central part of the project of deontology is to subvert the patriarchal aspects of the Man/Other dichotomy.
L’s affinity for the ocean, expressed in her words, “The ocean is my man now” (100, original italics), parallels Celestial’s ease in the water. The Atlantic—off the coast of Cosey’s now-defunct resort, a nearby cannery, and the remnants of a community that provided workers for both enterprises—is sometimes invaded by “Police-heads,” a form of discipline and surveillance: “dirty things with big hats who shoot up out of the ocean to harm loose women and eat disobedient children,” L tells us (5, original italics). She remembers a moment on the beach when Celestial stood up,[…] naked as truth, and went into the waves. […] Police-heads were on the move then. […] but this women kept on wading out into black water and I could tell she wasn’t afraid of them—or of anything—because she stretched, raised her arms, and dove. […] Finally, she surfaced and I breathed again watching her swim back to shallow water. […] Then she—well, made a sound. I don’t know to this day whether it was a word, a tune, or a scream. All I know is that it was a sound I wanted to answer. Even though, normally, I’m stone quiet, Celestial. (106)



Magical embodiment suffuses this passage: a dead woman speaks to us, remembering creatures who policed the depths and the shore like modern-day incarnations of plantation overseers, as well as the cops who took on that role after abolition; another dead woman dives into the ocean without fear of its dangerous depths or the Police-heads threatening harm; a voice emerges and encourages a call-and-response between the two women. They challenge the ontology of Man/Other that the Police-heads would maintain and provide a means toward strategic deontology of that system.
The closing scene brings L and Celestial together at the cemetery in a finale that might lay to rest the colonial paradigm that Cosey perpetuated in his uncritical adoption of the western episteme of plantation, patriarchy, and exploitation. L notes that Celestial overpowered the Police-heads, as she “[…] stood right under their wide hats, their dripping beards, and scared them off with a word—or was it a note?” (201, original italics). Celestial sits in a red dress on Cosey’s tombstone, obscuring its false words—“Ideal Husband. Perfect Father”—and sings to him (201, original italics), as L joins in, humming. Space does not permit a full discussion of Love, but I conclude with this scene because it incorporates several forms of magical embodiment that are hallmarks of Morrison’s fiction. That the ocean is nearby and the two women’s voices have replaced that of the “master” Cosey suggests that the spaces holding the traumas of the Middle Passage and enslavement can be decolonized according to Wynter’s vision.
In her early essay, “Novel and History, Plot and Plantation,” Wynter explains the ambivalent relation between the plantation and the plot (land planters allowed slaves to cultivate for their own food): “In old societies with traditional values based on the old relation [between humans and Nature], resistance could be put to the dominance of the new dehumanizing system. In new societies like ours, created for the market, there seemed at first to be no possibility of such a tradition. […] We suggest that this plot system, was, like the novel form in literature terms, the focus of resistance to the market system and market values.”59 Morrison’s plots offer this possibility of resistance, specifically through her incorporation of magical embodiment. Further, her works imagine the leap Wynter invokes at the end of another of her essays, citing Fanon: “The true leap, Fanon wrote at the end of his Black Skin, White Masks, consists in introducing invention into existence. The buck stops with us.”60 Each of the novels discussed here invites us to take that leap, to embrace the magical embodiment of both human and non-human life in their pages, and to imagine Relation as a totality. As Morrison’s fiction and essays repeatedly remind us, the contemporary moment in the Americas is rooted in and shaped by colonization and enslavement, which established an ontology that defined peoples, non-human beings, and the environment itself as “Other” and expendable. Magical realism in the twenty-first century perhaps recognizes and addresses the need for decolonization more fully and directly than earlier iterations—though Morrison’s works have engaged in that struggle from the beginning. In her recent book The Origin of Others, Morrison again examines the construction of the “Other,” particularly through racialized dichotomies. She also connects the slave trade at its height in the nineteenth century to the “mass movement of peoples” in the late twentieth century and into the twenty-first century.61 She warns of the dangers of fearing the “stranger” and “foreignness,” as she discusses the many ways that borders are erected and policed. In the magical embodiment that appears throughout her novels, Morrison suggests ways to challenge the Man/Other episteme. The “human project,” she writes, “is to remain human and to block the dehumanization and estrangement of others”62 (The Origin of Others, 37).
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In “Third-World Literature and the Era of Multinational Capitalism” Fredric Jameson famously claims that: “All third-world texts are necessarily, I want to argue, allegorical, and in a very specific way: they are to be read as what I will call national allegories, even when, or perhaps I should say, particularly when their forms develop out of predominantly western machineries or representation, such as the novel.”1 Perhaps there is nowhere that Jameson’s claims are more apparent than in Western readings of magical realism. Indeed, for the Western reader, particularly those readers situated in the seat of imperial and colonial power that is the United States, the magic in magical realism is often read as symbolic or allegorical, and more specifically as third-world allegories of national formation. In this logic, Macondo is a transparent allegory for Colombia, Midnight’s Children2 is a clear allegory of the birth of the Indian nation-state, and The Kingdom of This World3 is obviously about the formation of the Haitian nation. While these readings are not necessarily “wrong” on their face—indeed there are strong arguments that each of these texts is precisely about nation formation—this tendency to read magical realism as a gesture toward the symbolic or the allegoric, by default, is a tendency I propose to problematize. Specifically, this chapter will argue that there is important political work that is done in magical realism by willfully reading against the allegorical and symbolic as a way to challenge the hegemony of colonial and imperial logic, and, ultimately, the primacy of the nation-state itself.


Benedict Anderson reminds us that there is perhaps no greater magical fiction than the magic of the nation. When he explores the question of why men are willing to fight and die for nations, he uncovers a startling proposition, namely that nations are imagined communities. The nation, as Anderson shows us, is a product of a kind of imaginative, dare we say, magical thinking, and it is held together by a tenuous set of mechanisms and beliefs: “As we shall see, few things were (are) better suited to this end than an idea of nation. If nation-states are widely conceded to be ‘new’ and ‘historical,’ the nations to which they give political expression always loom out of an immemorial past, and, still more important, glide into a limitless future. It is the magic of nationalism to turn chance into destiny.”4 The notion of the nation looming eternal—existing in a timeless past and projecting itself into an eternal future—is magical indeed.

As Anderson shows us, few things seem more “natural” then the nation, and yet it is part of its magic that its own roots and processes are obscured by its seeming timelessness. The magical thinking of the nation is, in part, precisely this; that its violent structures and mechanisms are obscured by its seemingly natural and immemorial being. As the history of the Global South reminds us, nations are distinctly Western political and economic formations, and their imposition on the rest of the globe resulted in world-devouring violences, as Junot Diaz forcefully reminds us at the beginning of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.5
Given this, is it any wonder that magical realism as an aesthetic practice is one that has been taken up, in large measure, by people who have been on the receiving end of settler colonialist practices? I contend that by reading against the idea that the magic in magical realism is necessarily allegorical or metaphorical, and instead insisting on its literal-ness within the context of the novel, we open up different possibilities for representing resistance to colonial hegemony and the primacy of the nation-state. Part of the work that magical realism does in this context is draw attention to the failures of the nation; the magic in magical realism functions not so much to construct a state as it works to draw attention to its own mythic (magical) nature. While many of the great novels of magical realism—One Hundred Years of Solitude,6 The House of Spirits,7 The Kingdom of this World, Satanic Verses, and even, to some extent The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao—do in some regard invoke the nation, the nations that they allegorically represent are not whole or functioning nation-states, rather the nations that these novels evoke through a Jamesonian reading of their allegorical functions are faltering nations in crisis. This relationship is not coincidental.

If we think of magical realism not as a set of conditions that a text must adhere to, insofar as it is a kind of aesthetic practice, then I would suggest that part of what magical realism subverts, part of its political action, is in questioning the confines of language itself—the real and the magical—by refusing distinction between them, and moreover, by refusing to adhere to a logic of colonialism which insists on reconstructing itself in its own image. As Zamora and Faris point out in their introduction to Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community:Magical Realist texts are subversive: their in-betweenness, their all-at-onceness encourages resistance to monological political and cultural structures, a feature that has made the mode particularly useful to writers in postcolonial cultures and, increasingly, to women. Hallucinatory scenes and events, fantastic/phantasmagoric characters are used in several of the magical realist works discussed here to indict recent political and cultural perversions. History is inscribed, often in detail, but in such a way that actual events and existing institutions are not always privileged and are certainly not limiting: historical narrative is no longer chronicle, but clairvoyance.8



The startling beauty and horror of the magically real are that it lays bare a world that has not, ultimately, been entirely conquered. Rather, magical realism suggests a reckoning, a rejection, a holding together of contradiction. Magical realism is the insistence of what Gloria Anzaldúa calls a “Nepantla” state,9 a state made up of in-betweenness, of borders and contradictions and that which is unreconcilable.
Though magical realism can, and often does, invoke the nation, it does not do so to unproblematically represent it in allegorical or even literal ways. Rather, magical realism razes the nation, pointing to both its impossibility and its imaginativeness, as well as its fractures and breaks. The magical realist novel does not, in other words, construct the nation; it shatters it, doubles it, and expands it, and forces us to rethink the structures of nation-ness itself. One of the ways that the most recognized novel of magical realism—Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude—does this (though certainly this is the case in other magical realist texts, though for reasons of space, I will limit my discussion) is through the way that they problematize time.
One Hundred Years of Solitude steps outside national time, and functions instead within the space of what I would call non-national time. Non-national time happens when the temporal frame of the novel is unsteady: when the text seems simultaneously historical and contemporary; when the past, present, and future shift and merge into sameness; when the foundational question of when the novel is taking place is unclear and unresolvable. Non-national time is time outside of the historical narrative that is part of nation-building; it goes beyond calling official history into question, it rather destabilizes the notion of history entirely. Non-national time is uncanny time—familiar and strange—reminding us that the function of nations is to make us believe they are eternal and timeless, even as we know they cannot be. As Wai Chee Dimock reminds us in “Deep Time: American Literature and World History”:Periodization offers a linear chronology, segments of time neatly sliced, neatly sequenced, neatly segregated, taken to be discreetly analyzable. Such segments can never fully taxonomize the world. Historical processes are not all sliced in this way. They do not all march in a single file. They cannot all be boxed and fixed slots. The synchronic planes that come with periodization are no more integral and no more binding than the territorial borders that come with nations.10



Thinking of time outside of national borders, indeed outside of nations itself, is a more fitting frame for thinking about the way that writers like García Márquez use and play with time. It is precisely the use of chaotic, non-national time that grounds the post-colonial critiques of the novel, as well as creates the contexts in which the magic unfolds. While it is impossible to address here the myriad places where the magical, the strange, the uncanny, and the grotesque are intertwined in the novel, I would suggest that one of the foundationally “magical” aspects of the text is the use of non-national and chaotic time. While scenes like levitation by means of chocolate or rides on flying carpets are certainly rich strands in the magical fabric of the novel, it is the consistent temporal disruptions, including the repetitions throughout the novel, that lay the groundwork for the other magical happenings in the text.
Further, it is non-national time, unfolding in familiar and strange ways, that creates the grounds for a kind of radical and unpredictable freedom, as it draws our attention to the way that nation-making and nation-reproducing function, at best, incompletely. The uncanny temporal locations of One Hundred Years of Solitude accommodate irreducible difference, so that the novel’s time frame impossibly accommodates different eras, and different ideologies, some of which are tied to national formation, and some of which are not. The novel insists on the impossibly Edenic and primal scenes attending the founding of Macondo (with its hints of a socialist utopic vision), with the same sincerity that it addresses the time of the post-independence civil wars of Latin America (as symbolized by Colonel Aureliano Buendía); the pre-modern vision of the world as flat exists alongside the alchemist laboratory, the discovery of ice, and the waging of war through means of giant magnifying glasses; the attack of Sir Francis Drake on Riohacha (1569) co-exists in the same temporal space as the arrival of the banana company and its later massacre (1928). These chaotic movements between the pre-modern and the colonial, the primal past and the contemporary leave no space for the national allegory to bloom. Rather, the texts chaotic time, in which we are simultaneously in all of these moments, and in none of them, suggest something else as it draws our attention to national fractures, colonial hauntings, and repetitions. Through its use of non-national time, One Hundred Years of Solitude suggests a world that exists both within and beyond national imaginations, opening the possibility for imagining the entire temporal scope—the past, present, and future—differently.
So how does the use of non-national time challenge national foundations? Firstly, as Anderson has recognized, conceptions of temporality are foundational to concepts of the nation. While print culture, specifically the newspaper and the novel, sustain the imagined community of the nation, equally important is the conception of time and, more specifically, the recognition of simultaneity as a precursor to national time. Again, Anderson writes:Our own conception of simultaneity has been a long time in the making, and its emergence is certainly connected, in ways that have yet to be well studied with the development of the secular sciences. But it is a conception of such fundamental importance that, without taking it fully into account, we will find it difficult to prove the obscure genesis of nationalism. What has come to take the place of the mediaeval conception of simultaneity-along-time is, to borrow again from Benjamin, an idea of ‘homogenous, empty time,’ in which simultaneity is, as it were, transverse, cross-time, marked not by prefiguring and fulfillment, but by temporal coincidence, and measured by clock and calendar. Why this transformation should be so important for the birth of the imagined community of the national can best be seen if we consider the basic structure of two forms of imagining which first flowered in Europe in the eighteenth century: the novel and the newspaper. For these forms provided the technical means for ‘re-presenting’ the kind of imagined community that is the nation.11



The creation of the imagined community of the nation is sustained through the representation of homogenous empty time, marked by clock and calendar. The representation of time in this way—steady, unchanging linear time, in which the lives of individuals plot along their own anonymous courses—is represented through the newspaper and the novel, but these representations themselves are, for Anderson, foundational in understanding how larger entities like nations function.
Part of the way that they function is through the understanding of linear, progressive, anonymous time, and the way that individuals lives (or if we wish to be romantic) destinies are not intertwined through some divine plan or mythic connection, but through the happenstance of existing in this particular time and place. For Anderson, the idea that most people within a nation will never know or interact with even a small fraction of their fellow citizens is less important than the idea that we know that those other, anonymous, individual lives exist in simultaneity with our own, and that, moreover, such lives are represented and made readable through the dissemination of print media, whose form and style both create and affirm the idea of an imagined and unified community.
If conceptualizing the nation is tied to the emergence of a national temporality, as Anderson suggests, how are we to read a novel that refuses this temporality? I suggest that in One Hundred Years of Solitude, the use of asynchronous, empty time suggests not a national foundation, but rather a suspension of national formation. Here, we do not have a “sociological organism moving calendrically through homogenous, empty time, [which] is a precise analogue of the idea of the nation, which also is conceived as a solid community moving steadily down (or up) history”12 insofar as we have a geography that jumps erratically between different temporal locations.
To put this more precisely, the use of time within One Hundred Years of Solitude suggests a resistance to the magical thinking of the nation as imagined community and insists instead on the literal-ness of Macondo—its materiality, its inhabitants, its physicality, and its immediateness—rather than its potential as a national allegory. The novel does not seek to raise the nation (Macondo is not Colombia) rather, it resists the nation by using non-national, non-linear time. The consistent rejection of the national as allegory is further evidenced by the fact that national identity and politics are, in some very profound ways, empty signifiers, and national intrusion within the novel is met with suspicion, violence, and dismissiveness. The national symbolism surrounding the military campaigns of Colonel Aureliano Bunedía, as well as the references to the arrival of the train, and the banana company all make this resistance to the national clear.
While the novel famously opens with a nostalgic tone, the first line of the text, “Many years later, as he faced the firing squad, Colonel Aureliano Buendía was to remember the distant afternoon when his father took him to discover ice” (1), conjures up startling imagery of the failure of nation-making. The Colonel, facing the firing squad, assumedly as a result of military defeat, raises a host of familiar specters for anyone even vaguely familiar with the history of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, both in Latin America and beyond. The image of the failed revolutionary facing imminent death is a roaming signifier, reminiscent of Che Guevara in Bolivia, of the Spanish Civil War and the death of García Lorca in Granada, of the numerous civil wars throughout Latin America, and even of the Goya painting The Third of May, 1808. In other words, the images and ideas that García Márquez invokes in the first line are ones that are wearily familiar by the end of the twentieth century, a century Pablo Neruda describes as blood soaked.13 This is the evocation of the all too familiar collapse of the national project, the uniformed man facing the firing squad, as he waxes nostalgic for a childhood that is inaccessible.
The irony, of course, is that One Hundred Years of Solitude is not about the military campaigns of Aureliano Buendía, or at least it is not solely about this, nor does he wind up being executed in the moment the opening of the novel suggests. Instead, the interminable wars of Colonel Aureliano Buendía, whose machinations occupy a good deal of the text, are nonetheless remarkably and wonderfully unclear. The precise politics of his revolution are never revealed, save in broad and laughably vague terms:Because of his humanitarian feelings Aureliano sympathized with the Liberal attitude with respect to the rights of natural children, but in any case, he could not understand how people arrived at the extreme of waging war over things that could not be touched with the hand. It seemed an exaggeration to him that for the elections his father-in-law had them send six soldiers armed with rifles under the command of a sergeant to a town with no political passions. (95)



Aureliano eventually fights for the liberal party because of his humanitarian sympathy, but this is not a question of an articulated political platform, rather it is a nebulous gesture toward vague and broadly sketched ideologies. Aureliano problematizes the idea of waging war for something that has no material reality; the larger debates about federalism or secularism are meaningless to him, as are the machinations of national politics in a place that is apolitical in nature. In fact, it is not the ideologies of politics that radicalized Aureliano and his prodigious military campaigns. Rather, he is radicalized by witnessing the corruption of his father-in-law, something that is immediate, real, and offensive to his sensibilities. Still, that he transforms into Colonel Aureliano Buendía and spends his life fighting for the liberal party in conflicts where the stakes are ambiguous and the resolution nebulous, suggests something profound about national politics. They are empty. The nation and the intrusion of national ideologies in a place that has no use for them are violent and altering, but they are also, in some real sense meaningless.
The use of non-national time in the text is further cemented by the way that the novel resists the space of the political. Throughout One Hundred Years of Solitude, the political is treated with suspicion. The novel is saturated with a critique of the political as empty, from early in the text when José Arcadio Buendía resists the government edicts to paint all the houses blue to honor national independence, (55) to the empty treaty of Neerlandia that brings to an end Colonel Aureliano Buendía’s civil wars (177) and his withdrawal from the world, (199) the political space of the nation is one that is constantly contested and problematized. Aureliano’s last attempt to foment political revolution, in light of the intrusion of the gringos and the consequent murders of his sons, makes this clear:The last veterans of whom he had word had appeared photographed in a newspaper with their faces shamelessly raised beside an anonymous president of the republic who gave them buttons with his likeness on them to wear in their lapels and returned to them a flag soiled with blood and gunpowder so that they could place it on their coffins. The others, more honorable, were still waiting for a letter in the shadow of public charity, dying of hunger, living through rage, rotting of old age amid the exquisite shit of glory. So that when Colonel Aureliano Buendía invited him to start a moral conflagration that would wipe out all vestiges of a regime of corruption and scandal backed by the foreign invader, Colonial Gerineldo Márquez could not hold back a shudder of compassion. ‘Oh, Aureliano,’ he sighed. ‘I already knew that you were old, but now I realize that you’re a lot older than you look’. (242–243)




The emphasis on the emptiness of the national—the anonymous president with his buttons, and the flag soiled with blood and gunpowder to adorn their coffins—suggests that the symbols of national identity (flags and presidents) are meaningless. This idea is furthered by the contrast with the other, more honorable men, who waited for the nation to show its gratitude in material rather than symbolic ways, only to die waiting. As they rot of old age in the exquisite shit of glory, the impotent rage of the Colonel reveals both his naiveite, as implied by Colonel Márquez, and his age. He is so old that he still believes that fighting and dying for causes actually have the power to change nations, an idea that his lifelong friend, Gerineldo Márquez names. The national here is suspect, corrupt, and empty; it is not worth dying for, but for Aureliano, it is perhaps worth dying in defiance of. Here, we have echoes of Anderson—Aureliano is not interested in dying for the nation, but he is willing to die in defiance of it.
Colonel Aureliano Buendía, however, does not die by an executioner’s hand or even by his own attempt at suicide after signing the meaningless treaty. Instead, he dies of an impotent and raging old age, leaning against the ancient chestnut tree where his father’s ghost patiently waits for him. Rather than dying in some kind of symbolic glory, tied to his resistance to the nation, he dies profanely, leaning against the tree to piss, his passing only noted when the vultures begin to descend (267). The vestiges of martial glory are gone, replaced by watching a passing circus, suggesting in the death of the great military hero that there is nothing noble or glorious here; there is only the solitude of old age.
While the novel consistently resists symbols of nation-making, particularly in those sections concerned with the martial career of Colonel Aureliano Buendía, this is not the only register where we find the novel resisting national time. Through its profound use of nostalgia, amnesia, repetition, and cyclical narration, One Hundred Years of Solitude reminds us that we are not in the time of history, but rather in a temporality that defies the historical, and in some cases, even the decipherable. The description of the plague of insomnia is a wonderful example of this:By means of that recourse the insomniacs began to live in a world built on the uncertain alternatives of the cards, where a father was remembered faintly as the dark man who arrived at the beginning of April and a mother remembered only as the dark woman who wore a gold ring on her left hand, and where a birth date was reduced to the last Tuesday on which a lark sang in the laurel tree. Defeated by those practices of consolation, José Arcadio Buendía then decided to build the memory machine that he had desired once in order to remember the marvelous inventions of the gypsies. The artifact was based on the possibility of reviewing every morning, from the beginning to the end, the totality of knowledge acquired during one’s life. He conceived of it as a spinning dictionary that a person placed on the axis could operate by means of a lever, so that in very few hours there would pass before his eyes the notions most necessary for life. (47–48)



During the plague of insomnia, time falters, which ultimately leads to an inability to mark time meaningfully. Natural relations are called into crisis, as when a father becomes a man arriving in April, or a mother is reduced to a shadow figure with a ring. A birthday is noted not by proper calendrical time, but by the arbitrary natural occurrence of a lark singing in a tree. The memory machine that José Arcadio Buendía wishes to create is a less a function of individual memory, as it is a product of accumulated knowledge, randomly ordered, and wonderfully general. This is not the individual’s knowledge catalogued; rather, it is general knowledge necessary for the normal functioning of life. Here, the tools of modernity—the clock, the calendar, the encyclopedia—all become meaningless, as time merges into undifferentiated sameness. In fact, during the insomnia plague, and the amnesia that accompanies it, individual wills, dreams, and needs evaporate. People dream each other’s dreams, while they live in a state of somnambulism that does not allow for individuation. The spinning dictionary operated by a lever suggests that the suspension of normal time requires an intervention to order things, in this case knowledge, correctly, because the ordinary operation of time is no longer functioning. At stake in this temporal suspension is the ability to differentiate the self from others, and more pressing, the ability to know the world. Here, both epistemology and ontology fall into crisis as the inability to know the world is lock-stepped with the inability to be in world.
The insomnia plague is one example of the use of non-national time in the novel, but it is certainly not the only one. Over and over, One Hundred Years of Solitude insists on problematizing allegorical moments where we might read nation and nation-building practices, in favor of reasserting the topsy-turvy logic of time that resists the national, and, therefore, the allegorical. The intrusion of things we might read as national allegories—the arrival of the magistrate, the symbolic wars of Colonel Aureliano Buendía, the arrival of the train, and later the banana company and its accompanying massacre—are all instances where the national leads to horror, violence, and death, but never unity, and certainly never security or prosperity for the residents of Macondo.
One Hundred Years of Solitude does not seek to conjure the nation allegorically, rather it seeks to resist it, and as such replaces the nation with the family, the real with the magically real, and linear time with disrupted, cyclical, and non-historical time. Toward the end of the novel, this is made clear by the biblical rains that last four years, eleven months and two days. When the rains end, the town is described as follows:The survivors of the catastrophe, the same ones who has been living in Macondo before it had been struck by the banana company hurricane, were sitting in the middle of the street enjoying their first sunshine…The street of the Turks was again what it had been earlier, in the days when the Arabs with slippers and rings in their ears were going about the world swapping knickknacks for macaws and had found in Macondo a good bend in the road where they could find respite from their age-old lot as wanderers…the Arabs of the third generation were sitting in the same place and in the same position as their fathers and grandfathers, taciturn, dauntless, invulnerable to time and disaster, as alive or as dead as they had been after the insomnia plague and Colonel Aureliano Buendía’s thirty-two wars
. (331)



The torrential rains wipe out Macondo, leaving it sodden and moldy, but they also return the town to its rightful inhabitants. The implication of a biblical cleansing of the earth in order to restore proper order is hard to avoid here. Unlike Noah’s flood of 40 days and 40 nights, the rains of Macondo last approximately 1795 days (approximately because this shifts depending on how we measure the 11th month. Is it 30 days? 31? 28? Here there is ambiguity even in these seemingly precise measurements), implying that the destruction needed to cleanse Macondo of its imperial intrusions is far greater than the violence needed to reshape the earth in Genesis. The removal of the outside influence of the banana company restores the order of the original town, including the return to the street of the Turks.
While the biblical imagery in the passage is important and situates the novel outside of calendrical time, favoring instead the space of the mythic, the repetition in the passage also suggests non-national time. It is not just that the natural order of the town returns, it is also that the descendants of the original Arabs take up their same places and positions. The repetition across generations implies that the descendants of the Arabs, like the descendants of the Buendías, and perhaps like most of the residents of Macondo, carry with them this “invulnerability” to time, so that the town, free of intrusions, replicates itself with difference, generation after generation. Much like the confounding repetition of names in the Buendía family and the accompanying repetition of characteristics like solitude, beauty, and intractability, the town comes back to life, creating outlandish beauty out of its disasters.
The repetitions, the forgetfulness, and the ambiguity of time are all examples of what Wai Chee Dimock might call Non-Newtonian time. Of this she writes:Newtonian mechanics stands or falls on this image of time as container. It is as if time were a filing cabinet, made up of an infinite number of slots. Into these slots any given event can be automatically filed away: into a century, a year, a month. Placement is key. Everything must be assigned a temporal address; that address must be locked into a numerical series; that series guarantees an identity-across-the-board at any given political point.14




Dimock resists Newtonian time as a proper paradigm for thinking about literary studies, because it allows for the temporal ordering of things to determine their meanings and contexts, and it blinds us to connections that exist outside of readily identifiable temporal proximity. From its title to its conclusion, One Hundred Years of Solitude similarly rejects Newtonian time, in favor of what I am conceiving of as non-national time. What are we to make of this? Are we to accept that, within the logic of the novel, time simply does not function the way that we know it must; the way, in other words, that time functions in the world outside the novel? The short answer is, quite obviously, yes. But then we might also ponder, what does the disruption of such a fundamental category as time mean for this text? I would propose that the use of time as disrupted, repetitive, cyclical, and lost suggest a novel that is suspended between the tensions of memory and forgetting, and further implies an unwillingness to participate in a national project, even on the level of allegory. By stepping outside of national time, time marked by clocks and calendars and elections and leaders and political life more broadly, the novel puts us into something more like mythic time, or time before the national emerges as a category. To be sure, this is not to suggest that the loneliness and isolation of the text put it past idyllic notions, but rather that the violence and the passions of the novel are not marked by the national, rather they stand in defiance of it.
The ending of the novel, where past, present, and future merge into a cycle that turns in on itself, implies not the eternal return of time operating in a cycle, but the finality of destruction:Only then did he discover that Amaranta Ursula was not his sister but his aunt, and that Sir Francis Drake had attacked Riohacha only so that they could seek each other through the most intricate labyrinths of blood until they would engender the mythological animal that would bring the line to an end. Macondo was already a fearful whirlwind of dust and rubble being spun about by the wrath of the biblical hurricane when Aureliano skipped eleven pages so as not to lose time with facts that he knew only too well, and he began to decipher the instant that he was living, deciphering it as he lived it, prophesying himself in the act of deciphering the last page of the parchments, as if he were looking into a speaking mirror. Then he skipped again to anticipate the predictions and ascertain the date and circumstances of his death. Before reaching the final line, however, he had already understood that he would never leave that room, for it was foreseen that the city of mirrors (or mirages) would be wiped out by the wind and exiled from the memory of men at the precise moment when Aureliano Babilonia would finish deciphering the parchments, and that everything written on them was unrepeatable since time immemorial and forever more, because races condemned to one hundred years of solitude did not have a second opportunity on earth. (416–417)




Time has come to an end. The past, present, and future merge for Aureliano Babilonia, so that prophecy and past become the same thing. Here at the end of the novel, we are returned to the historical in the form of Sir Francis Drake, only to make the historical subverted, yet again, to the non-national. Francis Drake is not the beginning of the story of the rise of a nation; it is, instead about the rise and fall of a family. The city of mirrors (or mirages) that will be wiped out from the memory of men returns us to the founding of the town, and José Arcadio Bunedía’s dream-vision of a city of mirrors that would be called Macondo. The imagery of the biblical hurricane of whirlwind and dust suggests the destructive potential of circles and cycles, reminding us that being within cyclical time is not enough to outrun either the past or the future. Like the biblical imagery of the flood, this biblical hurricane takes us back to other cities of legend—Sodom, Gomorrah, the walls of Jericho, the tower of Babel, the ancient worlds implied by the Sanskrit scrolls that Aureliano Babilonia is reading—to place us firmly into the time of myth, as the city is exiled from memory. As the first of the family line is hauntingly tied to the chestnut tree in the yard, and the last of the line, carrying the dreaded mark of the pig’s tail, is devoured by ants, we have reached the end of the novel’s repetitions. The robust chaos of the narrative, with his proliferation of names, of experiences, of houses full of people, of heavenly ascensions, chamber pots, alchemy, gold fishes, lotteries, eating contests, ghosts, bags of rattling bones, buried treasure, and the mechanical toys of another time, falls into the silence of solitude.
The novel ends, then, with another temporal signifier; forgetting. The condemnation of one hundred years of solitude suggests that Macondo and the Buendías have, through their isolation and their temporal resistance to the national faded from the face of the earth. In some sense, then, resisting the national also means embracing forgetting, as it is through the national that history is recorded and remembered. And yet, the disruption of the historical, the emphasis throughout the novel on ancient knowledge (Melquíades constant presence throughout the novel, both physically and spectrally represents this), and the return of the forgotten also imply that belonging to history is not the same thing as belonging to the nation. Time does not recognize nation-states. Maggie Ann Bowers in her work Magic(al) Realism notes that García Márquez’s disruption of history may be read within the context of the postmodern:The critic Kum Kum Sangari considers that this self-reflexive aspect of One Hundred Years of Solitude goes hand-in-hand with magical realism in order to disrupt fixed notions of history. According to Sangari, by revealing its constructedness and making knowledge and truth ‘provisional’, such novels as One Hundred Years of Solitude revise history to make it relevant to the present circumstances (1987: 163). This is, in effect, another way of proposing Jameson’s definition of postmodernism–to think historically in an age when authoritative history is forgotten or mistrusted.15



Bowers’ rendering of Jameson’s notion of the postmodern is interesting here; what does it mean to think historically in an age when history is forgotten or mistrusted?
I contend that one way to do this is to think of history outside the spaces of the national, and as such, I would suggest that this is not only the work of post-modernity; rather, this is the question of the post-colonial as well. Or to put this differently, there is at work an assumption that the only way to properly organize political and social life, including its temporality, is within the context of the nation-state. As Anderson reminds us, however, we do not have to go very far into history to find a time when nations, as such, did not exist at all. The ubiquity of nation-ness, and the assumption that all people in all places should strive to achieve it, is both wrong-headed and arrogant. Partha Chatterjee notes in National Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative Discourse,The very idea of nationalism being a rational and self-conscious attempt by the weak and poor peoples of the world to achieve autonomy and liberty is demonstrably false. Nationalism as an ideology is irrational, narrow, hateful and destructive. It is not an authentic product of any of the non-European civilizations which, in each particular case, it claims as its classical heritage. It is wholly a European export to the rest of the world. It is also one of Europe’s most pernicious exports, for it is not a child of reason or liberty, but of their opposite: of fervent romanticism, of political messianism whose inevitable consequence is the annihilation of freedom.16



If we attempt to read One Hundred years of Solitude in light of a national allegory, if we wish to insist that the novel is attempting to pose the foundations for the Colombian nation-state, we miss, in part the profound critique the novel presents, namely that the emergence of nation-states in Latin America is only the most recent iteration of centuries of violent colonial and imperial impositions. By shifting time, so that it refuses to act according to the imperatives of the colonial and national order, García Márquez is resisting the imposition of the world outside of Macondo, not to make Colombia’s history visible, but rather to remind us that we need not rely on the imposition of external structures to validate our experiences.
The idea of history functioning within the imperial and colonial order is certainly neither new nor revolutionary. As Walter Mignolo points out in The Idea of Latin America:…History is a privilege of European modernity and in order to have History you have to let yourself be colonized, which means allowing yourself, willingly or not, to be subsumed by a perspective of history, life, knowledge, economy, subjectivity, family, religion, etc. that is modeled on the history of modern Europe, and that has now been adopted, with little difference, as the official model of the US. Perspectives from coloniality, however, emerge out of the conditions of the “colonial wound,” the feeling of inferiority imposed on human beings who do not fit the predetermined model in Euro-American narratives.17



What I am attempting to illustrate above is that when confronted with texts, overwhelmingly from the Global South (third-world nations), the overwhelming instinct is to read the magic in magical realism precisely in light of Jameson’s claims, that is as allegories of national development. But insisting on always raising the nation—as allegory, as aspiration—does phenomenal violence to our imaginations, and moreover renders representation as only ever mimetic. In this context, the magic in magical realism is a resistant mode, one that, like Toni Morrison’s articulations of absences, demands something more of the reader than the reconstitution of the normative logic of the nation. What if, rather than attempting to posit nations, magical realism, through the use of resistant modes of representation seeks to show us something that is entirely beyond the national? Thus far, I have been contending that One Hundred Years of Solitude does precisely this, by situating the action of the novel outside of national time. The space of ambiguous time, of cycles and repetitions, of fragments and excess, of nostalgia and prophecy, creates a context that resist the linear march of “progress” that in Latin America has often been shorthand for coloniality and conquest.
Ironically enough, when we look at the foundations of magical realism, we are reminded that the form that came to be so associated with the Global South, the postcolonial world, and Latin America more specifically, had its beginnings a world away, in the Weimar Republic of Germany, in the interwar period. As Irene Guenther notes in her work “Magical Realism, New Objectivity, and the Arts during the Weimar Republic”:It was an art that reflected the turbulent fourteen-year life of the Weimar Republic (1919-1933); an art of a demoralized Germany reeling from its devastating loss in World War I, its subsequent revolution, and the worst monetary inflation in history that peaked by early 1924, when one American dollar was worth more than 40 trillion marks. It was an art of the first years of the struggling Republic (1919-1923); an art of controlled bitterness that festered as the hopes and idealism of 1918 were dashed by the early 1920s, and the dreams of a better society gave way to resignation and cynicism. (43)18


In the ashes of its traumatic loss in World War I, the world of the Weimar Republic sought, through its visual art, to produce aesthetic forms that revealed the magic in everyday things. Using tools like inconsistent perspective, geometric shapes, and figures that evoked but departed from realistic depiction, the art that Franz Roh called Magic Realism was, in part, an expression born out of national horrors and failures, specifically, the rabid nationalism that led to Germany’s rise in World War I and later, its horrific reassertion in the second. What does the art of a short-lived interwar Republic tell us about the aesthetic forms embraced by writers of the postcolonial world?
The first, I would suggest, is that the magical realism, whether in art or literature, is an aesthetic practice that pushes beyond the surfaces and beyond given categories, including categories like time. Second, it is worth noting that magical realism has at its genesis point, a tenuous and complicated relationship to nation-ness. Its earliest iterations are born out of the catastrophe of the national project gone awry. It is one of the ironies of history that nationalism, in one of its most grotesque forms, is about to take a foothold in Europe, as the Weimar Republic collapses and gives way to National Socialism and the rise of the Third Reich. It is further worth considering here, whether what we witness in the rise of National Socialism in Germany is as historically isolated as we like to think.
Aimé Césaire in considering the rise of Nazism in Europe contends that Nazism is not a historically isolated event, but suggests that what makes it so abhorrent is not the violence and inhumanity of its discourse, but rather who is subject to it. Césaire calls Europe indefensible, noting that Nazism is just another word for barbarism, a barbarism that Europe very willingly participated in, and a barbarism that can be called by another name; colonialism:Yes, it would be worthwhile to study clinically, in detail, the steps taken by Hitler and Hitlerism and to reveal to the very distinguished, very humanistic, very Christian bourgeois of the twentieth century that without his being aware of it, he has a Hitler inside him, that Hitler inhabits him, that Hitler is his demon, that if he rails against him, he is being inconsistent and that, at bottom, what he cannot forgive Hitler for is not crime in itself, the crime against man, it is not the humiliation of man as such, it is the crime against the white man, the humiliation of the white man, the fact that he applied to Europe colonialist procedures which until then has been reserved exclusively for the Arabs of Algeria, the coolies of India, and the blacks of Africa.19



For Césaire, Nazism is nothing short of the colonization of Europe by itself, the cannibalization of European culture and enlightenment, using modes, horrific to be sure, but all too familiar for those in the colonial world. It is an irony not to be lost that an aesthetic form, whose first formulation emerges on the brink of this horror in turn becomes one of the most important and theorized modes for writing emerging from the postcolonial world. To be clear, I am not here contending that magical realism is the sole provenance of the postcolonial world, but I am suggesting that its use by postcolonial writers and marginalized groups is well-documented, as magical realism offers a way to contest dominant paradigms. At its base, magical realism is a mode that responds to the horrors of nationalism gone awry.
It seems, then, that the imperative of representing experience is not necessarily about emulating or striving toward the national, in the form of literary allegories, but that the more pressing work here is resisting the national, and moreover, in laying bare the horrors that lie in its foundations. To assume that third-world literature functions as an allegory of national development is to suggest that nation-ness is the only thing to strive for, the only way to be or exist within a social and political order. But what is it, precisely, about the nation that the postcolonial world should desire?
In his Nobel Lecture in 1982, Gabriel García Márquez notes the following:I dare to think that it is this outsized reality, and not just its literary expression, that has deserved the attention of the Swedish Academy of Letters. A reality not of paper, but one that lives within us and determines each instant of our countless daily deaths, and that nourishes a source of insatiable creativity, full of sorrow and beauty, of which this roving and nostalgic Colombian is but one cipher more, singled out by fortune. Poets and beggars, musicians and prophets, warriors and scoundrels, all creatures of that unbridled reality, we have had to ask but little of imagination, for our crucial problem has been a lack of conventional means to render our lives believable. This, my friends, is the crux of our solitude.20



Rendering the lives of those outside conventional centers of powers believable, readable, and seeable requires much of us. Is it any wonder then, that Márquez suggests that his is not a foray into magical realism, but rather an expression of realism itself? While unpacking this ontological and epistemological claim is beyond the scope here, it is worth noting that the reality of Latin America, the reality of the postcolonial world, is one that is not simply about mimicry or aspiration. The search for modes capable of representing what Carpentier calls lo real maravilloso americano—the marvelous American reality—cannot and should not leave us always, already within the space of the national, a space which is implicated in the very violence that magically real novels often work against.21
And so here, in the early decades of the twenty-first century, when the forces of nationalism and all its attendant violences remain firmly ensconced in the world, what are we to make of magical realism? For the last century, this form, born in part from the horror of rabid nationalism, has circled the globe, giving us new paradigms through which we might imagine the possible. And yet, at this moment, it is sometimes thought of as form that has already become passé. As uneven global development gives way to new interconnected global economies and the divisions of 1st, 2nd, and 3rd worlds fall away, can magical realism still hold value in our increasingly connected and interdependent world? I would suggest that one of the great ironies of the beginning of the twenty-first century is that we find ourselves in our own series of repetitions. As old political rivalries between the East and the West gain new footholds, as the specters of racism and class division reassert themselves with stunning force, and when nationalism again emerges as the pre-eminent way to organize political life, it is worth remembering that we are on well-trod paths. To paraphrase Faulkner, the past is not dead; it is not even past. Nations, and the inclination to raise them, both allegorically and actually, remain a very real part of our contemporary world, as does the violence that attend to them.
Perhaps the question of what kind of political work magical realism has left to do in the twenty-first century can be answered by considering the ways that it allows us to see, how it makes visible, the constructed and perhaps magical form of the nation itself. Truly, there are few more determinate factors about an individual’s life—their possibilities, the qualities of their lives, the kind of ideologies that will shape them—than what nation they happen to born into. Geography and destiny merge. It is, therefore, worth remembering, as magical realist novels of the Global South often remind us, that nations and their impositions are no more natural than the cyclical and apocalyptic ending of One Hundred Years of Solitude. The past, as The Tempest, reminds us, is prologue.
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21. “The Deep Root Snapped”: Reproductive Violence and Family Un/Making in Quan Barry’s She Weeps Each Time You’re Born
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Rabbit, the psychic Vietnamese protagonist of Quan Barry’s She Weeps Each Time You’re Born (2014), is besieged by myriad voices of the dead imploring her to “listen” (266, original emphasis). Not entirely unlike her fictional character, Barry juggles many possible narratives and subject positions when she enters the discursive space of “Vietnam.” A biracial poet and fiction writer of African American and Vietnamese descent, Barry was born in Vietnam in 1973, adopted as a baby by an American family, and raised in the United States on Boston’s North Shore; as an adult, she has returned to Vietnam several times as a visitor. If, as Barry suggests, her novel provides a fuller narrative of twentieth-century Vietnam for an American audience, re-presenting the postcolonial nation as more than “a metaphor for quagmire,” She Weeps is still a literary work rooted in the long aftermath of the US-involved wars in Southeast Asia.1 Underlying the text is a question that surfaces explicitly only once: “Please, is this about me?” an Amerasian adoptee character named Amy Quan (which is also Barry’s name) implores her tour guide and interpreter in Vietnam when they visit Rabbit (255). The brief exchange is somewhat tongue-in-cheek, given the stereotype of the self-centered American abroad, but it is also poignant and pointed, for the (mostly) third-person narrator explains that now, decades after war’s end, “the woman’s kind were starting to come back. … [T]housands of adults who had been given up as children during the war were returning to the country where they’d been born” (254–255). The novel is set almost entirely in Vietnam and is, in a sense, Barry’s literary return to her country of birth, framed at the start and end by the fictional Amy Quan’s search for her origins, which the narrator describes as “long and arduous and weirdly joyful” (256).

Barry’s Vietnam is a historical landscape filled with thwarted, improbable, and magical lineages and kinships spanning several generations. It is a nation whose reproductive capacities are made grotesque and fantastical by colonialism, war, forced migration, and the lasting toxicity of Agent Orange—conditions that have been among Vietnam’s major, embattled realities for the past century. The novel is intricately researched, which shows in explanatory asides and a bibliography; but, beyond the carefully woven-in historical information, Vietnam in She Weeps is also a place of speculative possibilities. Frequently, grief and yearning for loved ones are answered—though not satisfactorily or without heavy cost to characters—by recourse to the magical and supernatural realms. Magical mothering acts, such as spirit-impelled adoption and sudden lactation, and psychic communications with the dead lead to the formation of non-biological kinships and communities throughout the novel. The novel’s use of these particular magical realist tropes provides an imaginative counterpoint to real-life histories of violent family separation, erasure, and “organized forgetting” that surround the war in Vietnam, particularly its effects on Vietnamese women.2
Although the novel is not autobiographical, the author’s inclusion of a semblance of herself draws attention to adoption as both a real-life, material condition out of which the novel arises and an important theme and recurring plot element within the novel. This essay builds on insights by scholars of critical adoption studies, an emergent field with close ties to Asian American studies, feminist theory, and critical race studies, to contextualize the novel’s exploration of colonial and wartime family making and unmaking. In the first section, I offer reproductive violence as a rubric that links and situates the many forms of family unmaking that take place in the novel, and I place reproductive violence within current scholarly discourses about adoption. In the second section, I look to the adaptive and adoptive kinship formations that emerge in the wake of that violence and examine how such family making is represented. The novel’s engagements with adoption, particularly through magical realism, may be understood as part of a search for “new configurations of survivability and possibility” in the face of widespread reproductive violence.3
Critical Adoption Studies and Reproductive Violence
The novel centers on the life of a woman, Rabbit, who is born in her mother’s grave and can hear voices of the dead, and her adoptive mother, Qui, who is able to nurse Rabbit (and, at times, other motherless children) with fantastically restorative breast milk. Qui is Rabbit’s “adoptive” mother not in any formal or legalistic sense—as the term might be commonly understood in the United States—but in the sense that she, through her actions, assumes the lifelong role of providing for and protecting Rabbit after Rabbit’s birth mother dies. The adoption of Rabbit occurs through supernatural intervention. Qui, a despondent teenage orphan living with her grandmother Huyen, is visited by the spirit of Little Mother, who has died of malaria while pregnant. Little Mother’s apparition buys a jar of honey and then whispers in Qui’s ear, “be her mother” (31, original emphasis). The next morning, Qui wakes up lactating, “the front of her shirt … damp as if she had pressed two wet hands to her chest,” and she “moved with a newfound energy she hadn’t shown in months” (32). Huyen understands the change in her granddaughter as a sign that they must pack their belongings and set out on a journey, which eventually leads to the newborn Rabbit’s unearthing from Little Mother’s grave. Three days old when she is discovered, Rabbit is already cursed with the ability to hear spirits of the dead who are still trapped on earth. It is 1975, the war is ending, and the psychic child must grow up learning how to “[i]n a country full of ghosts … distinguish between the voices of the bodied and the voices of the spectral” (44). This vexed positioning later earns the adult Rabbit some years of acclaim as Vietnam’s unofficial state psychic, but it is also a lifelong challenge; she eventually ends up under house arrest after uncovering truths the government would rather keep buried.
Rabbit is not the only character cared for by a non-biological mother. Not only does Qui take on the role of Rabbit’s mother by immediately nursing her, but Huyen newly understands herself to be obligated to “serve” Qui, the orphaned granddaughter she previously abused, redefining their adoptive relationship from that time on (32). Near the novel’s end, Rabbit continues the cycle of maternal substitution by discovering and nursing a pair of conjoined, newborn twins whose mother has died birthing them. Thus, adoption in a general, non-bureaucratic sense—as a method of non-genetic kinship formation arising from necessity—is central to the text. The adoptive bond is corporealized and made visible by the repeating trope of magical breastfeeding, which creates a biological, if not genetic, kinship between (adoptive) mother and child. Interestingly, the text itself is a product of a quite different, historically specific form of adoption, that is, the wartime, transnational, transracial adoption of its Vietnam-born author that gives rise to her decision as an adult to learn and write about Vietnam. The distance between the two types of adoption is significant, as the latter may be steeped in ethical dilemmas, elaborated below, while the former, more present in this novel, largely escapes (or appears to escape) those particular dilemmas by being domestic and intraracial. A burgeoning scholarly literature on adoption has broadened the ways we can understand adoption and as such offers a fruitful critical vocabulary for reading this text and untangling the forms of family un/making involved.
Scholars of “critical adoption studies” have developed intersectional, justice-oriented approaches to adoption that reveal the power relations structuring today’s global adoption industry and practices. These scholars call attention to the coercive and violent conditions that precede and sustain adoption, which is understood to be “a market, a reproductive technology, and a method of family disintegration and creation,” shaped in each of these functions by global structural inequalities.4 Kimberly McKee’s and others’ crucial reminder that adoption is about family disintegration as much as creation—that it forecloses one set of kinships while it establishes another—inspires my use of the double-sided term “family un/making.” Family un/making insists on a contextual understanding of “the decisions made and actions taken by people who create and sustain a family,” to borrow from Catherine Ceniza Choy’s delineation of “global family making,” that is, family making that “consciously” crosses borders of race and nation.5 Adoption as an analytic, which I am deploying here, does not only refer to the formal creation of a bionormative, “as-if” kinship bond between two individuals where none existed before.6 It also indexes the often unjust conditions that make adoption possible by constraining birth mothers’ ability to parent (or to choose not to); impacting their health and life expectancy; and leading birth mothers to relinquish children they wish to keep. To be clear, my approach to Barry’s text does not ascribe to its author the critical stance of these scholars toward adoption (or assume any particular agenda or viewpoint in Barry’s work), but I do place her text among the global production and circulation of narratives about adoption that shape public understandings of family and kinship.
Critical adoption studies sometimes refer to women’s “reproductive destiny,” an expression that highlights the many shades of volition and constraint under which women make decisions (or have decisions made for them) concerning their reproductive lives. McKee defines reproductive destiny as women’s “ability to assert agency and control over their reproductive autonomy,” and asks, crucially, “Whose Reproductive Destinies Matter?”.7 McKee calls upon reproductive justice as an ethical framework, rooted in theory and activism by women of color, that makes visible the ways adoption may differently enable or thwart particular women’s reproductive destinies, reflecting those women’s subject positions with respect to colonialism, capitalism, structural racism, and geopolitical precarity. Transnational and transracial adoptions tend to privilege the reproductive destinies of white, middle-class women in the Global North to the detriment of birth parents and children who are poorer, browner, and more vulnerable to political catastrophes such as war, famine, and entrenched poverty.8 Dorothy Roberts describes adoption as “a political institution reflecting social inequities, including race, class, and gender hierarchies, and serving powerful ideologies and interests.”9 That is not to say that transnational and/or transracial adoption is ethically wrong or harmful per se, but it is to understand prevalent adoption practices and institutions as being, as Laura Briggs writes, “always layered with pain, coercion, and lack of access to necessary resources, with relatives (usually single mothers) who are vulnerable”—even in cases where adoption is “the best outcome in a bad situation.”10
Building on such insights, I focus here on specific manifestations and effects of reproductive violence in Barry’s novel. By reproductive violence I mean the interwoven conditions of power, coercion, and bodily and mental harm that disrupt women’s reproductive destinies at all stages of reproduction, including conception, gestation, birth, childrearing, and family making. Critical adoption studies often discuss the “violence” of adoption in a broader sense that may encompass many types of harm, individual and collective, mental and physical. As Kit Myers articulates it, “Those at the forefront of activism, practice, and research understand that love and adoptive family-making are always already wedded to varying forms of structural, symbolic, and traumatic forms of violence.”11 McKee explains that the “violence” that adoption “enacts on women’s reproductive autonomy,” particularly women of color and in the Global South, “stems from power differentials that exist between adoptive parent and birth parent, receiving country and sending country (in cases of international adoption), as well as the conditions that reduce adoption to reductive narratives of gratitude and humanitarian child-saving.”12 My use of the term reproductive violence aims to home in further on how, concretely, structural forces act upon women’s bodies and autonomy to foreclose or compromise particular women’s reproductive destinies. Reproductive violence is distinct from and broader than sexual violence, for although rape, sexual abuse, and sexual assault are forms of reproductive violence, this rubric encompasses many different violations of women’s autonomy and health relating to their reproductive and family lives.
Expressive literature like She Weeps has the capacity to dramatize and narrativize such forms of violence, making visible their possible effects on individuals and families—and by extension, on communities, the nation, and the diaspora—over many generations. Barry’s novel catalogs the universe of reproductive violence affecting Vietnamese and Vietnamese diasporic women from French colonialism to the present, including virtually all characters in this female-centric novel. The text is relentless in this regard: It includes scenes of wartime rape, forced abortion, involuntary family separations (through forced labor, premature death, forced migration, incarceration, etc.), late-term miscarriage (and the mother’s subsequent suicide, resulting partly from cultural pressures), maternal death from childbirth, destitute orphans, and babies and fetuses shockingly deformed by Agent Orange. The rubric of reproductive violence allows us to understand such seemingly disparate occurrences as part of the web of coercive conditions that compromise Vietnamese women’s reproductive autonomy, with deep impacts on their lives and identities and those of their children, including those raised abroad by adoptive parents. The novel portrays a bleak, grief-filled universe for biological parents and offspring who wish to remain together: basically, none do. Their inability to do so is structural and historical, not the result of random, individual tragedies resulting from misfortune. Naming reproductive violence as such allows us to identify manifestations of it as consequences of structural inequality, and to make clear that colonialism and war affect women in particular ways that tend to be minimized or altogether missing in official histories.
Among the numerous women’s life stories woven into She Weeps are those of several forebears of Rabbit, mostly female, each of whom conveys to Rabbit a different but related legacy of colonial and military violence. Tu, her father and sole male relative, is an anchoring but transitory presence; he is there for her unearthing but then largely missing until much later. In the years between, she is cared for by Qui first and foremost, and also Huyen and Tu’s mother, Bà. The five of them form a makeshift family unit brought together by the discovery of the newborn Rabbit. Shortly after Rabbit is born, Tu returns from battle and encounters Qui and Huyen on the road (after their visitation by Little Mother); he brings them to his mother’s house, where he learns of his wife’s death. That night, the group is alerted to Rabbit’s existence by noises heard first by Qui, and once Rabbit is pulled from the grave, Qui steps into the void left by Little Mother. The newly assembled family departs in search of safety, joining millions of displaced Vietnamese “fleeing without knowing exactly where, people pushing south as if the just the word south could save them” (64).
In the chaos that surrounds the war’s end, the women are largely unaligned with any side of the conflict. Observing the two Vietnamese flags, Qui “wasn’t sure which was prettier. The north’s solid red with the one yellow star or the southern flag of the Republic of Vietnam, three red stripes running horizontally in a field of yellow” (63). For Qui, the flags are aesthetic objects divorced from any specific political possibilities. Only Tu, a Viet-Cong soldier, is marked as taking sides, and even he is more compelled to fight than committed to it. He is soon sent to battle the Khmer Rouge, leaving Bà and Huyen to care for Rabbit and for Qui, who is barely more than a child herself. Huyen wonders briefly whether they can forego further migration and instead resettle there, near the sea: “she would take Qui out to the ocean, teach her to wade into the surf at low tide, throw a net. They were mountain people, but they could learn” (64). In a starkly divided world, the women live lives of adaptation and care, focused on each other’s survival, not on ideology. Yet in the novel their struggles are clearly, constantly, sometimes even pedantically historicized, demonstrating that although their day-to-day lives may be experienced as non-political, their fates are inescapably shaped by political violence.
Among the central female characters, the elderly Bà is the most clearly rendered link to Vietnam’s prewar, colonial past. She first appears early in the novel, having recently buried her daughter-in-law and survived military incursions on her town; it is during their migration, while Bà is dying, that the story of Bà’s youth is conveyed to the reader through flashbacks. The flashbacks are triggered by Rabbit embracing her grandmother, “Bà’s life spooling into her granddaughter in the span of a human kiss” (67). A distinctive, twelve-page sequence narrated in second person suggests that Rabbit momentarily experiences everything Bà recalls. (The passage is the longest of a handful in the novel in which the narration shifts to second person as if speaking directly to Rabbit.) Rabbit’s inheritance from her paternal grandmother includes the psychological legacies of colonial violence, as Bà’s memories become Rabbit’s. As a young teenager, Bà and her mother leave home to work on a French colonial rubber plantation, tricked by a recruiter with promises of good pay. The work is brutal and exploitative with abuses of all kinds including sexual abuse of female laborers. Bà’s mother is advised by other women to accept a child’s half-pay for Bà’s labor, even though she performs an adult’s work, to make the daughter less of a target for rape. Such gendered violence is thus a condition of colonial extraction, as Bà’s labor is coercively devalued in exchange for possible protection from rape. Bà is eventually selected as a housemaid while her mother remains in the field; henceforth, mother and daughter rarely see each other. Life as a plantation house servant is luxurious by comparison with field work and somewhat elevates Bà’s status in the colonial hierarchy, but the socialization Bà undergoes further distances her from her mother. After months of separation, “you barely recognize her, the lines in her dark brown face as if gouged with an awl. The first time you call your mother Maman, she looks stricken, as if you’ve just hit her” (76). Bà and her mother came to the plantation to escape dire poverty, only to encounter worse—slavery-like working conditions, involuntary separation, and the destruction of their bond with each other. The separation and Bà’s involuntary acculturation in French are both experienced as violence to the mother–daughter pair, with the figurative gouging of an awl and strike to the face.
As Bà grows up on the plantation, she finds even her chosen kinships—her own would-be family making—curtailed by violence stemming from the same source as that which separated her from her mother. She meets and falls in love with an older, male field laborer who turns out to be a local resistance leader sought by French authorities after a failed revolt. Their love defies colonial order (made present, again, by the interjection of French language), as well as logic and understanding: “Nobody. Personne. Not a single soul will ever understand the unworldly rapport between you and this man” (74). While their deep attachment persists, they are parted by his imprisonment and never reunite. (Much later in life, after the man becomes a healer, he meets and attempts to treat the very ill Little Mother, whom he recognizes as Bà’s daughter-in-law.) Bà is arrested, interrogated, and tortured in the sweep following the revolt, a fictionalized version of the August Revolution of 1945, because of her association; she bears the scar of a cigarette burn on her chest until her death. Colonialism interferes with both Bà’s and her mother’s reproductive lives, wellbeing, and relationships, and in the end destroys both women’s abilities to make and sustain the families they wish for. The plantation scenes succinctly illustrate the many ways colonialism violates the reproductive destinies of Bà and her mother. Like other women, they inhabit gendered vulnerabilities under colonial rule—constantly at risk of sexual violence, with their kinship formations disrupted by demands for cheap labor and subservience. The historically and politically constituted traumas of Bà’s life carry stark implications for Bà as a rooted subject: Even in her final years, she is seen burying her daughter-in-law, separated from her son, forced into hiding, and fleeing the aftermath of a disastrous postcolonial war.
Qui, who belongs to the postcolonial generation that grew up during the Vietnam War, experiences horrific reproductive violence prior to her anointment as Rabbit’s mother. The reader infers early on that Qui has been traumatized but learns the details only gradually through flashbacks: In her early teenage years, Qui was raped and impregnated by a soldier and then tricked by her grandmother into a gruesome home abortion involving the insertion of a cypress cone. It is suggested that the abortion took place “months” before her visitation by Little Mother’s ghost (32). Huyen believed ending the pregnancy “was the only course of action. Wartime was no place for a child to have a baby”; Qui had no choice in the matter (140). The abortion is graphically recounted midway through the novel in a flashback interspersed with narration of an ill-fated attempt to escape Vietnam by sea that takes place several years after. Qui, Rabbit (then a young child), and Huyen are huddled in the hold of a small fishing boat with scores of other refugees during a storm:They felt themselves being lifted. Huyen threw more dirt over the bloody spot growing between her granddaughter’s legs. Somehow they all knew if they could just make it to the other side of the wave. The blood so thick it gleamed black. It wasn’t like anything Huyen had ever seen. Qui whimpered. Rabbit latched on to her body looking for the peace of the world. Huyen assumed it had been flushed out in the first blood, but now it was just coming. She could tell by the way Qui lay panting. Riding the wave all the way to the top, Rabbit sucking on her chest. Then the deep root snapped. A body lay floating in a river. A family was swept overboard out into the open sea. … A tiny golden fish glittered in the blood. Huyen scooped it up in a bowl and swept it into the fire. (141–142)



The longer passage from which these lines are drawn alternates between the abortion and the boat journey. The two, commingled occurrences are scenes of profound family destruction that specifically crystallize kinships broken—“the deep root snapped”—by war. In one instance, the “tiny” fetus is “swept … into the fire,” foreclosing Qui’s ability to become a (genetic) mother in that time and place. Huyen believes she is doing what is best for her granddaughter, since “[w]artime was no place” for that particular reproductive destiny, but her actions compound the girl’s trauma. In the other instance, an entire, nameless family of refugees seeking safety together is obliterated in a brief sentence, “swept overboard out into the open sea.” Because Barry merges the scenes, from the reader’s perspective the refugee boat, in short order, transports and disposes of varied human remnants of the cyclical, family-destroying operations of colonialism and war.
The repeated transitive verb “to sweep” encapsulates the predominant relationship between these characters and the inescapable, top-down forces of history that carry them in the novel. In another mid-novel scene, a man being interrogated in a reeducation camp chooses silence rather than to divulge names, “[a] river sweeping him onward toward wherever it would bear him,” with that “wherever” capturing both his and the refugees’ vulnerability (128). Indeed, in the boat scene, it is not specified which family goes overboard in the storm; several do, having climbed up on deck rather than risk drowning in the hold. Their deaths, like countless other Boat People casualties, are anonymous and unrecorded. The refugees are uprooted and untethered from their homes, families, and communities, without a political identity they can claim. On one hand, they appear to be, as in Hannah Arendt’s classic definition of refugees, “nothing but human beings.”13 On the other hand, it is not bare survival that drives many of the refugees, but their spouses and children: One woman throws herself overboard in grief, believing her young son has fallen from the boat and drowned; later, he is discovered in the hold, ill but alive, now motherless. Another woman, recently widowed, also becomes suicidal (though she is killed another way before she can take her own life). One family cannot bear to leave its ancestors buried in Vietnam, so unearths their remains to bring along: bones clanging in a canvas bag, “[t]he entire Dinh family tree uprooted and being carried across the sea” (155). Like numerous characters over the course of the novel, the refugees fear the loss of family above all else.
The refugee boat is thus depicted as a liminal space in which families are unmade and made, where kinships are affirmed, redefined, strained, and destroyed, often all at once. Even the boat’s provenance is overdetermined: A doctor, desperate for his family to escape Vietnam, acquires the boat by murdering its previous owner. Although he hides the fact, Rabbit hears the terrified spirit trapped onboard—“Please … Take whatever you want”—and discerns the vessel’s history (139). After the storm, in a karmic twist, the doctor is shot dead during a pirate attack. Soon after, the boat hits a sea mine and is destroyed; most remaining passengers die in the explosion or drown. The victims include Huyen, the doctor’s grief-stricken family, and Rabbit’s childhood friend, Son, a little boy whose forlorn ghost henceforth haunts Rabbit. The epically doomed boat and its passengers are representative of post-Vietnam-War refugee experiences in that they meet not just one, but nearly all of the most disastrous fates to befall the Boat People in real life. Among the wreckage at sea, the novel reaches a cruelly ironic turning point: After floating for days, Qui and Rabbit are picked up by a (North) Vietnamese navy ship and returned to shore, where they must begin life again, their family now reduced to two.
For the next two decades in Vietnam, with “tens of hundreds of thousands of millions” of ghosts clamoring to speak to Rabbit, the women have only each other to turn to among the living (44). Even the living are repositories for the stories of the dead. In everyday interactions, Rabbit is accosted by visions of loss experienced by those with whom she comes in contact. Patting the shoulder of her van driver, Rabbit suddenly sees his wife’s death in childbirth, “a woman in horrible pain, a body stuck inside another body, the pelvis starting to crack, Viet with both hands up in the darkness all the way past the wrist” (226). Such trigger-like flash imagery sets the traumatic rhythm of her life as well as the novel, as each person she encounters spills their particular grief. But even as the novel paints this universe of near-constant family unmaking, it also engages in various forms of adaptive (including adoptive) family making. New, non-biogenetic kinships emerge, often improbably and sometimes fantastically, in the crucibles of war and forced migration. The next section of the essay considers how such speculative family making may function as a partly critical, partly sentimental response to reproductive violence, in particular to traumatic family separation.
Adaptive (and Adoptive) Family Making in War’s Aftermath
When Barry departed Vietnam via adoption at the age of six months, it was not of her own volition, and in this she has something in common with the millions of refugees who fled Southeast Asia in the late 1970s through the 1980s. Barry has previously written about various separations from Vietnam—of refugees and adoptees—as well as about people who remained. Indeed, She Weeps, her first novel after four books of poetry, is a seeming roll call of such individuals, all with different experiences and perspectives, all stakeholders in the construction of a non-American-centric, modern Vietnamese history; in this respect, it echoes some of her prior work addressing Vietnam.
In a nine-part poem published in 2000, “Child of the Enemy,” the speaker is a black Amerasian adoptee marked at birth by “the dark meat of my face. A love child, child of perfidy, allegiance / split like a door.”14 The enjambed lines may be read to signify either conflicted national allegiance or the actual child “split like a door,” a metaphor for one’s identity turned violently back on itself; such violence is already hinted in the speaker’s face of “dark meat.” The poem opens with a childhood nightmare about “the ones that got away, far away / under the wreck of water” as well as their “kin left rotting on the shore” (25). “[R]otting kin” may recall drowned Boat People who washed ashore, but it refers also to those who never left, who continued to live with persecution, poverty, and worse in Vietnam. It also refers to the speaker’s own kin: An “obituary” for her “biological mother” appears as a later section of the poem (29). Importantly, the rotting ones are not individuals but “kin.” Their presence in the poem is defined by their relationship to those who “left” them. These lines center the survivor’s guilt and the grief of ones now “far away,” their families unmade by forced migration, their consciences “split” as much as their identities and allegiances. All of this, too, is reproductive violence, and it is deeply connected to still more reproductive violence described in the poem: A later section reveals that the speaker’s mother was raped in a rice paddy, “the night bleeding like a wound / the soldier digging into her with the dead / weight of his lust,” and that the speaker may be a product of this violation
 (28).
As a “child of the enemy” herself—which enemy depends on your perspective—Barry could reasonably be considered both victim and beneficiary of American violence abroad: America’s imperial militarism likely occasioned her birth and her separation from her birth family, yet she is also cognizant of moving through the world with the rights and privileges of an American. She describes in an interview, for instance, encountering a disfigured man in Vietnam, probably “a victim of napalm,” and thinking, “I did that. I can’t run and hide and say that I don’t have some kind of responsibility in that.”15 But, as with other Amerasians who resettled in the United States through adoption or otherwise, Barry’s “responsibility” is vexed, multidimensional, and crossed with her own and others’ abjection.
A telling moment arose in public discourse surrounding the Amerasian Homecoming Act of 1988 (AHA), a law that permitted mixed-race Vietnamese children of American servicemen to immigrate to the United States accompanied by certain close relatives. Vietnamese Amerasians born during the war numbered over 100,000 by some estimates; around 30,000 became beneficiaries of the AHA along with 80,000 claimed relatives, before the Act was defunded in 1993 due to accusations of widespread fraud.16 The AHA initially enjoyed some popular support owing partly to American media representations of the children as “poor, desperate, and despised” in their homeland because they were racially marked as offspring of (North) Vietnam’s former enemy.17 However, once the AHA migrations were underway, some officials and observers expressed concern that secondary beneficiaries were gaming the policy by feigning kinship with Amerasians.18 While it may have been the case that many asserting kinship were not genetically related to the primary beneficiaries, the idea that “[f]raud swamped the program”—that is, that an overwhelming number of AHA beneficiaries intentionally misled the US government to reap undeserved benefits—is revealing.19 Such framing reflects a confrontation between real-life, adaptive arrangements of care and kinship among postwar Vietnamese on one hand and, on the other, America’s “investment in a certain kind of affective, ‘natural’ family,” which bolstered the United States’ efforts to portray itself “as a benevolent and responsible actor in the world.”20 In addition to the fact that Vietnamese cultural understandings of family relationships did not always align with American ones,21 many Vietnamese had lost biological relatives and lived with non-biological kin out of necessity. They often formed deep and lasting loyalties to individuals with whom they had survived war and other traumas, and whom they would not subsequently abandon. It is unknown how many such adaptive/adoptive families, born of loss and displacement, may have been considered “fraudulent” by the US government, which offered no way to account for improvised Vietnamese family making in the wake of war.
What is clear is that post-Vietnam-War American cultural politics virtually required that US political leaders represent America’s engagements with Vietnam—including the AHA—as demonstrations of moral righteousness. This meant the dominant narrative about the AHA’s passage and, ultimately, shutdown was: America charitably offered new beginnings to the unfortunate Amerasians, who had been forsaken by their Vietnamese countrymen, and the Vietnamese treacherously took advantage of that generosity. These narratives relied on long-standing stereotypes of Asian (or “Oriental”) people as deceitful and inscrutable, a “yellow peril” whose machinations endanger Americans. But they were also historically specific, as dominant representations of the AHA fell in line with what Yến Lê Espiritu has called the “we-win-even-when-we-lose syndrome,” that is, the cultural twists and turns by which America has gradually transformed its narratives of loss and failure in the Vietnam War into narratives of moral or ideological triumph—sometimes to such an extent that America emerged as a hapless victim rather than as a foreign aggressor.22 By 1999, a USA Today survey of 500 American teenagers found that “only one-third said they learned anything about the war in school, and half said the United States had won.”23 This was the state of popular knowledge about Vietnam despite (or because of) the fact that American culture had self-reflexively obsessed about the Vietnam War for a quarter-century, generating thousands of books, movies, memoirs, and journalistic think-pieces that were, in the end, mostly about America.24
Barry’s poem “Child of the Enemy” and the cultural politics of the AHA help situate Barry’s literary imaginings of wartime and postwar family un/making in Vietnam and in the diaspora. Barry’s poem and novel both take up the perspective of an Amerasian adoptee—culturally and by citizenship an American, but one with vexed roots in Vietnam. Having grown up among mostly white-American-centric representations of Vietnam rendered from masculine perspectives, Barry approaches her novel as a project of epistemological remediation as well as an artistic project. She Weeps is decidedly not history, but it engages in a kind of historical revisionism that tackles Americans’ narrow view of Vietnam, which focalizes only the 1960s–1970s. The fictional Amy Quan’s tour guide explains when they reach the house where Rabbit resides, “I just want to show her [Amy Quan] everything there is to see in Vietnam. … This is the country where she was born”—a country she has not really “see[n]” until her adulthood (253). And just as the tour guide provides Amy Quan with a tenuous, filtered view into the country of her birth, choosing sights and interpreting for her, so Amy Quan, the author’s stand-in, guides the reader as a not-quite-native informant. Interviewed about the book, Barry notes that “there really isn’t that much talk about the American war there. … I was trying to show that Vietnam, you know, is so much larger than just what our preconceptions of it are.”25 However, although one of Barry’s narrative strategies is to decenter the “American war,” it is hard to say the novel exits the shadow of the war: With Amy Quan’s search for origins framing the novel at its start and end, She Weeps is still clearly produced through the diasporic consciousness of one who seeks, in part, a fuller accounting of her own, complex, and violently obscured origin.
Even if such an accounting may be sought, that does not mean it can or will be “found.” Early in the novel, the narrator advises, “This is not a story of what’s missing. Some things just have yet to be found” (6). The search without a clear conclusion may actually be an epistemological model that suits the novel’s thematic focus on adoption and origins. As Kimberly Leighton observes, it is often assumed within a neoliberal framework that adoptees want to know their “real” origins—that is, facts and whereabouts of their birth, perhaps even coming face to face with long-lost genetic relatives—and that the search for origins will lead to “the self’s reunion with its truth, a truth the denial of which has limited the freedom thought to be possible through authentic self-knowledge.”26 Leighton argues, drawing on Foucault, that a different, more ethically sound paradigm of search may be in order: one that does not automatically privilege genetic origins, but rather may unveil “new modes of being, and with an attitude of curiosity.27 A preferable mode of search would aim “to know the self through genealogical—rather than genetic—narratives of identity” and would generate “a continuous and open-ended process of identity-making.”28 It is precisely such an “open-ended process of identity-making,” along with kinships that are “genealogical—rather than genetic,” that distinguish Barry’s speculative family making from adoption literature grounded more in probable realism than magical realism.
The genealogical understands kinship to be created, enacted, imagined, and experienced, rather than predetermined by shared DNA. Kinship may arise out of, for example, mutual reliance and mutual care, without any basis in genetic similarity. This is crucial because, as scholars of adoption have often asserted, whatever power imbalances unjustly pervade the present adoption industry, non-biogenetic kinship formation still can open positive and liberatory new avenues for social organization. As Margaret Homans describes in an introduction to a recent journal special issue on critical adoption studies, “[a]doption can adhere rigidly to nuclear family norms, regulating sexuality and contributing to the realization of racist projects, but it can also enable nonnormative family forms and it can queer the family. … Adoptees and adoptive families can be the same as everyone else; and they can be cyborgs, hybrids, uncanny assemblages.”29 Part of the work of critical adoption studies is to “imagin[e] different ways toward justice and dignity for everyone in nonnormative families—where social life does not require social death.”30 This means, among other things, that to identify adoption’s pitfalls should not necessitate forsaking the felt attachments that it produces, for adoption not only provides family where family is missing, but also allows us to reimagine family in potentially more just and dignified ways for all.
Such reimaginings are fundamentally speculative. As such they fit comfortably within the universe of speculative fiction, a “super-genre” that includes magical realism: Speculative texts “interrogate[] an empirical reality we presume we know through the strategies of discontinuity, change and difference,” with the effect of enabling writers and readers “to identify historical patterns, amplify contemporary social and political problems and envision futures in which alternate approaches to justice may be imagined.”31 Reproductive violence not only endangers women and children—though that would certainly be enough to make it a crucially important topic—but may constrain an entire people’s sense of futurity, that is, their sense of having a future in which to thrive and reproduce physically and culturally. Responding to such a precarious futurity, Barry’s magical realism seems to ask: What kinds of family making are possible in the midst of geopolitical calamity, in the midst of death, forced migration, and unwanted family separation? What forms of community and rootedness may evolve from the ashes of war? For women of color in particular, given a world whose social and political structures are inimical to our flourishing, and whose histories we barely survive, we must ask the urgent and profound question posed by Nikki Thelathia Young, a scholar of ethics and black queer families: “how can we BE together?”.32 Adoption may after all be a precondition for more ethical ways of BEing together, now and in the future. If that is the case, how might we reimagine adoption in more just and transparent ways? How might such a reimagined adoption enable new forms of survival, futurity, continuity, and kinship?
Barry’s novel is not about any particular possible configuration of “the future”; rather, it works to reimagine the conditions of futurity itself. Such conditions include past and present forms of reproductive life that evolve in the shadows of violence and injustice. In this sense, it makes sense that the adaptive/adoptive kinships of Barry’s novel are importantly tied to other, speculative forms of social being and belonging. Rabbit’s ability to hear and occasionally see spirits, linking the realms of the living and dead, is a fairly common magical realist trope, but what makes She Weeps less conventional is its configuration of the time-tested communication-with-the-dead trope not as an individual gift/curse, but as a collective condition. Qui and Rabbit function as a dyadic pair; they are inseparable from the moment of Rabbit’s unearthing, and they possess interlocking supernatural abilities. Months after her rape and abortion, Qui acquires from Little Mother’s ghost the ability to produce plentiful breast milk with extraordinary healing qualities. Corporeal but symbolic, Qui’s milk is repeatedly described as a “ray of light” or “silvery light,” adding to its mystical quality (51, 212). When the two are adrift at sea after the disastrous attempt to escape Vietnam, Qui’s breast milk keeps Rabbit alive. Qui nurses Rabbit well into Rabbit’s adulthood. The grown-up Rabbit becomes a celebrity psychic acclaimed (and later rejected) by the Vietnamese government. She is frequently depleted and traumatized by unsettled spirits who everywhere beg her to listen, and by grieving people who visit her in hopes of hearing from departed relatives. After the most difficult days of sharing others’ trauma, “Qui would close the doors of the house and pull the weary Rabbit to her chest, the official bearer of the dead limp like a rag doll” (212). The milk’s restorative powers enable Rabbit to continue the work of hearing the dead and bringing closure to the living. Rabbit’s psychic ability manifests as a shared condition requiring particular kinds of feminine care and labor to sustain it—requiring, that is, family in the figure of Qui.
None of that is to say that the version of “family” that Rabbit and Qui enact for each other is especially liberatory. It is, in fact, a fairly conservative, bionormative kinship model that fetishizes the maternal body. Qui is a mostly opaque character who rarely speaks; indeed, on the day of Little Mother’s visitation, when Qui relays to Huyen the instruction from Little Mother, “[i]t was the last thing Qui ever said” (32). The moment Qui assumes motherhood is simultaneously the moment of her silencing, and as Rabbit’s wet nurse she is literally consumed by the unsung labor of caregiving. She appears not quite human at times—with her muteness and “savage beauty … bones chiseled like a deer’s” (29), and she locates and cares for Rabbit seemingly by instinct rather than reason. On the night of Rabbit’s unearthing, having led Tu and the others to Little Mother’s grave, she stands silently “holding her hands in front of her chest as if cradling something” until Tu digs up the coffin and opens the body bag containing his dead wife and miraculously living child (43). It seems Qui’s fate is mostly to silently perform the role left vacant by Little Mother, executing the gestures of motherhood for Rabbit and even becoming Tu’s lover later in the novel. The roving narrator, who enters some characters’ thoughts more than others, gives few clues into Qui’s interior life and never dwells there.
Yet Qui seems to derive something like joy or fulfillment from the sheer physicality of mothering, which offers reprieve from the trauma that haunts her psyche. The first time she nurses Rabbit, “[t]he young girl’s face went rapt, the feeling as if a ray of light were being drawn out of her body. For the moment the memory of the thing her grandmother had done to her was forgotten” (51). It is possible, though not clear, that the timing of Rabbit’s birth coincides with when Qui’s biological child would have been born had her pregnancy continued, so that both Qui and Rabbit substitute in each other’s lives for what each has tragically lost. They are, in other words, each other’s adaptive as well as adoptive kin, their bond produced through trauma and necessity. It may be beside the point whether Qui has any “agency” as Rabbit’s mother; perhaps that is not the most productive ethical question to ask. The novel offers, first, a paradigm of family making that is rigorously embedded in historical circumstances even while it escapes the constraints of historical verisimilitude. In that embedding/escape lies the possibility of critique, wherein reproductive violence may be identified as the complex of structural forces that harmed Qui. Secondly, the Qui/Rabbit dyad and the trope of communications with the dead together offer an imagined response to trauma that is socially reconstructive—that is, it creates and recuperates genealogical, if not always genetic, kinships—even if it is individually costly (as the labor of post-violence reconstruction often is, particularly for women).
Thus, it is significant that the fictional Amy Quan’s search for origins finally brings her to Rabbit’s doorstep. By the end of the novel, Amy Quan’s “long and arduous and weirdly joyful” journey intersects with Rabbit’s decades-long sojourn with her nation’s ghosts, such that the two characters shed light on each other’s central dilemmas and even provide each other with qualified resolution (256). The scene of their meeting is contained within one of numerous, brief, italicized interludes, and it is written in second person, addressed to Rabbit from the collective dead. Isolated, exhausted, and under house arrest, Rabbit has for some time avoided listening to the voices of the dead. Amy Quan’s plea to her tour guide—“Please, is this about me?”—coincides with an awakening in Rabbit, as if to suggest that yes, after all, it is about her. Amy Quan’s unusual physical appearance—“dark in a way you have never seen before,” indicating her African American identity—and her long voyage revive Rabbit’s interest in communication: “This unlikely combination of circumstances opens your ears again for the first time in what will be for you a new age. Everything is interconnected. … Transplantation. The green stalk putting down roots” (256). The metaphor of a “deep root snapp[ing]” in earlier scenes is here romantically refigured as transplantation and interconnectedness, a hopeful generation of new roots, relationships, and community. For Amy Quan, the encounter with the psychic confirms her long-standing sense of not being alone: “Wherever you go in the world, even if you find yourself in a strange land among strangers who love you, know that someone will always be listening who loved you first” (256). The sense of rootedness both women have lost and sought in different ways strengthens again in each other’s presence. Given that Amy Quan is transparently a stand-in for Barry, this sentimental turn casts the novel as a whole in a more hopeful light, as if the narrative wishes to find a kind of redemption in the cementing of improbable relationships. It is helpful here to return to Leighton’s productive troubling of the adoptee’s search for origins as a paradigm of self-knowledge: Rather than discerning the historical whys and wherefores of her birth, Amy Quan finds a more holistic sense of belonging that arises from the act of “listening.” Rabbit’s involuntary gift for hearing voices, after all, is also a metaphor for literary production, the channeling of stories that insist on being told, that take on a life of their own in the telling.
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On June 26, 2016, actor and civil rights activist Jesse Williams was presented with the Humanitarian Award at the BET Awards ceremony in Los Angeles. Williams’ acceptance speech was a powerful indictment of white supremacy and state-sanctioned violence against African Americans past and present, and a passionate invocation of black power in the era of the #blacklivesmatter movement. Williams concluded his impactful speech with a critical commentary on the ongoing exploitation and commodification of African American bodies and minds and asserted, “the thing is though…the thing is, just because we’re magic does not mean we’re not real.” This simultaneity of “uncanny” intellectual, creative, and athletic talent and a deep rootedness in an often troubling material reality adds a new dimension to the longstanding debate about the possibilities and limitations of Magical Realism as a narrative mode invested in social justice in the Americas in the twenty-first century. The complex connotations of “real” in an African American cultural and socio-linguistic context deserve attention in a new approach to the “real” in Magical Realism: to be “real” is to be unapologetically honest and true to one’s self, to be fully alive in the present moment, and to refuse the mythologization often associated with what Russ Castronovo has called “Necro Citizenship.”1 Not all of us have come to this country voluntarily, Williams seems to say, but we are here now, and we are here to stay, to thrive, and continue to participate in a national culture that has always already depended on our material artistic, and spiritual contributions. And we demand recognition, respect, and civil and human rights.

This insistence on “realness” and the refusal to being relegated to the margins of US-American legality and economies reverberates with the experiences of documented and undocumented immigrants from the Southern hemisphere. Salvador Plascencia’s 2005 debut novel The People of Paper2 highlights the violence undocumented Mexican and Central American migrants, especially women and girls, face before, during, and after crossing the US-Mexico border. This violence ranges from very “real,” visceral threats to their physical and psychological well-being, to discursive misrepresentation and the erasure of their voices by a rabidly anti-immigrant rhetoric, and to the commodification of their sexualized, raced, and classed bodies by a Northern neighbor greedy for ethnic stereotypes ready for consumption.3
The People of Paper thus lends itself to a discussion of the ways in which twenty-first-century literary reinventions of Magical Realism are both truly “magic” and “real.” The novel was first published by McSweeney’s, a not-for-profit publishing house founded by Dave Eggers in San Francisco in 1998. Lauded as one of the few publishers still invested in “proving the value of print publishing,”4 McSweeney’s has reached cult status in the creative writing community—in large part because of its anachronistic appreciation of the pleasures of the material book. In an interview with BOMB’s Max Benavides, Salvador Plascencia asserted, “You can’t lay out The People of Paper in a standard format. It doesn’t work. Harcourt, who is doing the paperback, had to use a larger trim size to make the book work. That was really exciting, that the physical object of the book had to stretch to accommodate the story.”5 Readers of the novel, too, have to “stretch” our understanding of what defines realist fiction critical of immigration policies, and “accommodate the story” with rebellious protagonists made of paper and metafictional authorial interventions, paper-cuts-and-all.
Furthermore, Salvador Plascencia is an immigrant himself; born in Guadalajara in 1976, he moved to the United States at the age of 8, when his family settled in Montebello, in a predominantly Latinx city in Los Angeles County, which, in fictionalized form, becomes one of the key settings of the novel. The plot, too, focuses on the familiar trope of immigration from Southern Mexico to Southern California; however, the ways in which this migratory experience is conveyed are far removed from the realism associated with many other autobiographically inspired Latinx accounts of immigration. Magic can be found not only in the novel’s protagonists and storyline, but also in the experimental form in which it is told, a form that highlights the manipulation of migrant stories by an all-powerful narrator who controls access to the means of narration.
The novel’s form makes for a seductive read but resists facile identification and commodification; it is too assertive, too individualistic, too elusive to be easily consumed. In this, the Magical Realism of The People of Paper is akin to yet another phenomenon that emerged out of the #blacklivesmatter movement: #BlackGirlMagic. According to Julee Wilson, “#BlackGirlMagic” celebrates the “beauty, power, and resilience of black women and girls”6 whose brilliance, talent, and grace in the face of adversity often go unnoticed. Activist CaShawn Thompson, who is credited with having created the hashtag in 2013, suggests that magic is found in what the mainstream fails to understand, and which many women of color tend to intuitively see and appreciate. In my analysis of the political and aesthetic import of “magical” elements displayed by female characters in Plascencia’s novel, I build on CaShawn Thompson’s powerful definition of #BlackGirlMagic as an anarchic, subversive force in its exuberant celebration of Black women and girls, even and especially at a time where Black (and Latinx) bodies are forever scrutinized, diminished, and under threat. This defiance against an oppressive reality, celebrating Black (and Latinx) femininities by imbuing them with magic qualities, is an embodiment of Édouard Glissant’s “aesthetic of turbulence,”7 which also privileges the still unknowable, and continuously troubles limiting binaries. Glissant’s utopian belief in a third, or rather infinitesimal, space that invites play and continuous reinvention echoes Gloria Anzaldúa’s “new mestiza consciousness” and influences Jonathan Lear’s “radical hope” as attitudes that gesture toward the “not yet here”8 and, in doing so, defy a paralyzing status quo.
One aspect of Glissant’s “aesthetics of turbulence” can be found in the multi-genre discourse underlying The People of Paper, which reflects Lyn Di Iorio Sandín’s and Richard Perez’s insightful distinction between Magical Realism as a major genre in twentieth-century Latin American fiction, and Magical Realism as a critical mode in contemporary ethnic American literatures. At the center of this critical mode is the spectral experience of Latinx immigrants’ “precarious life,”9 an experience that links them to other racialized or gendered minorities in the United States. Jennifer Harford Vargas’s succinct summary of The People of Paper as a text “about exclusion through a fictional allegory about people made of paper, people trapped in paper, and people without papers”10 is also very productive in terms of her critique of legality and human rights as tied to documentation in the novel. In my discussion of the role of The People of Paper for Magical Realism in the twenty-first century, I highlight the ways in which the novel’s main female characters are particularly vulnerable to subjection and exclusion, and yet embody the empowering concept of #BlackGirlMagic, as they constantly challenge male authority, which ranges from the paternal (Federico de la Fé) to the authorial (Sal/Saturn), legal, and historical, in both Mexico and the United States.
An authoritarian ethos in History implies a linear, fact-based narrative of constant progress. In contrast, Di Iorio Sandin and Perez argue,The ethnic American subject, then, is haunted doubly: historically, by an inscrutable past that he or she must read through the hints and fragments that remain, and socially, through his or her own ontological relation in the Real where s/he is rendered ghostly by violent and systemic exclusions.11



In my reading of The People of Paper I am interested in this ghostliness of the female (immigrant) body, which is at once hypervisible in its sexualization and commodification, and yet prone to “disappear,” literally as victims of trafficking and sexual violence, and discursively as a result of the lack of attention paid to the specific reasons why women and girls have to escape violence in their countries of origin12—in both cases barely leaving a trace. This ghostliness also manifests in an immigration policy that tends to turn particularly undocumented immigrants and their descendants into specters on the margins of an increasingly nativist and white supremacist nation-state. As Marta Caminero-Santangelo has shown in her analyses of the Dreamer generation “aspects of the undocumented experience… are disturbing or ridiculous and thus…magnify the preposterousness of the real.”13 The surreal experience of being an immigrant, documented or not, to a nation that proudly claims to be built on immigration while conveniently silencing the major economic roles of slave labor and indentured servitude to building the infrastructure and wealth of the nation on the one hand, and labeling immigrants from the Southern hemisphere criminal and lazy while simultaneously accusing them of taking away precious job from US-born citizens. Absurd contradictions in xenophobic statements are powerfully captured in a magical realist mode.
The tension between reality as a set of objectively verifiable facts and reality as subjectively perceived multiplicities has been at the center of many a philosophical debate. Magical Realism renders this binary division meaningless, by highlighting the diversity and co-existence of a range of often opposing perceptions of reality which together shape a shared reality that is considered “real.” The Martinican philosopher and poet Édouard Glissant, whose work is also invoked by Di Iorio and Perez, has referred to this simultaneity as a “poetics of relation,” a discourse that has manifested particularly in the complex contact zones of the Caribbean Basin and defies limiting binaries of “real” versus the “supernatural” or “magic.” Rather than considering a focus on Alejo Carpentier’s “marvelous real” as a “lazy” metaphor that simplifies a complex and global Latin American reality, as Néstor García Canclini has done in Hybrid Cultures, or dismiss Magical Realism as a mere tool for the commodification of ethnic, especially Latinx, literatures in the United States, as Alberto Fuguet has argued in McOndo, I consider the magical elements in Plascencia’s The People of Paper an effective language to accurately express the often surreal experience of immigrants and ethnic Americans, and particularly women and children, in a period of escalating racism and xenophobia. The effectiveness of magical elements in The People of Paper is largely due to a sophisticated interplay between experimental visual form, narrative mode, engagement with realist genres, and feminist and postcolonial critique.

To me, the magical realist (or perhaps marvelous real) elements in Salvador Plascencia’s The People of Paper also cannot be reduced to what Alberto Fuguet and Reinaldo Arenas have critiqued as “folk” in the service of European and North American desires for exoticization; they are also not only in opposition to postmodern metafiction, but rather work in tandem to address and perform the dilemma of the commodification of ethnicity especially within the realm of Chicanx and Latinx literatures; equally important, the novel demonstrates that Magical Realism continues to be a highly effective political and aesthetic medium as long as writers and readers are open to its malleability. Magical Realism is not one; at its best it refuses to be predictable and is far from the uniform, static unit that can be used as a shorthand to describe, and often dismiss, literature by authors with origins in the Southern hemisphere. Is Magical Realism, as Fuguet has it, indeed a mere “affliction” of writers, filmmakers, and visual artists who simply serve the escapist needs of consumers living in neoliberal, post-industrial nations, or can it be, as Wendy B. Faris has argued in Ordinary Enchantments, “a particularly effective decolonizing agent”?14
I tend agree with Faris’ observation that Magical Realism “in both its narrative mode and its cultural environment [reflects] the hybrid nature of much a postcolonial society,”15 and argue that Salvador Plascencia, in The People of Paper, reinvents Magical Realism for the twenty-first century as a technique that effectively exposes the mistreatment of immigrants, especially from Mexico and Central America, by state institutions such as the Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) in the post-9/11 era, and offers avenues for effective protest via the creative imagination. Román de la Campa’s perspective that Magical Realism can be “a gateway to grasp…the literary lineaments of postmodernism as well as postcolonialism due to the ways it transgresses discursive codes that sustain not only literature but also history”16 is another cornerstone of my investigation. Magical Realism, as employed in The People of Paper, offers opportunities for such a transgression of established discursive codes, creating what Glissant has termed an “aesthetics of turbulence.” If the characters in a novel are able to rebel against their creator who continuously surveils and controls them, and then surrenders responsibility for their well-being when confronted with criticism and resistance, then immigrants, whose human rights are only accessible if they are documented and travel “con papeles,” too, can resist their subjugation at the hands of an increasingly totalitarian state.

However, in contrast to Faris, I locate the utopian possibilities of Magical Realism not so much in its “remystification of narratives” in the West, but rather in its anarchic potential, which gestures toward possibilities for a future that defies the status quo. The creative world of Magical Realism is able to imagine alternative realities, the crossing across and between these multiple realities, similar to the way immigrants often experience them, and create spaces of encounters between the powerful and the powerless where they were previously unthinkable. This anarchic use of Magical Realism in The People of Paper is more akin to philosopher Jonathan Lear’s concept of “radical hope,” which he developed in the context of cultural devastation and genocide of the Crow Nation. Lear defines radical hope as “a good for which those who have the hope as yet lack the appropriate concepts with which to understand it,” thus gesturing beyond what can even be imagined in the present moment and what #BlackGirlMagic celebrates in African American and, by extension, Latina women and girls.
Magical Realism in the United States in the first decade of the twenty-first century can model effective ways of resistance that are grounded in “radical hope”—in both the daily-lived practices of grassroots movements and the powerful realm of the creative imagination. The ability to defy the harsh limitations of a bleak present via powerful utopian vision is part of the enduring political power of Magical Realism. Rather than offering only an escape or a retreat into fantasy, characters and readers can recharge and are reinvigorated by reading a text that both actively engages with and transcends the physical limitations of the book and asks us to suspend disbelief and enter a truly different world where change is not only possible but paramount for survival. As Jesse Williams stated in his acceptance speech, “the hereafter is a hustle. We want it now.” Anne Mai Yee Jansen has articulated this tension most succinctly as follows:This essentializing use of magical realism was perhaps most problematic in its tendency to exoticize Latin American literatures and ignore or, in some cases, undermine the more political aspects of texts; the playful aesthetics of magical realism often mask the genre’s underlying foundation in anti-imperialist politics…it has often been a genre that questions hegemonic belief systems by destabilizing the boundary distinguishing “reality” from “magic” (or “unreality”).17



The distinction between “reality” and the “supernatural” has long since been revealed as both a misunderstanding of the very realities that make up the physical world of the Americas and as a tool of oppression created by a conquering force whose metaphysics heavily rely on mutually exclusive binaries. Gloria Anzaldúa has as pointed out that Manichaean thinking is at the root of many psychic and physical sufferings of ethnic peoples in the Americas, calling it “an absolute despot duality that says we are able to be only one or the other.”18 The US-Mexico border and, by extension, Mexican and Mexican American cultural production are particularly appropriate spaces to address the often violent clashing of contrasting realities, the geopolitical region where “convergence has created a shock culture, a border culture, a third country.”19 Plascencia has Little Merced describe her and her father Federico de la Fé’s experience of crossing of the border as stepping into an entirely different reality: “We came across a white chalk line that ran from the Pacific shore to the Rio Grande, my father looked around to see if anybody was following us or watching through telescopes. When we felt that we were alone we stepped over the chalk line and walked toward a world built on cement” (31). Anzaldúa describes the residents of this “third country” as “the squint-eyed, the perverse, the queer, the troublesome, the mongrel, the mulatto, the half-breed, the half-dead,”20 and, privileging the marginalized and the outcasts, locates “a magic aspect in abnormality and so-called deformity.”21 The people created from paper, too, are a part of this cast of allegedly abnormal and deformed outcasts, as embodied in the ever-popular and dehumanizing label “illegal alien” for undocumented immigrants.

Magical Realism not only questions the validity of rigid boundaries between the real and the supernatural, between the allegedly normal and abnormal, it also models alternative ways to perceive and live reality as always already relational. As Édouard Glissant put it, “relation informs not simply what is relayed but also the relative and the related. Its always approximate truth is given in narrative.”22 Magical Realism, one could argue, captures such an “approximate truth.” The German expressionist Franz Roh, who is frequently credited with having coined the term in 1925, suggested in his treatise a similar phenomenon of approximation, suggestion, and hinting, asserting that “the mystery descend to the represented world, but rather hides and palpitates behind it.”23 The magical is an ever-present subtext, an undercurrent of a reality in the Americas outside of a conquering vision Glissant similarly observes, in a francophone context,Quite simply, two conditions have come together here: a culture that projected onto the world (with the aim of dominating it) and a language that was presented as universal (with the aim of providing legitimacy to the attempt at domination). These two intentions, not without some acknowledged portion of largesse, culminated in the thought of an empire. Under these conditions poetic thought went on the alert: beneath the fantasy of domination it sought the really livable world.24



Reality, allegedly objective and universal, is revealed as an imperial endeavor and logic, which “poetic thought” resists. The magical poetics of Plascencia’s The People of Paper exposes this “fantasy of domination” by an author and his omniscient narrator, and by extension, the fantasy of domination via white supremacist nationalism that requires a vibrant bureaucracy and an army of willful helpers. Novels such as The People of Paper, and characters like Merced de Papel, Little Merced, Cameroon, and Liz take this fantasy to task and replace it with narratives of a “really livable world.”
Magical Realism, as used by Plascencia, invites an encounter with an unknowable other on equal terms and asks us to lay aside a Cartesian ethos. While reading Magical Realism as a literary phenomenon can encourage exoticization, even this can be a however problematic first step toward suspending disbelief and being open to the alternative logic and utopian realities The People of Paper requires us to consider what Glissant has termed the “other of Thought”:The other of Thought is precisely this altering. Then I have to act. That is the moment I change my thought, without renouncing its contribution. I change, and I exchange. This is an aesthetics of turbulence whose corresponding ethics is not provided in advance….Thought of the Other is occasionally presupposed by dominant populations, but with an utterly sovereign power, or proposed until it hurts by those under them, who set themselves free. The other of Thought is always set in motion by its confluences as a whole, in which each is changed.25



In The People of Paper, this “aesthetics of turbulence” causes a change in perception and, thus eventually, a shift in power. A cacophony of randomly organized, uneven voices interrupts and displaces Saturn’s omniscient, linear narrative. Confronted by his characters, Saturn at first violently dismisses the rebellion, only to eventually withdraw. Little Merced, who, in a contemporary political context can be read as a member of the “Dreamers,” moves from a powerless little girl who follows her father into the North, to a strong young woman whose visions far exceed the limited imaginary of her father. Little Merced, similar to Cameroon and Liz continues to live their lives independently without the knowledge, consent, or influence of their formerly dominant male figures.
To further illustrate my argument, I now turn to some close readings of instances in which especially female protagonists and children in The People of Paper productively use magical realist elements in an effort to create an “aesthetics of turbulence” that troubles the status quo of immigration policy in the United States and offers alternative, utopian visions for the future, following the two strategies I have outlined earlier.
Magical Realism as Utopian Feminist Strategy

Most scholars and reviewers of the novel foreground an analysis of the main protagonist, Federico de la Fe, and Saturn, the narrative consciousness and totalizing element of the novel Federico’s wife Merced and, to a lesser extent, his former lover Liz. Fewer scholars to date, with the exception of Jennifer Harford Vargas, have paid specific attention to the central role of gender politics in the novel. This is surprising since the “magical” elements in the novel disproportionately affect the women in the novel, specifically Federico de la Fé’s daughter Little Merced, his ex-lover Cameroon, and Liz, the fictionalized (?) author’s former girlfriend.
Each of the female protagonists serves as a catalyst for change and triggers critical interventions: The leaving of his wife Merced causes Federico to head North from Guadalajara, his daughter Little Merced asks him to stay true to his ideals and ideas, Cameroon calls Federico out on his false ethics, and Liz serves as a correcting force for the narrative itself by forcing Sal to write her out of the second part of the text. As Harford Vargas has pointed out, “The women in the novel most fiercely resent Saturn’s narrative closures.”26 While Federico de la Fé, early on in the novel, is fully aware of Saturn’s totalitarian aspirations—he tells Froggy, one of the leaders of the EMF gang, “Right now, as I say this, we are part of Saturn’s story. Saturn owns it. We are being listened to and watched, our lives sold as entertainment. But if we fight we might be able to gain control, to shield ourselves and live our lives for ourselves,” (53) it is the female characters in the novel who take action.
Cameroon is among the characters who most openly rebel against Saturn’s/Sal’s version of her narrative and stages one of the harshest and direct attacks on her creator disclose the author’s disingenuousness: “Fuck Saturn” she said. “He is not telling the whole story.” Toward the end of the novel, Cameroon reasserts her critique of the author of her story and “…walked away, wondering why, in a novel, where many things are possible, her fate was such an unimaginative one. But she knew why. This was the fate of women who know too much, women who can upset the pride of Saturn. Because ultimately Saturn is a tyrant, commanding the story where he wants it to go” (228). Saturn, the omniscient narrator and all-powerful author controls the fate of his creations, all people of paper, and yet, Cameroon accuses him of lack of imagination, the ultimate insult that can be hurled at a writer, especially one who is employing Magical Realism. Saturn’s/Sal’s revenge is swift, because “Cameroon was just one, not a gang or an army -easily flicked from an African cliff” (228). Saturn/Sal’s targets Cameroon by singling her out as an individual, single woman who lacks the protection of a larger group.27 It is, therefore, telling that Froggy, the former gang member, phrases his call to action in the plural, insisting on the need for solidarity and a collective consciousness: “We are fighting a war against a story, against the history that is being written by Saturn…we have learned that history cannot be fought with sealed lips, that the only way to stop Saturn is through our own voice” (209). Froggy joins Federico de la Fé’s, Cameroon’s, Little Merced’s and Liz’s war against historical amnesia and misrepresentation; in 2018 we might say, they are fighting against the proliferation of “alternative facts.”
Even though Cameroon’s endurance of pain after being stung by bees is reminiscent of hagiographies of Catholic martyrs, Cameroon, again, resists this limitation of her narrative and “spoke in ways that were not becoming of sainthood and she wanted to make love in ways that were not love” (135). In addition to her irreverence, self-confidence, and active embrace of her sexuality, Cameroon also pays close attention to Saturn’s narrative and takes note of inconsistencies, misrepresentations, and outright lies:

63. Rita Hayworth was never Mexican.
64. There is not cure for sadness.
65. The bidet is not French
66. There was no television during Prohibition.
67. I never said I loved him.
The list went on for sixty-four pages. (130)




In another scene toward the end of the novel, Cameroon, now actively resisting the omniscient voice of Saturn, engages in an act of obfuscation in her own right: “Saturn had spread his papers on the hotel bed. I brought in snow from the sidewalk, carried it up the elevator and crumbled the snowball over his head…We laughed and wrestled, tangling I a formation diagrammed and photocopied in puzzle books, solved only after two MacArthur grants but never publicly disclosed, fearing the solution would demystify love” (241). Aside from the rather hilarious stab at the grant system in the United States, Cameroon decided to take control over her voice not by sharing, but by withholding information from the reading audience.
The withholding of information is ill-advised in a society marked by surveillance. Natalie Quinones, the owner of a hotel in Niagara Falls catering to honeymooners whose last name ironically identifies her as being of Latinx heritage as well, too, dutifully participates in a system that equates human rights with “papeles.”28 After kicking Saturn and Cameroon out of the hotel, she coolly states, “Nothing against you. We are not to say who is in love and who is not. Just something official that proves it” (128). The Quinones indemnify themselves against taking personal responsibility by referring to “something official,” a strategy reminiscent of the current administration’s invocation of “law and order” in defense of the inhumane incarceration and separation of immigrant children from their parents in the wake of the “zero tolerance” policy announced by then-Attorney General Jeff Sessions in April 2018.
In addition to Cameroon’s irreverent voice, another prominent feminist presence in the novel is Liz, “who taught me that we are all of paper” in the dedications preceding the novel’s opening section. And yet, when Liz, Saturn’s/Sal’s former girlfriend, leaves Saturn/Sal for a white man who is “tall and…has a beard and…very funny. And has no foreskin,” (113) a man is appealing to her precisely because he “could not speak a word of Spanish, and…had never heard of EMF or tasted the tripe of menudo,” (138) she requests that “if you still love me, please leave me out of this story. Start this book over, without me” (138). Like Cameroon, Liz withholds information from the omniscient narrator/author in an attempt to protect her privacy, which is constantly threatened by Saturn’s/Sal’s surveillance. He follows suit, but not without placing one misogynist word often used to silence and shame rebellious women on the last page of the first version of his novel: “cunt” (139).
Chapter 10, which precedes this indictment of Liz, features two columns side by side, and offers a revealing dialogue between Saturn/Sal and his former lover. In one of the most telling passages, Sal calls Liz a “sell-out. Vendida. You are worse than Malinche, worse than Pocahontas. Fucking white boys and making asbestos fall from the attic” (118). By linking Liz to Malintzin Tenepal, Hernán Cortés’ translator and mother of “the first mestizo” Martín Cortés, Sal draws on a longstanding tradition in Mexican and Mexican American letters linking the woman who chooses to negotiate life on her own terms and according to her own values to the ultimate traitor of the nation. Similar to Malinztin Tenepal in Carmen Tafolla’s 1978 poem “La Malinche,” Liz, too, reclaims her voice and writes a counter-narrative to the colonial official historiographer:


Of noble ancestry, for whatever that means,
I was sold into slavery by MY ROYAL FAMILY—so
that my brother could get my inheritance.





And yes—I helped you—against Emperor Moctezuma
Xocoyotzín himself.
I became Interpreter, Advisor, and lover.
They could not imagine me dealing on a level
with you—so they said I was raped, used,
chingada
¡Chingada!





But I saw our world
and your world
and another.
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Where Malintzin in Tafolla’s poem reclaims the derogatory term “chingada” to assert her independence, Liz asserts her version of her story in spite of Saturn’s/Sal’s attempt at erasure. Even though Sal scratches out the name of Liz’s new lover and casts a spell on Liz, his own voice, too, is drowned out, as the letters fade into the pages of the book, becoming almost unreadable. This visual manifestation of Glissant’s “poetics of relation” insists that by silencing Liz, Saturn/Sal eventually silences himself. The impact of Liz’s leaving Saturn/Sal for a “white boy” is devastating and moves far beyond the end of their intimate relationships:You fuck a white boy and my shingles loosen, the calcium in my bones depletes, my clothes begin to unstitch. Everything weakens, I lose control. The story goes astray. The trajectory of the novel is altered because of him. They colonize everything: the Americas, our stories, our novels, our memories. (117)



Saturn/Salvador Plascencia, the successful Mexican immigrant and author, whose autobiographically inflected magical realist narrative seeks to defy the commodification of ethnic American literatures, literally unravels as he is still unable to escape the far-reaching power of white America due to an internalized heteronormative narrative that defines romantic relationships as ownership.
Liz’s objection to the way Saturn/Sal tells her story, only comes to the fore because of the very public nature of fiction. She asserts, “I was going to stay quiet, let you write your story, let your history as you see it stand…But this novel-it is no longer between just you and me…” (137). Liz’s initial willingness to let Saturn/Sal get away with his skewed version of their story is characteristic of women who have been socialized to not cause “trouble.” However, Saturn’s/Sal’s going public makes Liz’s change her mind, and she insists on adding her perspective to the written record. She does so because Liz thinks of her future, and how Saturn’s/Sal’s lies would negatively impact not only herself individually, but also her larger social network, especially any children she might have in the future. Unlike Saturn/Sal, Liz is not turning backwards to the past, but considers how the past and the present will impact her future. Liz thus decides to trouble the existing narrative, which results in a second, alternative version of Saturn’s story. This alternative universe, however, does not compete with the first—they coexist, side by side, and allow for contradictions and simultaneities.
Magical Realist Experimentation as Feminist Resistance
In addition to giving space, via magical realist devices, to a feminist intervention in Saturn’s omniscient narrative, which reveals Salvador’s alleged universalism as yet another biased perspective, the novel also merges realist elements of the travelogue, bildungsroman, and social realism with experimental postmodern narrative techniques, showcasing how Magical Realism must never be relegated to the realm of “folk,” or shrouded in a mythologized past. Magical Realism coexists, and often overlaps, with discourses of postmodernism, technology, and neoliberalism. Some of the more prominent experimental postmodern techniques in the novel include non-verbal visual elements, drawings, musical scores, and parallel narratives ordered in columns or rotated ninety degrees on the page, which challenge a linear reading and invite an actively creative engagement with the physical book.
One of the starkest non-verbal experimental aspects of the novel is key to Little Merced’s resistance to Sal’s relentless surveillance. Little Merced, abandoned by her mother and taken to the United States by a clinically depressed and self-mutilating father, is one of the most moving characters in the novel. Addicted to limes to treat her own sadness and fears, Little Merced can be read as representative of the precarious position of child migrants, and particularly young girls, in a militarized border region. And yet, Little Merced is far from a protagonist dominated by her victimization and resists the surveillance of Saturn/Sal most effectively. She turns to the arguably most grotesque character in the novel, one of the “outcasts” Anzaldúa highlights in Borderlands-La Frontera as the residents of the borderlands whose “new mestiza consciousness” imagines a different future. The Baby Nostradamus is alternately described as a special needs child and a sage clairvoyant in the body of an infant born to a mestiza mother who tries to cross the border without documents. The baby Nostradamus, even more so than Liz, refuses to share knowledge and information, and instead provides big black spaces in the novel and blots out significant passages in Little Merced’s narrative to prevent Saturn/Sal as well as the readers from having access to her thoughts. Significantly, an enlarged dot, a humungous black period placed by the Baby Nostradamus, provides a firm conclusion to the novel. The only language the Baby Nostradamus shares is non-verbal, and is a visual abstraction of a partial view of the rings of Saturn, pushed up against the left margins of the physical book (218).

Merced de Papel, who was created, as the opening lines of the prologue tell readers, “after the time of ribs and mud,” (11) is another major female character in the novel who straddles the absurd while offering a concrete critique of immigration policy and gender politics. In a beautiful play with homonyms and a sarcastic comment on the need to suspend disbelief when it comes to matters of religious faith, the narrator lets us know that “[b]y papal decree there were to be no more people born of the ground or from the marrow of bones” but “all would be created from the propulsions and mounts performed underneath bedsheets - rare exception granted for immaculate conceptions” (11). Merced de Papel’s creator is Antonio, the “first origami surgeon” who discovers his rare talent when trying to revive his cat “Figgaro,” who was skinned and gutted by a butcher, and then promptly packaged and labeled “Feline 3.15lb.” Young Antonio does not lose time, purchases the “meat,” and proceeds to skillfully create “thirteen perfect origami organs and ropes of wound capillaries and veins made from tissue paper” (12). A significant three days later,the paper heart went in first, followed by the main veins and then the smaller capillaries. Antonio connected liver and lungs, the stomach and newsprint digestive tract, patching the belly with college-ruled sheets, and before the last layer of crumpled paper could be flattened Figgaro was playing with his tail. (12)



If Antonio’s cat can certainly be called magical from a realist perspective, the narrator, however, does not skip a beat to firmly ground this magical event within a very “real” material historical context, since soon thereafter “bioengineering replaced paper and forced Antoni’s scarred knuckles and hands into retirement” (13). Down-to-earth humor, and a love of the absurd, coexist with magical elements, for instance when Antonio’s only “failure” as an origami surgeon is described as “a liver that broke down into cellulose fibers, after which microscopic chunks of paper were found in the blood stream of a San Isidro woman. But she drank so much Irish whiskey it was a wonder she had even lived past menopause” (13).
Merced de Papel is created by Antonio, the former origami surgeon, who “split the spines of books, spilling leaves of Austen and Cervantes, sheets from Leviticus and Judges, all mixing with the pages of The Book of Incandescent Light…She was the first to be created: cardboard legs, cellophane appendix, and paper breasts” (5). When Antonio is done and, exhausted and full of paper cuts, “passes out on the floor,” Merced leaves the site of her creation and immediately suffers the impact of the elements on a material as fragile as paper: “The print of her arms smeared; her soaked feet tattered as they scrapped against wet pavement and turned her toes to pulp” (15). The fact that she is made from paper restricts her mobility, but also allows her to reinvent herself multiple times over the course of the narrative. Merced de Papel, similar to Cameroon and Liz, refuses to be limited to one master narrative, created by a biased male author who chooses to focus on her eroticized and sexualized story. Merced de Papel has two other legacies, one embodied as scars in the bodies of her lovers, and the others in her own counter-narrative, fragmentary and in Spanish, and yet, an act of agency, because “Merced de Papel never allowed history to accumulate, her skin changing with the news of the world” (164). She resists the ossification of her identity and history in one static and easily controllable essence; instead, she welcomes change and, like all immigrants, is malleable and experienced in adapting to ever-changing environments. Merced de Papel’s cultural identity in the Latinx diaspora in the United States is thus marked by a continuous process of “becoming as well as of being,”30 which takes into account not only the official archive but also the complex oral histories that are part and parcel of the repertoire.
In the end, her entire existence hinges upon the durability of the paper and on her ability to replace damaged paper in time; she also depends on others to recognize her as a human made of paper—different human, but human nonetheless. When she is surprised by a “rare stormy Los Angeles morning” and has a car accident, the cleaning crew, unaware of Merced de Papel’s unique fabric, “sprayed fire retardant over the two vehicles and then scraped away shreds of wet paper that clung to the shattered windshield and hood, some of the pulp falling to the asphalt and washed into the gutters by rainwater” (189). Merced de Papel, not seen and recognized as a living being, is treated like trash and thrown into the gutter. Her destruction is ironically a result of her being made of paper, the one material that often decides over life and death of immigrants.
The disposability of beings who are not recognized as fully human reveals the deeply unethical and fascist tendencies of an immigration system that simply discards of human beings deemed “unproductive.” And yet, as Setha Low suggests “where there is dirt, there is often political action… and waste manifests itself as vital materiality through which rights are made and claims to citizenship made.”31 Merced de Papel refuses to be erased even in death, because traces of her life remain. As Kevin Hetherington argues, “the ruin, however, is tragic but not alienated, because it offers up, as a trace, the possibility of a return of that agency in the tension revealed between nature and culture in its decayed composition.”32 I would add that the tension persists not only between nature and culture, but also along the power differential between the United States and the Southern hemisphere.

The narrator, in perhaps the most explicitly political commentary of the entire novel, laments, “as with all people made of paper, there was no official record of Merced de Papel’s death, no death certificate or funeral announcement; even the accident report refused to acknowledge her” (198). And yet, in spite of the failure of official bureaucracy and a historiography still dependent on what Diana Taylor has called “the archive,” Merced de Papel will not be forgotten:Her history was on the lips of her lovers, the scars that parted their mouths. But that was the history of Merced de Papel the lover, the loved one, the history of the pain of touching her. Merced de Papel was cautious of the legacy left in scar tissue and for this reason she kept her own account, written on the scraps that she shed. She compiled her own books which she titled in her native Spanish: Los Dolores y Amores de la Gente de Papel. (198)



Via Merced de Papel’s creation, the narrator highlights the double standard of a system that relies on paper documentation for immigrants’ access to human and civil rights, and often a privileging of the English language, similar to the publication industry. At the same time, the easy and frequent manipulation and destruction of paper is shown throughout the novel. For instance, Merced is equally created from books that exist in the “real” world outside of the fictitious universe of the novel, as well as from a fictitious book created by one of the characters, Monk#53, in the novel. The reliability of paper and documents on which human rights hinge is thus problematized within the magical realist creation of a woman of paper.
Another example of the merging of postmodern strategies, the absurd, and a richly metaphorical critique of immigration policy can be found in Chapter 21, when “Smiley, mathematician and botanist” shares a set of “metric conversions” (193) that seem, at first sight, dadaist and absurd, only to soon reveal a bleak commentary on Mexican immigration in the twenty-first century, and, I believe, on the double standard of many self-declared Christians and other people of faith who nonetheless support rabidly racist and xenophobic policies. Among the conversions, one can find based on “the Good Book, New Testaments,” are, for instance the following:


2.482 liters of water = 1 gallon of wine
68 oz. of baked dough = 30 baskets of bread
1 can of salted anchovies = 3 full nets of fish
the death of Lazarus = a short nap (193).




These “biblical” conversions are followed by heart-breaking references to Saturn/Sal’s relationship with Liz, taken from The Book of Incandescent Light, a fictitious book written by one of the monks who originally created people from “ribs and mud.”

a smile (gap between teeth) = how he remembers her
mornings waking in her bed = happiness
…
16 inches of snow = sadness
a phone call in which she says:
 I don’t want this book = It won’t, he says (194).
 to ruin my life.




Jeanne Delbaere-Garant has perhaps best explained this simultaneity of stark social realism and magical elements in the novel, by suggestion that “the interpenetration of the magic and the real is no longer metaphorical but literal; the landscape is no longer passive but active—invading, trapping, dragging away, etc.”33 If landscapes can be “active,” as Delbaere-Garant suggests, then space is dynamic rather than static.
A key aspect of postmodern (American) fiction can be found in non-linearity and narratives that defy the rigid boundaries and stable nature of space and of time. One of the basic tenets of Western thinking until the arrival of Einstein’s theory of relativity concerned the stability of time and space. Magical Realism, like postmodernism, has no need for such limitations: When Don Victoriano, the author’s great-grandfather, unscrolls a parchment paper featuring his family tree, the tree reaches far into the future. Don Victoriano, at this moment in the past, already knows which generations will follow him. Paper, read the archive, makes a future imaginable, and provides the tools to make it possible. And yet, following Diana Taylor’s contributions to the writing of historiography in Latin America, the archive is only part of what constitutes collective memory. The repertoire—gossip, hearsay, family tales, myths, and folklore, these “non-sanctioned sites of theory”34—are necessary to gain access to a more complete, and often contradictory, version of otherwise marginalized, falsified, or silenced subaltern history.
Irreverent humor and the absurd are closely related in both Magical Realism and postmodern experimentation. The first resurrection from the death we encounter in the novel is Antonio’s cat Figgaro; the second resurrection occurs when Little Merced returns from the dead after five days. Rather than being stunned by the very act of resurrection, Antonio offers a commonsensical explanation of one of the more unsavory side effects of having been dead for five days—bad breath. He offers, “You can’t shake off death so easily. Something must remain of it, at least for a while. Give it some time. Lazarus’ halitosis lasted two months, though that was in an age before mouthwash and toothpaste” (215).
The occurrence magical elements, such as resurrection from the dead, coincides and intersects with the mundanity of daily life, including the measuring and registering of newborns and the christening of infants:He [the Cardinal] made the Baby Nostradamus step onto the certificate. The left footprint proved what I had always suspected, a low arch…while the right foot of ink revealed things I had never even dreamed of. Intricate maps and timelines of the world, fortunes we were never intended to see. I lifted the parchment before the Cardinal would notice the topography of the footprint and with my fingers smudged the future into an ink blur. (177).



The visionary baby’s low arch is mentioned in one sentence with a marvelous map that unfolds in the right footprint. Reading these maps, seeing geographies beyond the known world, reaching back into the past and forward into the future is another hallmark of Magical Realism as critical intervention in The People of Paper.
The use of magical realist elements in the novel is thus not so much a form of allegory, but rather a mixing of “a metafictional metaphor with material reality.”35 This merging of metafiction, metaphor, and realism manifests, for instance, in the concern of Saturn’s mother over his debilitating sadness following his characters’ rebellion: “His mother naturally, was concerned, but she was comforted by the curanderos who displayed a chart of the food pyramid, informing her that one could survive on the taste of sadness for years” (111). The metafictional commentary on melancholy as a thriving force for a writer’s creativity, mixed with an innovative nutritional reinterpretation of Maslow’s pyramid, does not only contribute to the absurdist humor of the novel, but also to its attention to the psychology of its characters.
When Little Merced is told her fortune by the Baby Nostradamus’ mother, “a blister on the tip of her index finger ruptured, and the fluid channeled into the ruts of my hand” (61). This abject physical encounter does not, however, result in Little Merced’s disgusted withdrawal from the interaction, but turns into another magical moment of mapmaking, akin to the Baby Nostradamus’ footprint discussed earlier: “The outer lines of my palm became tributaries feeding into the main river. I lifted my hand toward my face and saw that I was holding the river of Las Tortugas. As I looked closer I saw out old adobe house and the orchard that lined the river, the trees heavy with limes” (61). This eruption of fictional characters into a second fictional reality, the universe inhabited by Salvador Plascencia, a key character in the novel, is yet another example of the transgressing of time and space. Shortly after Apolonio reveals Saturn’s true identity to be that of “Salvador Plascencia de Fonzales,” (102) Smiley, one of the members of the EMF gang, describes how he moves from one fictional world into another:As instructed by the numbered text of the map, I raised my hand, feeling for a rough spot. Once I found it, I began peeling at the deteriorating glaze of blue, collapsing part of the sky and exposing a layer of papier-mache. Flakes slipped into the pockets of my guayabera, while the rest of the scraps floated down until they caught on chaparral or landed on the soil. I stood directly underneath the spot where the monk had once patched the sky. I began sawing through the layers of newspaper and glue, hiding my carnation knife once the manhole in the California sky was complete. I grabbed at the edges of the hole and pulled myself into the house of Saturn. (103)



The encounter between Saturn/Sal and Smiley is among the most impactful examples of humor as critique of the literary scholarship in contemporary American fiction. Saturn/Sal fails to recognize his own creation, and “sensing my disappointment, Saturn sat down and explained that there are many characters, plots, and devices, and in the jumble of things sometimes minor characters are forgotten, even by the author. He said it would be silly to try to hold him accountable for everything especially now that he had surrendered the story” (105). Saturn’s refusal to take responsibility for his own creations, even after Smiley literally breaks through the “fourth wall” and visits him in his California home, is reminiscent of the nation’s refusal to take responsibility for the impact of its involvement in Central American conflicts and Mexican drug trafficking on documented and undocumented immigration to the United States. Foreign policy and immigration laws, both preserved on paper and well-documented in archives, have produced civil wars, economic downturn, and anarchy that resulted in migrations, or rather escapes, from the Southern hemisphere. Saturn’s excuse of non-involvement, “having surrendered the story” is reminiscent of the refusal of different administrations to take responsibility for the historical processes that created the need to emigrate in the first place. Again, the use of humor via magical realist devices produces an effective social critique. In this and many other instances in the novel, Magical Realism serves as a visceral visualization of creating a physical, personal contact zone between often anonymous administrative powers and those adversely affected by unjust laws.
Conclusion
Magical Realism has rightfully been considered a literary mode that has the potential to be highly effective in representing the specific social, political, economic, and environmental conditions that shape Latin American experiences, especially the disparity between the realities of life as experienced by criollo and later neo-colonial elites and that experienced by the colonized and impoverished masses. However, with few exceptions, analyses of Magical Realism have not paid sufficient attention to the intersections of gender and race in varying perceptions of reality. While female protagonists certainly feature prominently in magical realist texts, the impact of their gender, especially their raced gender, has been insufficiently explored.
Equally important, Latin American Magical Realism of the 1960s and 1970s has undergone a series of transformations in the multiple cultural, linguistic, geographical, and political contact zones of the hemisphere. The Magical Realism used by a contemporary Mexican writer who identifies as not only as a first-generation Mexican immigrant to the United States, but also as Latino, must by necessity be a different form of Magical Realism that employed by a Colombian writer in the 1960s. In this, The People of Paper is certainly not unique. Ana Castillo’s So Far from God, for example, is one of the major contemporary Chicana texts which engages Magical Realism to subvert a narrative form that has come to dominate a superficial analyses and often silence dissenting Chicanx voices from a feminist perspective, foregrounding rebellious female protagonists. As Ylce Irizzary, drawing on Theresa Delgadillo’s work on mestizaje and spirituality, shows in Chicana/o and Latina/o Fiction: The New Memory of Latinidad, So Far from God uses magical realist strategies to create ironic distance rather than a magical setting, and, rather than unifying opposing spiritual practices, the novel and its characters privilege a respectful co-existence rather than a forceful hybridity.
While I consider all of these readings productive in pushing our understanding of both the complex narrative layers of the novel and its unique place in the canon of Chicanx fiction, I propose to read the allegedly magical elements in this groundbreaking twenty-first-century novel, such as Merced’s addiction to limes and the “supernatural” interventions of an omnipotent celestial narrator as a rejection of a Cartesian ethos that legitimizes profoundly inhumane immigration policies, emphasizing the inherent contradictions between claiming both disinterested reason and highly selective and falsifying interpretations of, for instance, the Old Testament as the source of law. In doing so, the novel highlights the inherently absurd logic of a nationalist white supremacist state that draws artificial racialized and gendered boundaries, erects walls between and among transnational communities, and reduces human beings, especially migrant women and girls, to pieces of paper that are relegated to trash, to the ruined margins of a late capitalist society intent upon resurrecting racial hierarchies and a historical amnesia of genocide and slavery, all the while claiming moral superiority.
As Jesse Williams stated so powerfully at the BET Awards in June 2016, while magic—read creativity, resilience, and beauty in the face of death and state-sponsored terror and a metanarrative controlled by a supremacist state—certainly exists and persists, these survival skills does not lessen the actual suffering of African Americans, or, in the case of The People of Paper, of undocumented Mexican immigrants to the United States on the border. However, magical realist strategies, which allow protagonists and readers to “imagine and practice another future, one that will move beyond the current cycle of revenge”36 may be a productive way to turn an “aesthetics of turbulence” into action and a practice of resistance if, and this critical awareness is crucial, we are ever aware that we must be “cautious of paper – [to be] mindful of its fragile construction and sharp edges, but mostly to be cautious of what is written on it,” (219) especially in an era of ever-increasing border militarization, surveillance, and “alternative facts.”
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Introduction
Based on real events in the recent history of Iraq, Salim Barakat’s novel The Captives of Sinjar (2016), written in Arabic, provides a space for the re-presentation of violence and atrocities perpetrated by “the soldiers of the caliphate” against the Yazidis.1 Besides mass slaughter, the ISIS offensive aimed at the subjugation of the Yazidis, particularly young women, and the destruction of their traditions and way of life.2

The narrative of Barakat’s timely novel picks up the shattered pieces of the Yazidi women’s traumatic experiences as sex-slaves by conjuring up their ghosts and offering them a platform to voice their testimonies. Here, Barakat’s great capacity to respond to ethical issues with much fervor and commitment is demonstrated at its best. The combination of ethical, at times prophetic vision, with aesthetic, lyrical impulses ushers his readers into untrodden plateaus, where the real and the magical are intricately intertwined. Posing as an ethnographer, the implied author/narrator simultaneously reconstructs a subversive “enchanting” magical counter-discourse that reclaims Yazidi culture, myths, and ancient beliefs as a resistance to their disruption and violent rupture by medievalist regressive re-colonization. In fact, Barakat had reminded of the pertinacious hostility to the Yazidis and the recurrent victimization of their women at the hands of militants in an earlier novel entitled Seals and Nebula (2001), where he spoke of “Fresh spoils….Trophe vaginas….Yazidi women….Darkness treasures” (21).3
Had his works been translated into English, Salim Barakat would have been acknowledged as one of the quintessential world writers of our time. Due to the lack of literature available in English on Barakat and his fiction, it is necessary to present a brief look at his work and worldview so that the Western reader can consider The Captives of Sinjar in its appropriate contexts. Jonathan Morén, Barakat’s Swedish translator, comments, “[i]t is truly remarkable that there is no full-length translation into English of what is to my mind the most original novelist writing in Arabic today.” Morén believes Barakat’s books can be “intimidating”; “a bit difficult and scary and confusing (which … are the best things you can hope for from a novel or a poem…. I wouldn’t say that Salim Barakat writes ‘Arabic literature.’ He is writing wonderfully weird books, and they just happen to be in Arabic. I can’t think of any other Arabic writer that even remotely resembles him.”4 Similarly, Swedish critic and translator Tetz Rooke observes that “[Barakat’s] texts have often been regarded as difficult reading because of their elaborate, poetic language and unique style, but they are also commended for their beauty and originality.”5
Born in Syria in 1951, Kurdish novelist and poet Salim Barakat is a prolific writer, with twenty-five novels, three volumes of autobiography, and four collections of poetry, along with numerous master poems. Barakat was early acknowledged by Arab poets like Mahmoud Darwish and Nizar Kabbani. The Syrian poet Adonis (Ali Ahmad Said) believes that “the keys to Arabic language are in the pocket of this Kurdish poet.” The Lebanese poet and critic, Paul Shaoul, describes him as a “weaver of dreams.” And Moroccan novelist Tahar Ben Jelloun describes his writing as “a pure miracle; incensed and dangerous.”6
Barakat’s prose has been compared to that of the Cuban Jose Lezama Lima, with his rhetorical sophistication, defamiliarizing images, and excessive sign play. In his preface to the Spanish translation of Barakat’s novel The Feathers [al-Rīsh] (1990), Juan Goytisolo remarks: “Barakat’s prose […] is a ceaseless enjoyment of interventions, fortunate images, surprising metaphors, unexpected turns, poetic explosions, easy flights.”7 Barakat considered Arabic language as both his “home” and his “exile.” As Goytisolo argues, “Salim Barakat uses the language of the ‘Occupant’ to convey an ambiguous message: the homage to the culture of the victors is sufficiently loaded to be taken as a subtle form of revenge. In this respect, his works resemble those of various post-colonial writers from the former British Empire and some North African authors writing in French.”8 Though the language of Barakat is difficult to translate, it strikes the readers as “a linguistic spectacle,” to use Eugene Arva’s description of the magical realist text.9 Barakat adopts unique stylistic strategies with syntactic and semantic deviations, strong active verbs, repetitions, alliteration, and other stylistic and poetic devices. He refers to his novels, with their complexity of language and elaboration of style, as “cathedrals.”10

In The Captives of Sinjar, as in his other works, Barakat’s narrative mode of magical realism is characterized by “wildness” [jumūḥ] and by intuitive creativity. It illustrates his artistic sensibility and a capacity to seek the invisible and the incomprehensible. His faith in the imaginary shapes his idiolect and colors his vision. Here, as in his other works, Barakat weaves rich tapestries wherein the pleasure of empirical sensory experience is juxtaposed with the tyranny of the metaphysical [saṭwat al-ghaybī]. He confesses that the “ineffable” [al-muḥayyer] has set him free from the repercussions of the mundane. In the magical web of his prose, the familiar and the strange; reason and madness; insight and blindness; order and chaos—all interact and create an in-between “formless form.”11 More poignantly present in his work are Man’s existential loneliness, his ceaseless search for the essence of existence and the significance of being “thrown” into the world. His main characters are always searching for certainty [yaqīn] in a world of uncertainty [lā yaqīn]. It is in such a context that The Captives of Sinjar presents the magical capacity for wonder with nuances of existential angst.

Defamiliarization
 or the love for strangeness is a regular staple in Barakat’s narratives. Examples from his oeuvre are telling enough—a sperm narrates its laborious journey of procreation through the womb; a mother breastfeeds a three-day-old motherless lamb; a character is born, grows up, gets married, ages, and disappears/dies in one day; and another is transformed into a jackal. His novels present narrative interventions by animals, birds, and rivers. Stones, mountains, and clouds—always perceived afresh—articulate human concerns. A tree becomes a witness to key events and fighting cocks, dogs, and geese participate in the events. Amputated fingers sprout from the ground and point in accusation at the guilty. Mythical creatures like Centaurs and other imaginary figures of his own creation influence actions.

Barakat attributes a soul to the natural world as well as inanimate objects. In The Captives of Sinjar, for instance, Sarat converses with a dog, the color white and other inanimate objects. Rooke explains that “The philosophy we meet in [such] dialogues illustrates the absurdity of existence and the folly of human affairs. It is not unrelated to mystic teachings that try to enlighten the disciple through paradoxes…maintaining that wisdom is intuitive and cannot be reached through reason alone.”12 Advocating the notion that the world is not anthropocentric, Barakat often voices his ecological concerns: “The skies are shivering with the boiling fever emanating from earthly kitchens…penetrating the vaginas of clouds….Earth is invading the skies with its litter and detritus” (Captives, 282).13
The Text of The Captives of Sinjar
In this 441-page novel, Barakat utilizes paratextual material that is peculiar to his style of writing, such as the list of the characters involved in the events and the landmarks where the actions take place. The front cover, which re-presents Henri Fuseli’s The Nightmare, functions as a significant paratext for the novel’s subject—the sexual enslavement of the captive Yazidi girls. Systematically, each of the ten chapters is headed by the English title of a European painting that serves as an intertext in the chapter and stands in a metonymic relation to the narrative of trauma as a whole.
Like Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, the novel is labyrinthine in structure and encyclopedic in scope. Barakat subscribes to the aesthetic paradigms of postmodernism, such as dealing with the inadequacy of language, the endless play of the sign, polyphony, metafiction, intertextuality, and the rupture of spatiotemporal linearity. Some key postcolonial paradigms are present as well, such as colonial, post-colonial, and neo-colonial conflicts, rhizomatic identities, and the theme of exile. In Captives, the narrator critiques the disheartening sociopolitical conditions in the “East” [al-Sharq], where “fabrication” [talfīq] overcomes reality (251); where life “retrogrades” in fear of advancement (253), and easterners appear as “confused” and “guilt-ridden” (279). As in Midnight’s Children, the disenchantments of post-colonization generate feelings of pessimism and betrayal.14
The novel further explores a multiplicity of ontological and epistemological postulations related to realistic, psychological, philosophical, and metaphysical discourses. The realistic discourse in Captives involves external realities, such as the Syrian civil war, the Yazidi crisis, refugees, and media news. The landscape topographies near Sarat’s house—Lake Oden, the girdle of black rocks, the trail leading to the lake; the fence of reeds, the thicket and, beyond it, the forest with its fauna and flora—are vividly present as tokens of reality. This “reality” is often infused with the experience of synesthesia of color and sound. The psychological discourse focuses on feelings (mainly traumatic), human values, and ethical concepts. The philosophical discourse deals with speculations on the condition of Being, ecological concerns, and eschatological scenarios. Finally, the metaphysical discourse addresses the ambiguities of death, fate, and eternity. The narrative trajectory typically shifts from the individual to the universal and from the local to the cosmic.
The narrative accentuates the dialectic relation between the author in the act of writing and the reader as participant in decoding the text in which the boundaries between fact and fiction are blurred. Barakat reserves a great respect for “the intellectually insatiable” reader, whose perception of reality he seeks to resensitize through defamiliarizing
 strategies. In one interview he asserts, “Let our imagination shun the easy and the familiar and, instead, ardently search for the defiantly obstinate and challenging, where true visionary faculties are put to the test.”15 His writing, “sets traps” for the reader—a deliberate game to create an illusion. As Barakat explains, “I do not mirror reality through language. I give the reader a wound he never knew he had. I start a novel in aporia; a quandary [Ishkāl]; a dilemma that does not reach a final closure or revelation; a traumatizing experience of extremity, leading toward a logical impasse…. With the premonition of drawing close to an abyss, I approach the white sheet, each day throwing a stone into its void. I listen in dread lest I do not hear an echo. There are no rituals, but a deliberate persistence to test hidden meanings….”16 Described as a “volcanic eruption” that follows a vertical trajectory, the novel is not an “uncovering” of anything; it promises no revelations. In this sense, the very process of writing becomes an “existential wager” [Rihān]—a leap of faith in the invisible density of existence [Sadīm]. As a subversive ethical intervention and defiant retort against terrorism, the act of writing Captives itself functions as a calculated process of opening wounds. The ethical issues related to violence against innocent civilians, both Syrians and Yazidis, mark Captives as a significant “howl” in the wilderness of terror.
Interestingly, the text of Captives includes some self-referential comments in line with Wendy Faris’s observation that magical realist texts “provide commentaries on themselves, often complete with occasional mises-en-abyme—those miniature emblematic textual self-portraits.”17 In fact, Sarat, as a narrator, is almost an alter ego of Barakat. They express anxiety over identity issues and both have acclimatized themselves to living in “merciful exiles.” They share similar worldviews, love of solitude, and enjoyment of natural landscapes. Both delight in painting and indulge themselves in little domestic pleasures. In one interview, Barakat describes such simple pleasures as celebrations or “resurrections of dailiness…infinity enveloped in a thin shell, like a chestnut roasted in Scandinavian ice.”18
Metafictional examples such as the artist/author as “trickster” and “charmer” are present in the narrative. An interesting reference is made by Sarat, who speaks of his condition of “spectrality” as having once lived in Marc Chagall’s painting The Magician (135). Sarat additionally identifies with “the snake charmer” in Henri Rousseau’s painting of that name. The precarious position of the writer as simultaneously a “king,” living in the “palace” of “imagination and a “wandering beggar,” in perpetual need of the “kindness” of his readers is another obvious self-reference (258–259). He speaks of “a Kurdish friend of his, a novelist, whose books curb his ambitions. They let him down with their stubborn resistance to yielding their secret meanings….His writing may be compared to water and sand…” (303). This reference, reminiscent of the “pitcher of salt” in Milorad Pavic’s Dictionary of the Khazars, is significant as it points to the dialectic of form and content in Barakat’s slippery and formless texts.
Magical Realism and the Traumatic Imagination
The utilization of magical realism as a narrative mode in Captives is here approached in the context of Arva’s concept of “traumatic imagination.” As suggested by him, in addition to the traumatized characters, the author, the implied author/narrator, and the reader may become traumatized vicariously. As a Syrian-born Kurd who lives in Sweden, Barakat continues to be involved in the traumatizing events of the Middle East region. The narrator/painter, also a Syrian Kurd living in Sweden, identifies with the Yazidi victims to the extent that he deliberately invokes images of trauma as they appear in the masterpieces of famous European painters. The inscription of the traumatic scenes on his skin points to a symbiotic relationship between the narrator and the traumatized subjects, both in the past and in the present. The magical realist plot is invested with a sense of ethical/aesthetical responsibility toward the victims and wild outrage at the perpetrators at the same time. Such trajectory suggests affinity with surrealism, as a precursor, and provides little space for encounters with the fantastic. Here, the magical real as an affective response to factual traumatic
 events raises important questions concerning the borders demarcating the real and the unreal as well as the role of magic in enhancing the “realistic” dark mood of “disenchantment” in the narrative.
Barakat deploys magical realism for the strategic purpose of shaking readers out of the general sense of lethargy that dominates the contemporary scene in the Arab world. In this sense, it functions as a destabilizing counter-discourse that subverts sociocultural and sociopolitical hegemonies. In Captives, as a typical magical realist text, all boundaries—between reality and imagination, the empirical and the conceptual, man and nature, reason and insanity, the fantastic and the nightmarish—collapse. This smashing of boundaries is characteristic of the postmodern critique of the inadequacy of the mimetic mode of representation. As a magical realist text, Captives conforms to the staples of magical realism as outlined by Faris. The text contains “irreducible” elements of magic; details of “a strong presence of the phenomenal world”; “the narrative merges different realms”; and “disturbs received ideas about time, space, and identity.”19
The conflation of author/narrator is conspicuously marked in the vicarious traumatization caused by the tragic events that form the subject of The Captives of Sinjar. As Arva observes, “[v]icarious traumatization is not always solely the result of reading a trauma narrative but also…the cause for writing one.”20 This is the case of Salim Barakat, whose writing of Captives comes as a reaction to the traumatizing events unleashed by the civil war in Syria and its devastating consequences for innocent civilians in Syria and neighboring Iraq. Barakat’s text captures the Yazidi ordeal, which is an offshoot of the Syrian civil war.21 He particularly reminds the readers of the history of ethnic violence committed against the Yazidis (117–121). His identification with the Yazidis can be further contextualized in terms of Kurdish ethnic identity, the unfulfilled dreams of Kurdish nationhood, and the long history of political turmoil and displacements.22
Barakat’s commitment to the (re)-presentation of the suffering of victims is an eye-opening ethical responsibility. As Faris puts it, “[w]ithin a terrorized society the terrorized and silent can rarely speak; they must always in some sense be spoken for, and often by writers in the safety of exile, and so their sacred power of suffering … is almost always ventriloquized.”23 In Captives, magical realism lends itself readily as a medium of such “ventriloquation” and as a mode of re-presenting the trauma of witnessing. Arva contends that “while vicarious traumatization is usually what prompts a trauma narrative, the act of storytelling itself, by ordering facts into a coherent history, becomes an act of witnessing….”24 Thus, as a contemporary writer, Barakat bears witness to the traumatization of innocent victims by the civil war and the heinous genocide and dehumanization that swept across the Yazidi community. In this sense, he becomes a “witness to a horror…whose effects can explode any capacity for explanation or rationalization
.”25
According to Shoshana Felman, “To testify—to vow to tell, to promise and produce one’s own speech as material evidence for truth—is to accomplish a speech act, rather than to simply formulate a statement.”26 The use of magical realism in Barakat’s text enables him to fulfill the “promise” to “testify” through his interlocutions with the specters of the Yazidi girls. The narrative is concerned with what happened and how it happened. The conversations with the dead capture the essence of the victims’ suffering. Barakat’s use of magical realism as a medium of protesting historical atrocities functions as an enhanced multi-dimensional re-presentation of the real events that have been documented in the news. In this case, though essentially responsive to reality, magical realism “designates a narrative strategy that stretches or ruptures altogether the boundaries of [that] reality.”27 In fact, magical realism as it is wielded in Captives is disruptive and deconstructive of the existing orders and hierarchies on both the ontological and epistemological levels.
In its essence, Captives is a book of mourning. As Nouri Gana observes, “because of the … decline of community-wide mourning practices, it comes as no surprise that the literary… has become the most hospitable public space for the performance of memory and mourning….With no visible community to fall on, the burden of memory and mourning has fallen either on the individual survivor or…on the arts (and literature in particular).”28 Barakat utilizes magical realism as a mode of processing the tragic events in the novel by confronting their disturbing complexities and transforming the experience of trauma into images that we can visualize. His role as a vicariously traumatized witness is delegated to his narrator, Sarat, whose traumatic imagination mobilizes the narrative. Here, traumatic imagination functions as “a compulsive call for storytelling, an inner urge of the authors’ psyche to restore, through their narrators and characters, voices that histories of horror…have reduced to silence.”29
The narrative of Captives conforms to the definition of traumatic imagination as involving the use of “magical realist imagery based on extreme events” and a means of “re-affirmation of the traumatized (and vicariously traumatized) self.”30 Barakat’s traumatic imagination, powered by his “empathy-driven consciousness,” enables him and his readers to retrieve traumatic events through the medium of magical realist images. It is through such medium that Captives “struggle[s] to re-present the unpresentable, and ultimately, to reconstruct events whose forgetting has proved just as unbearable as their remembering.”31 In this sense, the novel becomes an ultimate expression of a traumatic imagination that “transforms individual and collective traumatic memories and integrates them into an artistic shock chronotope.”32 Considering the immediacy of the tragic events and their coverage by multimedia, it might well be said that Sarat, as a narrator/witness, has experienced the “shock chronotope” simultaneously with the victims.
Captives takes its readers into a labyrinth of polyphonic subtexts and kaleidoscopic contexts. In what follows, I will discuss three textual sites of trauma that are intricately imbricated with magical realism in the narrative. First, there is Sarat, as the traumatized narrator/painter—the progenitor of the text and the major consciousness of the narrative. Second, there are the visual intertexts that are supernaturally imprinted on Sarat’s body-as-text and function as pre-texts/pretexts for narrating the traumatic events. Third comes the proposed painting of Sinjar Mountain that serves as a medium of conjuration of the specters. The white canvas, waiting for Sarat’s brush strokes, thus becomes another text(ile) or repository site of trauma.
The Traumatized Narrator
Fantasy and magical realism “tend to monopolize the literary landscape of certain historical periods … [that] happen to be the most violent and traumatizing in human kind’s entire history.”33 In fact, the novel recalls memories of historical traumatic events of ethnic cleansing, imperialist expansions, and wars waged in the name of religion throughout human history. The narrative perpetuates trauma through Sarat’s mental associations that trigger memories of sad events in human history. For example, Sarat’s description of the hunger and suffering of Syrian children in the city of Madaya triggers memories of the unspeakable suffering of Jews—“People ate mice, cats, wild grass and the bones of belief in gods…a hunger siege reminiscent of the Nazi siege of cities” (378).34 In the same way, Yazidi captivity recalls Babylonian captivity (60). The traces of historical trauma linger long; at times, Sarat swears that he could still hear the sounds of the clashing swords of the Viking invaders under his house, near Skogas Forest. He intentionally dwells on the aesthetics of horror. Imprinted on his chest, the knives in Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly Delights, and particularly “an amputated hand placed on a blue platter, with a knife tearing through the flesh” (256), summon thoughts on how a kitchen tool has been uncannily transformed into a deadly instrument in the hands of terrorists. The knives, available for “free” in every kitchen are nothing like other “outdoor” torture tools—the stake, the breaking wheel, or the guillotine” (254–255).
Expectedly, the magical realist images in Captives reflect Sarat’s traumatized imagination as the devastating events render him helpless. As Arva puts it, “traumatization by witnessing does not necessarily require one’s physical presence at, or direct exposure to, an extreme event, spatially or temporally; what matters is the feeling incurred by experiencing the event in one way or another: through oral accounts, written narratives, or audio-visual media.”35 Sarat reveals his reaction to the endless procession of media images of suffering and death in a senseless war. Such “ordeal images” “bite” through his existence and dissipate his sense of an autonomous self (9). Early in the narrative, he describes his empathy with the victims,Anguish taught me that a traumatized person like me has an infinite number of hearts—all clustered within me….Each time I saw in the media images vocalizing catastrophe a house in ruins, I heard one of my hearts snapping loose from my cluster of hearts … and falling with the echo of a metallic thud into my inner depths….With each destroyed building, collapsed one of my hearts. With each boat carrying people in flight for safety, but tragically got drowned, one of my hearts drowned. Each caravan of displaced children dragging their night quilts behind them…dragged one of my hearts along with them. (13–14)



Feelings of suffering and deep empathy register themselves on Sarat’s body in somatic terms. He continues:Whoever lost an arm after a shelling, I would offer him one of my arms on a platter of agony; whoever lost a leg, I would present him with one of my countless legs; whoever lost an eye, I would offer him one of my multiple eyes; whoever lost his head, I would offer him one of my numerous heads …. All my limbs and organs have finished—I have nothing now except phantom limbs. (15)



Prior to the commencement of his narrative, Sarat has completed seven paintings on violence and destruction, moved by the “ferocious wounds” inflicted on him in sorrow for his country. The images captured in color what was “brutal, cruel, howling in rage, agonized. Dismembered bodies. Disjointed streets. Torn buildings. Mangled gardens. Lacerated sky…” (17).
Sarat is highly critical of local regimes and world powers whose interventions in the Syrian crisis brought more catastrophes to the area. In one instance, he expresses moral outrage, particularly at Vladimir Putin, the “Russian Czar,” who, as if describing a “plate of caviar,” declared in the news that the Russian troops deployed to Syria will have a chance to “test their new weapons.” Such news stimulates vengeful scenarios for a painting:I sketched the Kremlin in ruins….Terrible Ivan was eating armored vehicles, rockets, planes, and museums…. I ruptured the sky over Moscow…. I placed Chernobyl at the center of the Red Square, surrounded it with pyramids of skulls, and blind people, groping for their way with rods of fire held in their hands…. (263)



From too much empathy, Sarat’s agony-riddled consciousness becomes desensitized by the endless display of death and destruction in the media. The desensitization gradually gives way to “emptiness”; feelings of being “drained” and “dried up” with “a deep chasm” within him (15). However, since the onset of the Yazidi ordeal this emptiness has been partially filled by his longing to paint Sinjar, the sacred mountain where the Yazidis live, in its “deep sorrow,” with no embellishments. The desire to paint the “feelings” of the mountain through investing it with anthropomorphic attributes represents for Sarat the unresolved dilemma or [Ishkāl] that propels and sustains the narrative. It is actually his questioning of the real that ushers him into the magical real. At this juncture, his traumatic imagination functions, as “a category of the imagination usually called upon when the human psyche has lost its ability to represent the … [ungraspable] real.”36 Describing his imagination as “hungry vermin” (69), Sarat deploys several tactics in order to pierce the shallow veneer of reality and expose what lies beneath it. It is in such a mood that his intermittent encounters with the five Yazidi girls start, as will be illustrated later in the chapter

.
Visual Arts as Intertexts
The narrative strategy in Captives is mobilized by references to actual images and visual arts which function as a network of narrative nodes that launch the magical real against a backdrop of complex real events. The paintings become parallel texts that are subjected to aesthetical and historiographic analyses through which the emotional power of “seeing” transcends the “verbal” descriptive narrative. While the use of painterly images enhances the details of characters and action, it simultaneously affects the narrative texture by rendering it more susceptible to the erosion of spatiotemporal distinction between past/present and there/here. The effect of the rupture of time and place on the reception/perception of violence, as an invasive and persistent traumatizing trope, repeatedly threatens to collapse the narrative itself. Furthermore, figures in the paintings are perceived as “specters” of the past that haunt the perception of the current traumatic events. The real and the phantasmagorical implications of violence incite the reader to ponder the endless cycle of barbarity which unsettles the premise of man’s “civilization” and “humanity.”37
The strategy of defamiliarization
, as an effective instrument of magical realism, is illustrated in the imprints of European paintings on Sarat’s skin. As pre-texts/pretexts for the victims’ narratives, they open multiple narrative spaces for epistemological and ontological postulations. Furthermore, the paintings combine “the concrete and the magical to create a sense of the ineffable…the magical nature of these irreducible elements intensifies them and endows them with a large imaginative charge—paradoxically, because at the same time they are integrated into the surrounding depictions of material reality.”38 The famous paintings, consequently, help anchor the supernatural inscriptions in reality. The transformation of traumatic scenes from the “tangible” paintings to Sarat’s skin attests to their becoming “witnessed” and “felt” trauma.39 Additionally, the imprints, as visual intertexts and as simulated images of suffering, have a powerful impact on the reader, for whom the imaginary becomes an integral aspect of reality. At the same time, the elements of magic, the grotesque, the uncanny, the supernatural, and the “ineffable” in the paintings supplement and sustain the narrative of trauma. As Arva contends, “magical realism succeeds in simulating pain because it can turn it into images …. The traumatic imagination thus translates … pain into a readable image: it is the process by which shock chronotopes become artistic chronotopes.”40
The visual intertexts, as unique stylistic features, produce synergetic effects that run throughout the narrative as a whole.41 The images of suffering as “felt” trauma reverberate from the paintings outward to the narrator and the reader. Meanwhile, the paintings imprinted on Sarat’s skin set in motion a process of simulation or simulacra; simulated images of violence, suffering, and trauma
; representations of representations, of other representations in an endless chain of significations where the imaginary becomes part of reality.42 This results in “an affective simulacrum, a reproduction with more color and depth to it than the original referent.”43
Sarat’s traumatization is manifested in the textualization of his body as a site of witnessing/testimony through the nocturnal imprints. The paintings that he scans at bedtime function not only as visual intertexts and simulations of trauma but also as micro-narratives with multilayered discourses on the enigma of violence. As traumatizing images, they further inculcate the power of the gaze and the spectacle as sites of trauma. Sarat’s ekphrases of the paintings on his body suggest a different mode of expression of trauma that is pursued in the narrative from this point onward. His inspection of the images on his body in the mirror paves the way for a “‘new ontology’ implied by … [the] concept of flesh and vision [that] entails a move towards new horizon of experience and thought and into a different matrix of expression….”44 In this sense, Sarat’s habitual gaze into the mirror approximates visual witnessing. Earlier, his obsession with the news and images of suffering in the media—itself a mode of spectrality—has rendered him “vacant.” At this point, his struggle to overcome the state of emptiness/numbness is manifested in the synchronization of his vicarious trauma with visual “witnessing” mediated through his body. Such corporeal textualization potentiates the effects of the images of war and the Yazidi ordeal as original referents, thus forestalling the threat of memory lapse.
Sarat commences the narrative with the “ordinary” scene of contemplating his body in the long mirror, hung on the vestibule wall next to his bedroom. Through flashback, he explains how each night he scans a volume of paintings by famous European masters, which stands next to his bed. His tormented imagination “favors [yu’thir] the most ferocious painting” in the volume (8). It favors “what is cruel, unsettling, bloody, disturbing, and violent” (8). A particular painting, with the cruelest most terrorizing effect, will appear imprinted in color with all its details on his chest, shoulders, and back: “In the morning … I will inspect it with no surprise, [‘ādī], knowing that it will fade away bit by bit until it gets erased by the onset of the evening” (8). As expected in magical realist texts, the supernatural inscription is never questioned by Sarat or the reader. This may be clarified in terms of Faris’s observation on the reception of magic as a normality. As we encounter this “highlighting of political atrocity by magic … the magic grows almost imperceptibly out of the real, and the narrator registers no surprise, with the result that the element of surprise is redirected onto the history we are about to witness, which contributes to the nasty shock.”45 The narrative upholds a recurrent pattern initiated first by Sarat’s nocturnal browsing at the art volume, then providing an ekphrasis of the painting imprinted on his skin in the morning. His narrative next branches out to the events in Syria and Iraq through strings of mental associations and chain reaction to the traumatic subject of the painting. The reader is intentionally enjoined to weave a web of correspondences between the traumatic events of the past and the present. The memories recalled through such associations, thus, become “conduits for further traumatization.”46

Aptly suggestive of the sexual enslavement of the Yazidi women, Henry Fuseli’s The Nightmare is the primary image that is supernaturally imprinted on Sarat’s body. His ekphrasis of this painting is a simulation of the ordeal of sexual enslavement of the Yazidi captives. The inert girl in the painting “lies in deep slumber and absolute surrender, her belly is surmounted by a hideous incubus; a creature of the nether worlds,” who gazes lasciviously at her (8–9). The girl’s insidious fear and revulsion at the forced sexual contact are main exponents of this subterranean nightmare, whose “reality” is registered through traumatizing images. We, as readers, are inside the semi-dark chamber, with the pale girl, who is unconsciously sprawled on the bed. This scene renders the trauma of the forced sexual encounter of an innocent young girl with the victimizer in iconic terms. The absentation of the girl’s consciousness from the hideous contact doubly enforces her victimization. Beastly lust is denoted in the intrusive presence of “one of Hell’s horses” (9). Sarat dwells on the impact of the unnerving whiteness of the horse’s irises—with evocations of the unsettling effect of the vacuous and menacingly objectifying gaze that subjects the female body to “blind” scrutiny.47
Another visual intertext which is imprinted on Sarat’s skin is Titian’s The Flaying of Marsyas: “A punishment proceeding with flaying, slaughtering, then beheading, with spectators watching its implementation, accompanied by joy…at the triumph of gods …. Hallelujah … ” (112). The painting enables Sarat to consider the destructive sociocultural impact of publicizing ISIS executions-as-spectacles through media which not only desensitizes the audience but also dehumanizes them. The prospect for the coming generation seems bleak. The children’s future is charted through enforcing the doctrines of violence, brutality, and intolerance. The child watching the punishment in Titian’s painting triggers associations of ISIS images circulated in the media showing them callously “nurturing” violence among children and parading them in front of cameras, kicking severed heads instead of balls, while munching their sandwiches (81). In a tone of disbelief, Sarat provides graphic details of the “art” of slaughtering as illustrated by specialized Web sites (111–112). With this, the process of endless simulation of violence is set loose. Having become fixated on images of violence and torture, he describes Caravaggio’s Judith Beheading Holofernes, now an image on his skin: “Caravaggio was obsessed with severed heads…. Slaughter lingering with its bloody trophies….The heads of Medusa, John the Baptist, Goliath, and Holofernes…” (327).
In a related instance, Sarat’s skin is tattooed with Francisco Goya’s Saturn Devouring his Son. For him, the painting unleashes disturbing effects of dark cannibalistic instincts and victimized childhood. It further evokes the frustrations of the Spanish as well as the Syrian revolutions. Sarat affiliates his imagination with Goya’s imagination, embittered and “terrified” at the chaotic situation in Spain in the wake of the Napoleonic invasion (355). Such chaos, he fears, is precipitating an utter annihilation of his country (356). Here, significantly, the uncanny presents itself, spurred by the fact that Goya painted this, among other “Black Paintings,” onto the walls of his house. Each of the dark nuances of Goya’s painting finds resonance in the unsettling scenes of violence that infiltrate the domestic space of the audience (viewers/readers) through the media.
Elsewhere in the narrative, W. A. Bouguereau’s Dante and Virgil in Hell carries beyond limits the trope of gazing at the horrors of physical violence. As “historians of catastrophes” (180), Dante and Virgil gaze at the damned souls of men, caught in the grip of hatred and vengeance. The disconcerting presence of the flying black goblin at the upper center of the piece—gazing at the scene with “the smile of cursed spirits; one of the mercenary workers of Hell, prepaid with infernal cash” (181)—is an unambiguous reference to ISIS mercenaries. Sarat meticulously describes the physical pain inflicted on Capocchio by Schicchi. The images are laden with suggestions of physical trauma: “fingers digging and…clawing into the skin; the arms gripping the neck, the knee wedged in the back, and the contortions of the muscles” (180). His imagination adds some details to Bouguereau’s painting: “I declare it is now characteristic of Sinjar Mountain, with the grey paraphernalia of naked spectral bodies, tortured, agonized, violated. Oh!” (181). Looking at the red cloak of Dante, Sarat remembers the traumatizing color orange. He laments, “What joy will the color orange ever bring to a mother, or a father, or a brother, who saw pictures, or witnessed with his own eyes, a brother or a son executed in an orange outfit? Orange has been demonized…the mere remembrance of orange color will be a heresy” (185).

Sarat is emotionally drawn to Edvard Munch’s version of Death of Marat, with its knife-razor brush “lacerations” of color and sharp lines of dripping blood (220). This image provokes in his mind comparison/contrast between the French Revolution and the Syrian conflict with its “bounty” of bloodshed (221). Also related to the Syrian crisis is Theodore Gericault’s The Raft of the Medusa, which is based on a historical French naval event (387). Sarat’s empathy with the victims’ feelings of desertion recalls the crisis of thousands of Mediterranean refugees, who were betrayed and abandoned at sea by profiteering smugglers, as reported in the media.
Equally unsettling is the monstrous grotesque which intrudes upon Sarat’s skin with Matthias Grunewald’s The Temptation of Saint Anthony. He gazes at the mirror where he sees reflected swarms of ogres, goblins, and lizards testing Saint Anthony’s faith by “threats, intimidation, and menace” (305). He wonders whether the nightmares represented are those of Saint Anthony or those of his painters. He comments, “Painters who have not considered painting Saint Anthony yet will add to the list of grotesque creatures the mutilating creatures of the twenty-first century” (306).
Canvas and Specters
The blank canvas functions as a text(ile) where the traumatic narratives fall like random strokes of the brush. The painting of what the specters of the Yazidi girls call “The Captives of Sinjar” becomes their raison d’ ȇtre in the narrative. The pending painting sustains the narratives of the girls’ captivity, ensuing enslavement and death. The canvas may be considered as the site of “the ineffable in-between [al-muḥayyer]; a space in which the realistic and the magical coexist”48; a site of the indescribable [allāmawṣūf]. In this sense, the specters of the Yazidi girls summoned by the painting become “prosopopoeia of a revitalized history, a naming of trauma itself.”49 Though it remains in the realm of the contingent, the painting is the pre-text/pretext of the spectral presence of the girls. Like Melquiades’ manuscript that sums up the whole history of Macondo, the white canvas functions as the prism where all traumatic events are refracted and reconstructed. The white “tyrannical” canvas is simultaneously a receptacle of all the traumatic events experienced by the girls and an existential void—nothingness.

The painting of Sinjar Mountain constantly draws our attention to itself. It might be considered as “the locus of referentiality of the traumatic story,” which links the narrative to the reality of the events.50 Sarat often contemplates the taut white canvas, stretched over its wooden frame, as a reflection of his “tense imagination” (11). The “provocative” canvas teases him as he hesitates to “invade” its stillness. He complains, “The white canvas retains its emptiness. Time’s accretion in whiteness, and time is not venerable, but the clutter of accumulating human errors …” (108). The whiteness suggests for Sarat hyle [Sadīm]—nebula, the primary matter of creation. The impulse to paint Sinjar Mountain persists as Desire, the fulfillment of which is perpetually deferred in a play of Différance. The canvas becomes the mirror of Sarat’s unconscious, where he projects his anxieties and confusion over the dilemma [Ishkāl] of representing the “unpresentable.” The lack of a proper color to capture Sinjar’s “sorrow” is just as frustrating as the inadequacy of language to describe it. The canvas is thus “a fantasy-construct filling out a certain void in a symbolic structure and, as such, a retroactive effect of this structure.”51 The girls’ experiences of trauma, which are subject to history’s oblivion, fall gradually on the empty surface of the canvas as an alternative site of representing trauma that transcends the spatiotemporal designations of history.
Perhaps a crucial implication of the canvas is that it provides narrative space for Yazidi traditions and rituals, highlighted in the course of Sarat’s discussions with the Yazidi specters. Sarat subverts the terrorist discourse that demonizes and sabotages Yazidi history and traditions by establishing an ethical/aesthetical counter-discourse that accents their worldview, with its mystic-like openness to the “divine” and celebration of wonder in the cosmos, where peacock angels “renew” the world instead of destroying it.52 The ethnographic interest in Yazidi creation myths that are not ridden with the burden of sin allows the narrative to bifurcate into a realm of lightness in contrast to the heaviness of the traumatic events. Such reclamation of Yazidi culture is a timely reaction to the threats of erasure directed at it. As a Kurd facing a similar threat of erasure of his ethnic identity, Barakat is careful not to exoticize or fetishize Yazidi culture while presenting its peaceful worldview as a counter-discourse to that of the terrorists.53
As suggested earlier, the very thought of Sinjar Mountain serves as a conjuration of the spirits of the dead Yazidi girls to Sweden. The appearance of their specters conforms to the presence of the supernatural in proximity to the ordinary in magical realist texts. Sarat’s interlocutions with the Yazidi specters, who speak Kurdish, acquaint him with their suffering. Avery Gordon maintains that “Conjuring is a particular form of calling up and calling out the forces that make things what they are in order to fix and transform a troubling situation.”54 The offensive on the mountain functions as a time-space continuum—a “shock chronotope” that sustains their narratives of trauma. Against such a backdrop of violence, the Yazidi captives, having been not only enslaved but also killed in eruptive episodes of violence, are given ample narrative space to voice their limit experience. Driven by an ethical sense of responsibility, Sarat takes it upon himself to fill in the gaps in the girls’ narratives.
The specter girls are all from the village of Khanat Sur in Sinjar area. The young girls, aged between eleven and seventeen years, share a collective identity even though each of them is represented with a unique corporeal presence and behavioral traits. Their use of pseudonyms to introduce themselves to Sarat transcends their individual experience and affirms their stand as bearing witness to Yazidi collective suffering. Their narratives come as a challenge not only to the fact of their death, but to the systems that cast them as silent “Other“ across ethnic, religious, and gender lines. Their ghostly condition is, therefore, a form of transgression in both ontological and epistemological contexts.55
The girls narratives speak of the rupture of the domestic and social fabrics of their lives—the loss of homes, family, and security. Most unsettling in their narratives is the description of that “eerie process whereby female domestic space opens out into the realm of historical atrocity….”56 The carefree contentment of the simple country life of the girls at home stands in stark contrast to the violence that takes the community by surprise. The narratives capture scenes of violence showing how men were massacred, children abducted, and women raped and sold. The specters’ narratives are real testimonies authenticated by us as readers/viewers of their ordeal in the media.
Stranded in a liminal zone, the girls become conscious of their spectrality in Sweden, beside Lake Oden in the vicinity of Sarat’s home, where they like to linger. The liquid boundaries of the lake make it yet another space/canvas on whose surface are reflected significant portions of the narrative. He considers the girls as welcome apparitions, whose chatter, laughing, and skipping after squirrels are far from disturbing. Their specters are heralded by “gazelles” and they remind him of “apple trees.” At times, though, they feel despondent. Guilt-ridden Kedima affirms: “Had I not existed in this life, this would not have happened to me” (294). Besides self-blame, her traumatic experience at such an early age leads to perceiving herself as abject or unclean. In Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva argues that what causes feelings of abjection is “what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.”57 Feeling her limit experience as death-in-life, Kedima has become a ghost prior to her death. Through a series of “purchases,” her body has been defiled in numerous beds where she heard “the hissing of larynges and the barking of hearts” (291). Kedima, who eventually commits suicide, is now eager to tell her story as a reclamation of her voice. Her spectral condition endows her with courage to speak about her ordeal—“[a]s the sign and currency of exchange, the invaded woman’s body bears the full burden of ritual pollution….To tell the tale of her rape is to hope for justice.”58 The other specters recall their violent deaths—Shahika stepped on a mine; Ninas died by suffocation; Anisha was shot by a vengeful widow; and Yada died in a suicide bomb. She was “torn into pieces of flesh enveloped like candy in a sweet blood wrap” (371). Significantly, the mournful tune of Mozart’s Lacrimosa, to which Sarat listens, sounds as a requiem to the sacrifice of the girls’ lives.

Shahika is the first “live ghost” encountered by Sarat, who is moved by a “gentle feeling” at her sight. He describes her physique, her clothes, and her manner. She initiates the conversation with Sarat by asking him, “Wont’ you ask how I died?” (37). The desire to tell her story is concomitant with the affirmation that because she is dead, she has “transcended fear” (22). “I am stranded in the painting that you have not started yet. Finish the painting so I can be free” (43). This is how she pleads with him to represent her. Meanwhile, like other victims, her spirit is stranded in al-barzakh—the liminal, interstitial zone between life and death.
Shahika’s narrative completes/confirms Sarat’s ekphrastic interpretation of the disturbing physical encounter in The Nightmare. The gaps in her narrative are filled with details of the offensive as captured in the media: “[Yazidi civilians] crouched in fear, frozen, stunned, petrified…Agony, like mushrooms, sprouted from their blood” (38). The “initiation” of the girls into captivity took them into several dehumanizing stages. Sarat denounces the commodification of the girls’ bodies in the economic transactions of the terrorists. His imagination weaves the missing details by relying on media images: “Shahika and many other girls were corralled at a school building, inventoried, categorized according to the alphabets of lust—the age, virginity status, color of hair and eyes, thinness or plumpness” (39). Later, the women were transported beyond the Sinjar boundaries: “The caravans of captives sailed through dust in trucks with iron fins to the capital of slavery; Raqqa” (39). The reminder of this city’s past as an Eastern site of civilization only accents its degradation in the present. Shahika is given a new name [Sa‘da], which ironically means “the happy one,” and then sold.59 The same process of physical and psychological degradation is recounted by the other girls, who recall the “biting,” “the gobbling,” “the beating,” and “the battering.” Objects left behind the dead have stories to tell. Shahika’s torn shoes remain as a proof of her stepping on a mine that detonated during her attempt to escape from her captors. She displays to Sarat her dismembered organs, one by one, “the fingers coming loose out of her palms; the fractured skull … the bare ribs, and two feet that flew up in the air then landed near her other body parts…. Shahika was scattered” (38). Her re-membering/naming of her lost members “one by one,” child-like, is a slow re-play of the moment of explosion in its overwhelming shock impact.
One major task of the novel, besides providing a platform for the Yazidi victims, is the decentering and deflating of the medievalist, regressive discourse of ISIS with its unbridled savagery and barbaric monstrosities. Their re-institution of slavery functions as an unsettling experience of “the return of the repressed.” Sarat remarks, “the caliphate slave trade unleashed what the past centuries have contrived to conceal; caravans coming across great fortunes along the Silk Roads in the East of accursed fates” (40).
Opposed to the “pleasant” specters of the Yazidi girls, their captors’ specters are “appalling.” The presence of the specters of ISIS recruits recalls “the apotropaic” in Greek tragedy, where the ritual to ward off evil causes that very evil to reemerge.60 The unwelcome specters insist on invading Sarat’s painting to be able to cross to the other world. They work in Sweden as dog walkers for Swedish owners who have “no time” to do this. Their presence is extremely disturbing, especially that they are portrayed as psychopaths and drug addicts, with inferiority complex. Their distorted worldview is shaped by ignorance and self-consuming hatred of the other. Not surprisingly, they have faced ignoble deaths due to “betrayals” by their own “brothers.” Their appearance and medievalist ideologies disturb Sarat as a demoralizing anachronism.61 He virulently criticizes “the soldiers of the caliphate” and vehemently protests against their atrocities. In his dialogues with their specters, he directly lashes out at their parochial worldview and deflates their flimsy arguments.62 His conversations with the specters of the Yazidi girls about their captors are tinged with sarcasm and black humor, especially in instances where the girls recall the sexual perversities and brutality of their captors.
The ISIS specters consider their job as dog walkers to be most demeaning and their rough handling of the dogs stirs Sarat’s anxiety. In a terrifying scene, he is hounded by one of the terrorists’ dogs that have acquired the vicious nature of its walkers. Distraught with fear, he describes the traumatizing chase in surrealistic terms as follows:In anxious perturbation I visualized the dog as having paws that looked more like human fingers with long talons…. Its growling snarls were like the stuttering of primitive tribes ringed around their caves fires….The short distance to my house had become an endless labyrinth where desolate images clawed at me like trapped cats in wild frenzy. Even the sky above me, torn from the biting of the branches of tall trees, was heaving the clouds out of its lungs. (414)



The feral chase dramatically ends at Sarat’s art workshop, through whose window the dog darts with terrifying force. Once more, through animating the inanimate, he captures the scene in traumatic metaphors:From inside my workshop I heard the wailing of falling shelves, the shrieks of clashing tin containers of paint. The commotion hit me with shrapnel of blistering terror. For a moment, my mind was out of tune. There was complete silence, then suddenly the dog jumped out of the window….It looked more like a hybrid of a dog and a serpent with a fin-tale like that of a fish. It hopped like a grasshopper in the direction of the lake, then it hurled itself into the water with a tremendous force. I saw the ripples closing in on it. (416)



The smashing of the canvas during the attack dissolves the demarcations between creative and destructive impulses as sites of différance in the proposed painting. In its pending status, the painting has served as a site of continuous deferral of the desire to paint Sinjar Mountain and the Yazidi captives. It has pulled together all the narrative threads. Yet, with its destruction at the end, the whole fabric of the narrative is ruptured. The chaos at the end confounds the boundaries between ontological and epistemological levels—life and death; presence and absence; the natural and the supernatural; reason and insanity. Throughout the narrative, Sarat has remained undecided—at loss to find the colors appropriate enough to capture the mountain’s sorrow. The destruction of the canvas is, thus, a strategy of “disfiguration” [Ṭams] that affirms the text’s undecidability. The painting is never attempted since its subject is beyond re-presentation. Sarat never paints the captive girls, as if the visual intertexts have already set their suffering in an endless chain of signification.63
Though the painting project is not realized, the painting as a testimonial of trauma “comes to fill… (the void of the real) in the victim’s reality, yet not by restoring a missed signified…but by producing a new signifier, a construct capable of making the emptiness visible and of speaking the silence on behalf of those who cannot speak any more.”64 Sadly, the destruction of the canvas at the end of the novel is experienced as an intense re-traumatizing event for both the girls and Sarat:On the floor of the workshop, the girls were crouching, huddled together, each nesting her head in the other’s breast, their arms shielding their necks, with faces cast down to the ground…. Upon perceiving the shredded pieces of the white canvas, the girls uttered moaning sounds which came out of their larynges; thin vibrating strings… their eyes filled with grinding despair. (421)



The re-traumatization episode raises questions about the ethical responsibility to prevent repetition or continuation of violence in the future. The girls’ “individual” fear recaptures the collective trauma engendered by the historical atrocities.
Sarat later wonders, “Have the girls been living in the workshop since I thought about a painting on the twenty-first century enslavement, or have they been living beyond the veil of whiteness in my canvas, or living on the lake …. Or were they still living in Sinjar, in full anticipation of the divine advent of their Peacock Angel, Melek Taus, who returns every five hundred years to fix the slanting pearl in the crown of the cosmos?” (424–425). While preparing his tuna salad sandwich, Sarat listens to the girls’ talk about the vicious attack. A momentary transcendence of their re-trauma is effected through magical realist intervention of holy Yazidi figures. Kedima claims that she saw Sheikh ‘Ᾱdī offering her a ripe red fig. Anisha swears by Lalish that she saw Melek Taus, carrying a boat between his two wings. Notwithstanding the terror, the reclamation, at this point, of Yazidi symbols as consolation suggests survival and continuity.65
Juxtaposed with the magic of Yazidi myth is Sarat’s pencil sketch of Zdzislaw Beksinski’s “Ghost Ship,” inspired by his piercing Gothic-surrealism. The sketch signals the appearance of refugee ships on the surface of Lake Oden. Looking at the sketch, the girls perceive the ship as déjà vu and they invite Sarat to witness it anchored in the lake. The girls’ beckoning him to the lake is a reciprocal gesture of his conjurations of their spirits at the beginning of the narrative. As a somnambulist, he finds himself walking on the lake’s surface, with Shahika leading the way:The girls moved on with quiet steps….All of a sudden my sight was blurred with the brightness of lights from all directions on the surface of the lake—countless lighted tents erupted upon the wide expanse of the horizon…. Shahika whispered…‘refugees.’ ….In front of each tent there was a person sitting on a chair with a canvas mounted on an easel in front of him, a light lamp hanging on top of it…. Each person was engrossed with painting the tent and the people sheltered in it….‘Are these painters’? I asked….I got no answer…Shahika tugged at my sleeve, edging me to move on….I walked with the girls of Sinjar, not heeding the distant muted snarls that came rumbling from the deeps. (440–441)



Sarat’s walking on water symbolizes a crossing—a freeing of the self from the burdens of suffering it has witnessed. It may also be interpreted as a merging of his identity with that of the Yazidi girls. The surface of the lake, now covered with refugee ships, appears as an “unhomely” space.66 The refugees sheltered in tents are harbingers of a “real” spectrality that haunts the world.67
The open ending of Captives re-confirms the encounter with reality, where Barakat’s magical realist mode has surpassed the modi operandi of realism. His unique wielding of magic has unmasked sham democracies and subverted discourses of irrationality and dehumanization. Probably this is why magical realism in his work is openly confrontational and politically subversive. Barakat’s magical realism, therefore, ushers the readers into rough territories distinctly marked from those charted in European and Latin American magical realist literature. Deeply embedded in his magic is the concern for the grievances of the Other—the simply different, the marginalized, and the silenced. His magical realism is thus an eye-opener to the future grim consequences of violence and apathy. Its main trajectory remains hovering over the abyss with no revelation.68
Barakat’s parody of the apocalyptic theme simultaneously arouses and frustrates the readers’ anticipation of narrative closure. Despite the hint of renewed faith in art as a means of challenging collective amnesia toward human suffering, Barakat is not suggesting magical alternatives to the problems afflicting the world. What finally counts is that “witnessing implies a larger ethical framework that has to do with public recognition of atrocities.”69 The Captives of Sinjar is deservedly one such “public recognition.” Perhaps there is an approximation of a similar recognition in the Nobel Prize for Peace (2018), awarded to Nadia Murad

, a Yazidi girl, who passed through the ordeals of captivity, sexual enslavement, and loss of many relatives and friends.70 Murad managed through remarkable endurance and courage to voice the plight of her community to the whole world. After all, the true “prize,” as she appealed in her address, is to achieve justice for all the crimes committed against humanity

.
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If the continued wealth in the twenty-first century of magical realist creative and critical material teaches us anything, it is the enduring appeal of this narrative mode. Because of its widespread appeal, magical realism may be one of the easiest literary forms to teach insofar as newcomers find it so compelling. Anecdotally, a student from Rachael Mariboho’s undergraduate course on magical realism recently emailed the following: “I have read more this semester alone than I have in my whole life. From the first story…I was pretty much hooked on the whole concept of magical realism.” Both of us have had similar experiences. A colleague has joked with Kim Sasser that she was going to have magical realism T-shirts made for their English majors because, after students had been exposed to it through the department’s course offerings, a small cult of magical realist fiction had cropped up on campus. No teacher can take credit for these outcomes. It is the “strange seduction” of the mode, as Frederic Jameson has put it, the fiction itself that works its magic on readers.1

Salman Rushdie recalls the precise moment he encountered that landmark magical realist novel One Hundred Years of Solitude and describes his experience as representative: “I think all of us can remember the day when we first read [One Hundred Years of Solitude by] Gabriel García Márquez; it was a colossal event” (“Inverted”). That this—and other—magical realist narratives can be credited with such “colossal” impact lends credence to Jerónimo Arellano’s recent argument that magical realism can be situated among those narrative genres that are marked by their “affectivity intensity,” genres as disparate as melodrama, horror, and even pornography.2 Magical realism as pornography? That is not the association we aim to develop this essay, though such an outlandish course title may do wonders for class enrollments. More seriously, teachers might consider ways magical realism’s “affective intensity” offers the possibility for a special and especially powerful common learning experience for a group of students.
The appeal and impact of magical realism to which we are referring cannot be dismissed as being nothing more than Western exoticization, we want to argue, though the latter is certainly an important cautionary tale within magical realism’s history.3 As Wen-Chin Ouyang has underscored, today magical realism can now be found in languages ranging from Arabic to Afrikaans, Persian to Portuguese, Tibetan to Turkish,4 making it “today’s most compelling world fiction,” in Erik Camayd-Friexas’s words.5 What we will argue in this chapter is that instead of either a fetishization of difference or, to respond to another critique, the erasure of difference through the imposition of a monolithic category, magical realism can foster rich and enriching experiences with difference.
One of the most exciting turns in twenty-first-century magical realist discourse is the diversification of the narrative mode, understood as singular or functioning in only one predominant way (namely as postcolonial political resistance), to magical realisms, the pluralizing of the term indicating the array of uses to which the mode has been and continues to be put (Sasser “Proliferation”; Warnes; Upstone). For example, Sarah Upstone contends with a monolithic understanding of the mode before working to update that increasingly calcified—if incredibly significant—paradigm with feminist and religious magical realisms among others. We can add even more developments to Upstone’s list: magical realisms that intersect with trauma, affect, post-memorial-Holocaust literature, particular regional concerns (in South Asia, the Middle East/North Africa, and East Asia, for example), young adult literature, and film.
For years, perceptive scholars have lauded magical realism’s polyvocality and resistance to hegemonic structures, what Richard Perez refers to earlier in this collection as the mode’s deontological abilities, or its abilities to represent the irreducible difference of various beings, histories, political ideologies, and religions. We would like to underscore that the propensity of magical realism to function in this way might be attributed to several different aspects: magical realism’s form (the polyvocality represented in magical realism’s dual codes, magic and realism); individual cases (as in the compelling work of a particular novel); and the history of the narrative mode itself (which reflects magical realism’s polyvocality and irreducible difference at the level of generic history). This latter aspect is the one we referred to a moment ago when we discussed the diversification of magical realism—the way it has been employed to diverse, sometimes even divergent ends.
To focus these points on the central concern of our chapter, pedagogy, one of the most appealing aspects of magical realism for the classroom is its capacity for functioning as a comparative tool. Magical realism is an organizing mechanism gathering diffuse usages so that a discussion of a transnational and transcultural narrative mode is possible. At the same time, and conversely, it enables us to explore particular, localized, and unique incarnations and their attending contexts and functions. If, as Mariano Siskind has shown, magical realism was discursively created through particular historical and material circumstances, it also, in turn, allows reflection on those particular historical and material circumstances.6 In this essay, we will suggest that teachers might reap rich benefits from magical realism’s comparative capacity by utilizing it to consider the counterweights of both difference and similarity.
In what follows, we will outline one strategy for exploring magical realism’s comparative capacity, namely by triangulating three magical realist nodes: history, formal definition, and individual case studies (literary and filmic). First, teachers of magical realism can incorporate a history of the mode that conveys its diversity, using selections from magical realism’s timeline to help students dig deep into the particular contexts (material/cultural/ideological/historical) that have given rise to various embodiments of magical realism. In so doing, teachers work against the danger of making the category of magical realism an erasure of difference. Second, magical realism’s distinctive formal features should be established in a minimalist way, or in a way that enables the category to encompass the mode’s divergent incarnations. Third, one might select for the course syllabus individual textual representations that treat difference. Since, once we arrive at this point in our essay, we will already have considered ways narratives do this kind of work in terms of spread, or divergent applications, here we will consider thematic treatments of irreducible difference, a significant sub-category of magical realist narratives.
At the end of the day, we will argue, teaching students about magical realism’s various points of intersection with irreducible, yet simultaneous difference is more than interesting and intellectually responsible, though it is both of those things for the way it conveys a robust understanding of the mode and the most current understandings of it. Mining this aspect of the mode fosters inclusion in the classroom. As teachers introduce divergent examples of magical realism—culturally, linguistically, religiously, nationally, ideologically—they work toward ensuring that their course content offers multiple, situated perspectives, thereby creating a relevant twenty-first-century learning environment in which a diverse array of students are welcomed interlocutors.
History
To study magical realism today is to encounter variation on a global scale. Students can encounter this variety by tracing the history of magical realism (as a term, concept, and storytelling mode). This is the first node of our pedagogical triangle. We will here refrain from a complete recounting of magical realism’s lineage so as to avoid redundancy and instead point interested readers to some of the numerous sources which offer detailed studies: Guenther, Warnes (Magical), Sasser (Magical), Kenneth Reeds, and Maggie Bowers.7 What we would like to do here is to limb enough of that family tree so as to demonstrate a key point: Magical realism’s historical development entails rich diversity, so students who embark on a study of the mode necessarily encounter different disciplines as well as a myriad of applications which are rooted in particular geographical, linguistic, and historical contexts. Of course, this diversity in and of itself in no way guarantees students will have meaningful encounters with difference—indeed, part of the story of magical realism is that this form has been appropriated for ethically praiseworthy usages (polyvocality, anti-hegemonic, culturally recuperative) as well as harmful usages (exoticizing applications as well as those associated with far-right ideologies).8 Still, the study of magical realism does offer the opportunity for those encounters, and we hope this essay is helpful in that direction.
As a term and idea, magical realism is trans-disciplinary. Early usages of the term entail Novalis’s philosophical rendering (late eighteenth century); Roh’s art theory (1924); a painting style in both Germany and North America (early to mid-twentieth century); literature (Italian Bontempelli and Latin Americans Anderson-Imbert, Carpentier, Asturias, and Uslar-Pietri); and, more recently, theater, film, and television. Recent examples of film include The Shape of Water (2018), Beasts of the Southern Wild (2012), The Curious Case of Benjamin Button (2008), and Everything Is Illuminated (2005) (the latter two being adaptations of literature into film). Television shows that have been compared to magical realism include Narcos (which explicitly references magical realism in relation to Columbia, the home of García Márquez), Atlanta, Westworld, Stranger Things, The Haunting of Hill House, and Cleverman.9 A recent, pop culture genre in which we find magical realism is singer Beyonce’s 2016 visual album Lemonade, which, according to Kyra Gaunt, invites “viewers to imagine a black womanist world of magical realism through Southern Gothic” (“Beyonce’s Lemonade”). The proliferation of magical realism into contemporary visual media in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries can be understood as a return of magical realism to its earlier painterly applications.
Within literary magical realism, the most developed strain, magical realism is also transnational and trans-lingual. While the mode can be found in narratives that precede/exceed any intentional, self-conscious development of magical realism, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s short story “The Curious Case of Benjamin Button” (1924) being just one example, scholars have often discussed two major currents of cross-pollination, or instances wherein the term/idea magical realism has spread across geo-cultural borders. Following the writing of Novalis and Roh (both Germans), the term magical realism was picked up and developed in two concurrent directions: One tracing from Roh to the Italian Bontempelli and elsewhere in mainland Europe.10 The other moving from Roh, to Latin American writers, to postcolonial writers. (We are using broad brushstrokes here, as these lines are not mutually exclusive. Rushdie, for instance, was deeply influenced by Günter Grass as well as García Márquez.) It was the Latin Americans, and especially García Márquez and the successful marketing of his One Hundred Years of Solitude, who garnered global attention for magical realism, popularizing the mode among readers, writers, and the book market in general. Writers who cite García Márquez as a seminal influence include Chinese Mo Yan, who, according to Yomi Braester, recalls “that García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude triggered in him a ‘shock of recognition.’”11 Others who have recounted being inspired by García Márquez include Tibetan Zhaxi Dawa, Japanese Haruki Murakami, Canadians Jack Hodgins and Robert Kroetsch, and Iranian Moniru Ravanipur. (One Hundred Years of Solitude was first translated into Arabic in 1979.) During the 1980s and 1990s, magical realism became tantamount to postcolonial fiction and is found in the writings of authors ranging from Toni Morrison (African-American), Salman Rushdie (Indo-British), Ben Okri (Nigerian-British), Mia Couto (Mozambican), to Alexis Wright (Aboriginal Australian), and many others.
There seems to be general consensus now that magical realism does not belong to any particular subject position. This is especially true of Anglophone scholarship following Zamora and Faris’s landmark 1995 anthology, which positioned the mode as a global phenomenon. Authors in this category include Grass (German), Hubert Lampo (Flemish), Angela Carter (British), David Grossman (Israeli), and Latife Tekin (Turkish), among countless others. It should be noted, though, that to date Anglophone scholarship is lagging on magical realism in the Far and Middle East, South Asia, and the European continent. More scholarship can be found on Latin American, (West) African, British, and North American magical realism, with a moderate amount on magical realism from Oceania, especially following the growing attention to Wright.
Definition
If magical realism’s cross-cultural and cross-disciplinary history makes it a potentially rich area of study for students, this same history also presents them with obstacles. We are not here referring to problems of scope and volume, though, as in any class, these are realities that require acknowledgment and creative responses. Specifically, we are thinking about, first, challenges students will face regarding how to define the mode, or establish its foundational characteristics, and, second, challenges regarding how to appreciate magical realism’s breadth without erasing the internal differences that constitute it.
There are various reasons magical realism has been categorically slippery. One deals with the now generally agreed upon idea that magical realism is a mode, not a literary genre. As a narrative mode, magical realism refers to a way of telling stories that crops up across different genres: the ghost story, the uncanny, the family saga, and others. While the array of genres that intersect with magical realism can be confusing, at first, for student readers, coming to a point of clarity about this aspect (mode versus genre) will be illuminating.
More complexly, at certain moments in the mode’s history, magical realism has been defined by characteristics that exceed form. Students carefully following magical realism’s historical development will inevitably encounter this. At significant points in magical realism’s development, the mode has been intimately, even exclusively, associated with specific groups of people: namely, Latin Americans and, subsequently, formerly colonized peoples. Upstone recalls: “In the last decade of the twentieth century, it was easy to be convinced…that magical realism was postcolonial fiction.”12 Representative here is Homi Bhabha’s proclamation that magical realism was “the literary language of the emergent post-colonial world.”13 In fact, we wonder if there is another form of storytelling within recent history that has served as such “a socially symbolic contract,” as Stephen Slemon has described magical realism.14
In the magical realist critical discourse, we often talk about the “irreducible element,” a term Young and Hollaman first used to refer to the magic that is unexplainable, yet undeniably there among the narrative’s otherwise realist generic devices.15 But, some scholars who viewed magical realism as necessarily postcolonial have theorized that there are other additional irreducible aspects, and these are ideological. In specific, they have viewed as requisite magical realism’s alignment as a literary form with postcolonial values, aims, and concerns, the latter tending to include even authorial identity (though authorial positioning, particularly those of the postcolonial elite such as Rushdie, García Márquez, Carpentier, and Okri, who are often the authors of those magical realist narratives, subsequently came under scrutiny).16 This critical position is quite different than arguing that magical realism has been especially conducive to postcolonial ethics and aims. We agree with the latter, but caution against configuring anti- and postcolonial alignment as an intrinsic characteristic. Since magical realism is a literary form, it can be oriented in any number of ways. The kind of epistemological landscape we are describing, that which makes magical realism necessarily postcolonial, created a situation in which writers and critics have felt that they had to defend their studies of magical realism when they or the authors they studied fell outside the bounds of Latin America and/or formerly colonized nations: examples include writer Angela Carter (who compared her feminist concerns with decolonization), critic Anne C. Hegerfeldt (who situates British magical realism as intrinsically postcolonial), and Caroline Rody (writing on Jewish magical realism).17
Ironically, the territorialized usages of magical realism from Latin America helped popularize the form beyond Latin America’s borders, as García Márquez (primarily) and other Boom-era authors were read across the world and appropriated by many non-Latin American authors, such as those cited earlier.18 When critics recognized magical realism as being postcolonial, rather than exclusively Latin American, their understandings of what the mode entailed—what it required—also changed, as Kim Anderson Sasser has traced in greater detail elsewhere (Magical). No longer could the narrative mode be tied to what the Cuban Alejo Carpentier referred to as “the entire history of America.”19 Instead, scholars who were expanding the mode’s territory, those who were de-territorializing it, had to slough off that criterion.
The expansion of magical realism’s perceived territory is not the whole story, as we have already suggested. Instead, we include this vignette for a couple of reasons, one of which is that it demonstrates that, within the history of this single narrative mode, we find conflicting ways of answering the most basic question, what is magical realism? How do we understand/explain it? What are its essential features?
We do not mean to suggest that magical realism lacks coherence or that questions pertaining to definition cannot be answered. On the contrary, we have concluded that magical realism must be defined in terms of form, rather than extra-formal features including those related to ideology, geography, or cultural sources of magic. Specifically, we recommend two excellent and often-cited definitions. Chanady’s 1985 tripartite definition of magical realism includes (1) the co-presence of the two antinomious codes, magic and realism; (2) the resolution of antinomy; and (3) “authorial reticence…about the veracity of the [magical] events”20 (22–30). More pithily, Warnes defines magical realism as “a mode of narration that naturalizes…the supernatural.”21 Warnes’s definition can also be tipped the other direction, as he points out: narratives might give supernatural qualities to what ordinarily appear as natural, such as a car, electricity, or ice. Importantly, to our minds, both of these definitions speak to form and structure—the interplay of the marvelous and the realism—without expecting magical realist narratives to take on any particular thematic and/or ideological orientation. A bare-bones formalist definition constitutes the second node on the pedagogical triangle we are constructing as a means of teaching magical realism as a comparative tool.
Expounding upon both Chanady and Warnes, we understand magical realism as a way of telling stories wherein the “commingling” (to use Rushdie’s word) of the magical and the real exists with varying degrees of tension from one storyworld to the next, depending upon how the magical and real interrelate therein, and from one reader to the next, depending on various factors, one of which is degree of familiarity with the mode.22 While, as Chanady points out, antinomy is resolved, this is only insofar as readers must accept that, with a realist storyworld, the supernatural is actually occurring, antinomy or tension might remain in other ways in the storyworld and/or among readers. The hybrid narrative form may be discomfiting for students at first, but these very tensions wrought by the interplay of the marvelous and realism are places to lean into with students.
Comparative Capacity
We have lingered on the point of a formal definition not only because of the way it illustrates competing understandings, or difference, within magical realism’s history but also, and even more importantly for the objectives of this chapter, because only a formal definition of magical realism enables the mode to realize one of its greatest strengths, its comparative capacity. Before unpacking what we mean by this phrase, we want to point out that we are in good company when recognizing this quality. Warnes contends: “The facilitation of comparative analysis is probably magical realism’s most persuasive claim to usefulness.”23 Similar to Warnes, Ralph Pordzik claims: “The concept of magical realism offers a method of effecting important comparative analyses between culturally different writings.”24 Siskind also argues for the comparative value of magical realism, as we touch on below. If others have commented on this feature of magical realism, though, we are unaware of anyone who has considered this aspect explicitly and at length, particularly in relation to the twenty-first classroom.
What do we mean by the term comparative capacity? We mean that magical realism as a narrative form organizes usages that are distinct and contextualized in their particular incarnations. Readers, and for our purposes here student readers, thus are able to encounter an array of particular applications while maintaining a cohering focus. To use Siskind’s phrase, magical realism is “a compelling traveling vehicle.”25 Siskind posits that magical realism is the most “established” world literary genre, which means it has been an especially effective traveling vehicle.26 It typifies what Siskind calls the “trans-nature of aesthetic and cultural phenomena,” trans- signifying “trans-cultural, trans-historical, and trans-generic.”27 The prefix trans- is helpful for thinking about magical realism’s comparative capacity, as the idea of crossing boundaries of various kinds, of movement, is characteristic of the mode’s history.
By the term comparative capacity, we mean that to study magical realism is to embark upon comparative work, a claim that will usefully call to mind another phrase, comparative literature. Susan Bassnett defines comparative literature this way: “…[C]omparative literature involves the study of texts across cultures, … it is interdisciplinary, … concerned with patterns of connection in literatures across both time and space.”28 Similarly, to study magical realism is to move “across cultures” and disciplines: philosophy, art, literature, theater, film. To study magical realism is also to find “patterns of connection…across…time and space.”29 While magical realism offers an excellent case study for comparatists, though, we do not want to limit its study to world literature or comparative literature courses. There are many teachers and students who will not see themselves as comparatists, those who, for example, lack facilities in multiple languages or who are integrating magical realism within a specific regional, disciplinary, or topical focus. These readers, too, can benefit from and enjoy magical realism, being advocates of reading in translation and/or studying magical realism as it has developed within a single region and/or language.
Thoughtful teachers might become uncomfortable with possible implications of our argument about magical realism’s comparative facilities. Might students jump to connections too quickly? Might they use a formal definition of the mode to erase difference across its localized incarnations? We want to stress that good comparative work, and the kind we have in mind, looks for “patterns of connection” as well as patterns of disconnection—difference—a most-welcome feature. In its particular, localized incarnations, magical realism, as a literary form, takes on its own internal logics and draws from its own particular cultural-historical resources. It does not function the same way in every situation.
For instance, Sasser has written on the ways West African magical realism has drawn upon indigenous narrative forms as a means of positing wonder as one important epistemological register: “[West African magical realism] appropriates all of magical realism’s capacities for wonder … while intimating particular, localized rationales as (at least partial) motivations for doing so, namely practices of orality and the animistic ‘logic’ of crossing ostensible binaries, to use Harry Garuba’s term.”30
Scholars of Jewish magical realism, who because of their relative recentness in the scholarly discourse have had to extrapolate from previous scholars’ postcolonial configurations of the mode, have come to the similar conclusion that particular instantiations of the mode entail particularized internal logics, rather than some kind of homogenous application. Robert Alter, when pondering why young Israeli writers are using magical realism, conjectures that two reasons are literary patricide and foreign literary influence (such as García Márquez, Grass, and Rushdie), but Alter insists that “‘influence’ is always a matter of finding in other literatures formal strategies or thematic emphases that answer the special needs of one’s own ideological, cultural, and historical predicament.”31 And the special predicament of these writers, Alter adds, is their need to “cope imaginatively with the constrictions of Israeli existence” since the 1950s.32 Caroline Rody memorably argues the same point: “Every case of magical realism has its own reasons, deriving from distinct cultural, literary, and political contexts.”33 The study of magical realism as a global phenomenon gets most cross-culturally meaningful—and most interesting—we argue, when we readers are asked to postulate the internal logic for each iteration of magical realism, to formulate compelling explanations for the work magical realism is performing at a given locus in time and space.
From one instantiation to the next, magical realist narratives not only change thematically, but the two codes of magic and realism might interact in drastically different ways.34 Even more, the way the two codes mean can change drastically from one reader to the next, and from one cultural group to the next.
Magical realism is an organizing category, yes. It is a comparative category. But, the key elements of these narratives are constantly shifting across different applications such that a deep, close, contextual analysis is required of each particular text. There are no a priori meanings one can determine simply based on the fact that a given narrative utilizes the magical realist mode.
As an example of what this kind of comparative work might look like in the classroom, we return to the issue of delimiting magical realism. For the reasons just described, students will inevitably face challenges when trying to come to grips with the form, and, we stress, this is an incredibly productive problem for them to wrestle with. Instead of students being furnished, at the beginning, with the conclusion of the teacher-scholar or other magical realist scholars, students asked to wrestle with competing understandings of what constitutes the mode, will be invited—and required—to do important comparative work, work in which they must negotiate the counterweights of both similarity and difference—similarity in terms of finding common ground (Is there some basic understanding of magical realism that bridges all of these diverse applications?) and difference in terms of immersing themselves in particularized usages and their unique internal logics (What are those features that are localized and particular, but not mandatory across diverse usages?).
Students might be challenged, at the beginning of the term and throughout its progression, to keep track of how writers (usually implicitly) and scholars (usually explicitly) delimit the mode. One ongoing exercise that could accomplish this work is to have students develop a tentative, working definition based on the first few readings. They can revisit/revise their definition each time they do a new reading. Additional questions to explore with students on this topic include, how might we reconcile particular, even territorialized appropriations of the mode with its now undeniable global ubiquity? Are there any common features that link what are otherwise dissimilar usages in terms of cultural origins/concerns, languages, politics and ideologies, particular applications, and themes?
Faris’s distinction between magical realism’s primary and secondary characteristics offers students at least one model for tracking definitions.35 In the article in which she details these characteristics, Faris is thinking about magical realism’s relationship to postmodern literature. Her primary characteristics outline features that are found in any magical realist text, such as the irreducible element, while her secondary characteristics hone in on points of overlap between magical realism and postmodern fiction. Those secondary characteristics may or may not be present in a given magical realist text. Students might extrapolate from Faris’s essay a means of thinking more generally about ways to organize necessary formal features alongside additional, contingent features. To reiterate, Faris’s distinction between primary and secondary characteristics furnishes a helpful heuristic for handling those comparative pulls of similarity and difference.
Caveats
Some might point out that any world literature class and any number of fields of study—women’s and gender studies, multicultural literature, ethnic literatures, and others—allow for comparative, cross-cultural work and, thus, are effectively able to teach difference through literature. And this is true! But, among a variety of options, magical realism is an especially compelling choice. It offers a concentrated focus. The mode’s trans-disciplinary history furnishes an important means of considering movement across disciplinary boundaries. And, it has been especially successful at bridging popular and academic audiences, as is evidenced by its use in television, film, and even music video.
All of these aspects make magical realism an especially good choice, among many others, for the contemporary college classroom. But, there is another reason that should be underscored. Magical realism has played such a significant role in bringing issues of difference, cultural marginality, and various hegemonies to the fore throughout the latter part of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first century, that it cannot be neglected in relevant discussions.
While we have insisted that magical realism is not intrinsically anti-hegemonic or multi-vocal, the mode’s history conveys that it has been especially successful in these functions. According to Zamora and Faris, “…[magical realism’s] program is not centralizing but eccentric: it creates space for interactions of diversity.”36 Many twentieth-century writers have seen magical realism as allowing “access to the main body of ‘Western’ literature for authors not sharing in, or not writing from the perspective of, the privileged centers of this literature for reasons of language, class, race, or gender.”37
Maggie Ann Bowers claims that a “characteristic of magical realism which makes it such a frequently adopted narrative mode is its inherent transgressive and subversive qualities. It is this feature that has led many postcolonial, feminist and cross-cultural writers to embrace it as a means of expressing their ideas.”38 As already mentioned, we take issue with that word inherent. Still, Bowers’ point stands. The potential for the mode to be used in this way has made it appealing to groups who have differently experienced abuses of power. The “transgressive and subversive” qualities of magical realism are evident in these seminal texts: Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses, Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita, Grass’s The Tin Drum, Okri’s The Famished Road, Morrison’s Beloved, Isabel Allende’s The House of Spirits, and, of course, García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude. This list could also be expanded to include Carlos Fuentes’s Aura, D. M. Thomas’s The White Hotel, Patrick Suskind’s Perfume, Marie Darrieussecq’s Pig Tales, Louis Erdrich’s Tracks, and Ana Castillo’s So Far from God.
Fields of study whose strengths are compatible with magical realism’s history—those fields we mentioned earlier such as women’s and gender studies, multicultural literature, and ethnic literatures—dovetail with magical realism so that bringing them together in the classroom will enrich both areas of study. Successful examples of this in print are the recent critical collections Uncertain Mirrors: Magical Realisms in US Ethnic Literatures and Moments of Magical Realism in US Ethnic Literatures as well as Faris’s work on feminist magical realism.39 This kind of combined approach, moreover, offers a way of bringing magical realism as a supplement into courses which are primarily about those other areas of study.
Teachers might consider the female-authored works of Morrison, Castillo, and Erdrich, who use “the supernatural to create women’s stories that challenge the scripts, literary and social, of their larger cultures,” which are, respectively, African-American, Chicana, and American Indian.40 In their novels, these writers grapple with similar themes of domesticity, mother/daughter relationships, gender discrimination, and violence against women and minorities, all set against different traumatic moments in history. Students may learn about slavery and its aftermath, racism, poverty, war, or environmental destruction through effective depictions of magic, miracles, and the supernatural that underscore the atrocities experienced by the women in their stories. Kimberly Chabot Davis’s claim that in her writing Morrison retains a “modernist political commitment to the crucial importance of deep cultural memory, of keeping the past alive in order to construct a better future” applies to the intention of each of these writers.41
Using a historical timeline or comparative analysis to frame discussions of magical realism is practical and is usually necessary when introducing concepts of the mode to students. However, employing a specific theoretical framework is another effective approach because it draws on each of the previously discussed components of history and culture while offering a sophisticated analytical apparatus to view texts.
Case Studies
The third node on our pedagogical triangle, besides historical development and formalist definition, is case studies. As we posited earlier, magical realism intersects with difference in important ways, and one such way is thematically. In other words, the stories themselves are frequently invested in exploring difference as a motif. When considering magical realist narratives that deal centrally with difference, one might think about the representation of marginalized and exploited groups of people due to economic status, gender, or race, and there are certainly plenty of examples of that within magical realism’s corpus. But, there is also another sub-category that has emerged in magical realist narratives’ engagements with difference, and one that has received little scholarly attention, that is narratives that thematize a kind of difference which resists any totalizing category, which seems thus to dramatize the very idea of irreducible difference, or phenomena that resist naming, identification, or domestication.
One of the most salient questions posed by García Márquez’s “The Very Old Man” is, what is it/he? The character consistently eludes readers’ and other characters’ taxonomies. When an old man with gnarly wings, covered in lice, flies into the coastal town of Pelayo and Elisenda, the couple is frightened at first, but then “found him familiar,” at which point he is thrown into a chicken coup.42 The chicken coup associates him with that animal species, but already by this point, readers are asking, is he senile? A divine messenger? Father Gonzaga officially declares that he is not an angel since the creature does not speak the language of God, Latin. The winged man even disappoints the expectation of circus freak since paying customers find his miracles lacking in consistency and didacticism. Instead, his miracles are erratic and bizarre, “like the blind man who didn’t recover his sight but grew three new teeth, or the paralytic who didn’t get to walk but almost won the lottery, and the leper whose sores sprouted sunflowers.”43 The desire of spectators to appropriate the old man into their categories is routinely frustrated by the narrative. When, at the conclusion, he flies off into the sky, readers are left only with his mystery.
With its title character also being born with wings and posing a similar query about identity, The Strange and Beautiful Sorrows of Ava Lavender (2014) by Leslye Walton is clearly influenced by “The Very Old Man.” Only in contrast to García Márquez’s winged man, whom we learn about through the (failed) perspectives of others, in Walton’s young adult novel, it is Ava whose self-awareness enables her to pinpoint what her wings suggest to others about her identity: “To many I was myth incarnate…some considered me a monster, a mutation. To my great misfortune, I was once mistaken for an angel…but I knew the truth…I was just a girl.”44 Recounting the history of her remarkable, magical family, it is clear that Ava’s wings are not the only markers that signify her difference. Three generations of family members experience trauma and loss because of their “strangeness,” causing the family to isolate themselves, to the extent they are able, from the outside world. While the focus of the novel is on those who are considered “other” because of their supernatural gifts, Ava Lavender also underscores how “normal” people react when encountering otherness. Reactions from those in the novel include fear, anger, and lust, while manifesting in unspeakable violence as well as profound acts of love and compassion.
The most recent example of the thematic treatment of irreducible difference is Guillermo del Toro’s 2018 Oscar-winning film The Shape of Water, which del Toro describes, in part, as a film about otherness.45 The film centers around a mute woman named Elisa, whose disability is invisible to outsiders, thus rendering her with ambiguity, a characterization that is strengthened by her unknown origins, marks on her neck, and eventual romantic affair with a humanoid amphibian, a character who is also marked by ambiguity. Elisa meets the creature at the government facility where she works and where he is being tortured during the height of the Cold War, a time when being considered different could be deadly.
In some ways, the film is working from a host of recognizable schema: disability, Latin American indigenous beliefs, and even magical realism and its popular association with Latin America. What is more, the ragtag group of protagonists derive from marginalized positions with which viewers are familiar: race, sexuality, and (dis)ability. The conflict driving the plot and the narrative’s dénouement are also familiar—the ultimate victory of the underdog. All of these points could productively stage a meaningful classroom conversation around difference and marginalization. But, we are arguing that the film also works within the sub-category of irreducible difference, or difference that resists our existing taxonomies. The film raises questions about Elisa’s and the creature’s identities in ways that allow room for mystery. What is this creature?, the film asks viewers. We hear from the antagonist, an unreliable source at best, that he is worshipped as a river god in South America, and he does have healing powers. But is he divine? After all, he is unable to escape his captors. And what about Elisa? Who and what is she? Finally, the romantic union of Elisa and the creature itself represents a defying of categories, something thematically comparable to the hybrid form of magical realism itself.
In this and the other narratives we discussed, the idea of an irreducible element of magic has resonance with the idea of irreducible difference. The irreducible element tempts readers, especially newcomers, to make sense of the magical phenomenon as a hallucination, dream, or metaphor. But, the magical realist text refuses any of those solutions, forcing the reader to accept that a supernatural has actually occurred. Readers seek a solution to the seeming problem of the magic because of its presence in an otherwise realist narrative. Had the narrative clearly taken place “long, long ago in a land far away” or had the protagonists stepped through a wardrobe before encountering the magic, readers would not have perceived the magical phenomenon as problematic. In other words, magic—and the magical realist narrative mode—becomes anomalous, disconcertingly so for new readers. Not only does magical realism break realism’s rules, but it is a hybrid narrative mode, not one thing (the marvelous) or another (realism), but something else entirely. The mode itself thus resists categorization. Faris has theorized that magical realism’s simultaneity, its being at the same time both magic and realism, works to create a sacred presence, since how could the teller of a magical realist tale have achieved this dual perspective, a kind of straddling of both worlds, unless he or she were some kind of “gifted perceiver?”46 By associating magical realism with the divine or otherworldly, Faris connects the mode’s mechanics and its total effect with a kind of radical otherness.
Like the hybrid narrative mode of magical realism, wherein the presence of magic in realism upsets both the category of literary realism and the marvelous, the narratives we have offered as case studies are all about instances when phenomena/characters defy our epistemological registers. They remain outside our schemas. They possess an irreducible difference.
Conclusion: Pedagogical Applications
Teachers adopt a rich and richly rewarding pedagogical angle by honing in on magical realism’s comparative capacity. They also adopt an intellectually responsible strategy since they are thereby conveying a robust, current understanding of it. But there is a final appeal, as we wish to touch on in conclusion. Teaching magical realism’s intersections with difference offers teachers a means of fostering inclusive classrooms, or classrooms that maximize student involvement by treating course content in relation to an array of situated perspectives. According to Shari Saunders and Diana Kardia, inclusive classrooms are those “in which everyone feels safe, supported, and encouraged to express her or his views and concerns.”47 As this goal of inclusive classrooms underscores, we are using the term inclusion not within the context of special education, in which cases the term refers to the co-learning in the same classroom of special education students with the rest of the student body. Instead, we are here thinking of inclusion in relation to widening participation. A key factor in that outcome, Saunders and Kardia explain, involves teachers carefully structuring class material so that it “is explicitly viewed from the multiple perspectives and varied experiences of a range of groups.”48 In so doing, teachers avoid what Chimamanda Adichie has called “the danger of a single story,” or, to apply this phrase to a pedagogical context, instances when teachers intentionally or unintentionally privilege a single perspective or narrative.49
Magical realism offers precisely the kind of content that best fosters inclusion because of its geo-temporal diffusion and divergent applications. Yet, as the co-authors of this chapter, we have been struck by the ways magical realism might function toward inclusion in different ways in different institutional environments, Sasser teaching at a small, residential private liberal arts college and Mariboho teaching at a state university comprised of over 40,000 undergraduates which boasts one of the most diverse student populations at a secondary education institution in the U.S. For Mariboho, introducing diverse/divergent examples of magical realism—culturally, linguistically, religiously, nationally, ideologically—works toward ensuring that her course content resonates with the broad scope of the diverse student populations that make up her classrooms. Teaching magical realism enables Mariboho, in Saunders and Kardia’s words, to “respon[d] to students on … [a] cultural level” in what is a multicultural composite classroom.50
In contrast, for Sasser, whose student body tends to be more demographically homogenous, magical realism is crucial for enabling her to bring different perspective into the classroom through the course content—the magical realist texts and authors. Inclusion in this sense might be broadened from the way we have been discussing it thus far to mean, instead, the intentional inclusion of diverse voices through course content. Inclusion here extends beyond an immediate class. Its objective is to help students develop intercultural competency, or to engage diversity in productive ways out in the world, long after a particular class has ended. Of course, Mariboho’s inclusive teaching shares this broader, long-term objective as well.
As a final consideration of ways magical realism might foster inclusion, we believe the sub-category of magical realist texts we analyzed earlier might also go far in today’s classrooms. David Hollinger has argued that one of the central challenges people will face in the twenty-first century deals with shifting sources of identity. Whereas in the past, people have predominantly derived sources of personal identity based on established group identity, a mainstay of the late twentieth century’s multiculturalism, today a pressing question is “just who belongs together with whom, and for what purposes, and on what authority?”51 If these shifts in identity formation and sources of identity are playing out right in our classrooms, with the students who inhabit them, then instances when magical realism foregrounds irreducible difference, difference that resists synthesis into some already existing social category or framework, might be more important to teach today than ever.
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25. Outrageous Humor: Satirical Magical Realism
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It is typical of the paradoxical nature of magical realism that one of its most effective sub-genres is that of satirical magical realism: a combination of one of the oldest and newest forms of literature. Magical realist satire is a cross-genre blended from menippean satire of the ancient Greeks and Romans and magical realism, the twentieth century’s truly global genre. From the development of the genre of magical realism, and its influences from proto-magical-realist European texts, such narratives have carried political significance, frequently but not always couched in humor, sometimes sardonic and sometimes whimsical. The satirical element of magical realism has had surprisingly scant attention in criticism. While the political elements of magical realist writers are frequently noted (whether Timothy Brennan’s or Neil Ten Koortenaar’s discussion of Salman Rushdie’s politics, or the work of Michael Bell and Patricia Hart regarding the work of Gabriel García Márquez and Isabel Allende, respectively), studies that link the political material to satire, and moreover to the magical realism of the works, are even rarer. In one of the rare studies of this element, a study of Ngũgĩ wa Thion’go’s The Wizard of the Crow (2006), Joseph McLaren defines satirical magical realism as a specific genre: “Satirical magic realism refers to the use of this literary style for the primary purpose of mockery, ridicule, and humour…”1 The relative lack of attention is all the more surprising given that the frequent creation of political satire in magical realist narratives creates intercultural and international connections that situate the genre of magical realism in World Literature. From Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita, Gabriel García Márquez’ The Autumn of the Patriarch and One Hundred Years of Solitude, Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children to Ngũgĩ wa Thion’go’s The Wizard of the Crow, magical realism has been the vehicle for humorously exaggerated yet politically disruptive satire. These works can be brought together in a cross-generic study of magical realism and satire within a World Literature framework, and yet do so while maintaining their specificity in their cultural, political, and historical contexts. For instance, Mariano Siskind locates magical realism within contemporary World Literature, whereby World Literature is conceived as a “constellation of texts” that create “new generic formations.”2 For Siskind, as for myself, the very history of the international development of magical realism displays the transnational nature of World Literature.3 Moreover, the international occurrences of magical realist political satire, when compared as in this study, provide a chilling reminder of the repetition and similarity of certain kinds of political malpractice that have lead to a shared sense of trauma across the globe: election rigging; corruption; nepotism; embezzlement; removal of opposition; imprisonment for political ends and torture. This is the dark side of what binds World Literature and texts of magical realist satire together.4

These engaging works significantly contain both the heightened fictionality of magical realism and the references of political satire to actuality. This study reveals that, contrary to what may be expected, this is not a binary opposition of fictive magical realism versus the actuality of satire, but that the magical realism often emanates from an actual historical and cultural setting and the satire may be a highly fictionalized version of specific political events. Thus, both the magical realism and the satire can be both general or specific, exaggerated or realist. What this chapter reveals is that the definition of satirical magical realism relies upon a balance of the general and the specific, emanating from the imaginative and the actual for the genre to work. It is the application of the imaginative to the depiction of the identifiable historical-political events that creates the genre’s power.
Although not all magical realist novels are political, comic, nor satirical, several of the most prominent magical realist texts can be read as political satires. Indeed, they are all the more powerful for the comedy produced by the exaggeration of imaginative elements. Thus, what this essay explores is how such exaggerated fiction persuades us of serious political realities when presented in the lighter mode of humor. In his study of satire, Charles A. Knight refers to the knife-edge of satire that is created by the delicate balance of history and imagination at play in that form. He explains: “Satires often intense concern for historical problems is framed by its imaginative play; the relationship between history and imagination is paralleled by the relationship between perception and communication.”5 In other words, the interaction of history and imagination is essential for satire to flourish yet the successful emergence of the satire relies upon the imaginative perception of the reader. This is most particularly the case where magical and extraordinary aspects that promote extra-imaginative play in the reader are proposed alongside the historical (such is the case in seminal magical realist texts such as Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude regarding the 1928 Banana Plantation Massacre and Rushdie’s depiction of the 1919 Amritsar Massacre in Midnight’s Children). Thus, the sub-genre of magical realist satire relies upon a concept of realism that is far removed from verisimilitude. Satire in itself is created from the adaptation of the actual into a fictional representation that can deviate from the original inspirational event yet needs to be identifiably connected to it. Hence, even the most grotesque and outrageous representations of political malpractice in these magical realist satirical novels need to be recognized as exaggerations of contemporary political life in order for the satire to exist. This leads us to ask, how is the knife-edge negotiated when the horror of history disrupts the comedy, such is the case in Rushdie, Márquez, and Ngũgĩ’s works?
Magical realism is often employed by writers where the horror of actual events has exceeded what is considered to be ordinary experience. In recent years, magical realism has also been recognized as a genre that aids the expression of the excessively traumatic. According to Lyn Di Iorio Sandín, it is the shared “excess” of trauma and magical realism that produce their mutually supportive expression. Trauma goes beyond what can be processed by any usual emotional response, while magical realism breaks the limits of what is conventionally regarded as imaginative representation. She explains that this is true both in our response to fiction but also in response to real traumatic events: “If a traumatic event exceeds what can be expressed in a fact-based account, the traumatized individual can trust to dreams and imaginings that help flesh out what memory may resist.”6 Magical realist narratives that depict traumatic events carried out by political regimes thus provide a means to communicate the collective trauma. In his Nobel Lecture “The Solitude of Latin America,” Márquez made claim that magical realism allowed for the expression of the “unearthly tidings” of the politically perpetrated horrors of Latin America.7 In this way, he makes clear that the significance that he allocates to his work is not local and personal but collective and transnational.
Thus, for Márquez as for other writers, satirical magical realism is realism writ large. In an associated discussion, the critic Nicholas Morwood coins the alternative term “tragic realism” to indicate how magical realism is used by Salman Rushdie to create a “[t]ransnational [c]ritique of [s]tate [p]ower.”8 Exploring these magical realist novels, it becomes clear that magical realism provides the satirical tools to counter the use of discursive and imaginative power employed by violent authoritarian rule. For this reason, Ngũgĩ and Rushdie have found themselves under attack from the regimes that are implicated by their satirical fiction, revealing the threat that their satire poses. For instance: in addition to receiving a fatwa from the Ayatollah Khomeini in reaction to The Satanic Verses, Rushdie had already been under attack for his commentary on the regime of Indira Gandhi in Midnight’s Children, leading to a legal challenge by Gandhi herself9 (Heller 2012); Ngũgĩ has lived in exile for most of his life following time incarcerated as a prisoner of conscience during the rule of Daniel arap Moi in response to his Marxist inspired anti-Moi theater productions.10
In many ways Ngũgĩ’s The Wizard of the Crow (originally written in Gĩkũyũ under the title Mũrogi wa Kagogo) (2006) has many similarities to Rushdie’s satirical novels. The novel aims its cutting humor at the exploits of a fictional and outrageous African dictator. Yet, as McLaren observes, “The Ruler can stand for all megalomaniacs in a global perspective, including the global North and South.”11 The political events of the novel proceed from the dictator’s announcement of a policy to build a modern-day Tower of Babel, a vanity project that misuses the government’s scarce funds. I concur with Maya Jaggi who considers the source of this novel’s satire to be a mixture of the specific and the generic. Specifically, the rule of Daniel arap Moi in Kenya from 1978 to 2002 seems a likely source. More generally, the attempts by various dictators in twentieth-century Africa (and beyond) to maintain power over the population and the media are satirized in the novel, most particularly those that Ngũgĩ terms “postcolonial dictators.”12 Most significantly, Ngũgĩ focuses attention on contemporary political concerns regarding African states by satirizing the attempts of dictators to influence and gain from the workings of international organisations. As McLaren states, “Although presented in the satirical mode, the global dimensions of the novel suggest the ‘real’ problematic relationships between international capital institutions and African regimes.”13 Ultimately, the satire, like that of Márquez’s Autumn of the Patriarch, creates an epic anti-corruption novel that challenges neo-colonialism through humorous magical realist exaggeration. As McLaren states “For Ngugi [sic] the novel as art form is a political weapon…”.14
Since these satires are often covert, in order for these general satires to be realized, the reader must recognize the potential veracity of the satire despite the excessively fictionalized and humorous magical elements. In this respect, these magical realist writers illustrate the observations of Charles A. Knight in regard to Salman Rushide, that his satire “mediates between the abstract truth of fantasy and the specific experience of history.”15 This implies a need for the reader to have some experience of the history that is satirized. In his introduction to satire, Dustin Griffin suggests that “historical context must be understood not just as inert background but as that milieu which produced the satire, the historical world conjured up, and (rhetorically speaking) the various historical audiences for which it was originally intended.”16 I concur that the text’s power is only apparent when the target of satire is understood and relevant. This does not mean that all the satirical targets of a novel need to be understood but that only those that are recognized can have any effect. In many ways, the writer of satire relies upon the good-will and knowledge of the reader to have contemporary experience of the satirical target or research knowledge of the historical context. In such cases, it is not whether what is described is true but more whether it reflects what is felt to be true. For this, of course, something need not be real (to exist) to be true. Thereby, satire and magic suggest and reflect the truth without being real and without directly presenting the truth. This postmodernist concept of truth is widely employed in satirical magical realist novels, particularly when presenting the function of rumor and manipulation of truth within political contexts.
Ngũgĩ’s novel provides a contemporary and currently relevant target for its satire, being the relationship between non-governmental organizations (NGOs), aid-giving bodies such as the World Bank and governments of recipient countries. The satire reveals a problem with this relationship on two sides: It draws attention to the reliance on and manipulation of such bodies by the government to maintain the power of the dictator. Ironically, this also increases neo-colonialist paternalism of the western NGOs through government reliance on their aid. The “Ruler” attempts to persuade the Global Bank (an obvious reference to the World Bank) to provide money for his vanity project “Marching to Heaven.” This project is an exaggeratedly impossible project to provide a link from Earth to Heaven, replicating the mythical Tower of Babel.
In a description of the negotiators, Ngũgĩ calls them “Global Bank missionaries” thus making a clear link to colonialism, exploiting any possible entry into influencing and gaining from the system. These NGO representatives receive some of the fiercest satirical attention. The narrator explains:NGOs sprang up to advise the grass roots on how to use the money. Yet others on the rights of the grass roots vis-à-vis free gifts from the banks. Some feminist groups, noting that the members of the Global Mission and the ministers who took them from queue to queue were all men, saw male intrigue and formed a Just for Women movement for a share of the Global Bank. Rival NGOs initiated their own queues with their own slogans. (245)



Ngũgĩ’s satire of the aid industry was written at a time of anti-colonial criticism of the role of Development Studies, the World Bank, and IMF whereby critique was aimed at their decisions to by-pass nation-states to allocate money directly to NGOs. In doing so, the global aid agencies were considered to be reducing the sovereignty of African governments. The positive aims of this strategy were to diminish the power of dictators yet this was done at the expense of diminishing the autonomy of the nation. Such power in the hands of the NGOs has been questioned by development experts such as Sally Matthews. In an article for The Conversation she draws attention to the problems noting that between 1997 and 2006 the number of NGOs in Kenya grew by 400%. Many of these were run by foreign nationals or local elites thereby directing incoming wealth away from the poorer citizens for whom it was designed.17 All this happened prior to the recent scandals of sexual manipulation and abuse reported across several significant NGOs such as the case of Oxfam in its program in Haiti and remains a significant problem in the tense relations between NGOs and the aid recipients.18 Hence, Ngũgĩ’s novel remains satirically relevant even more than 12 years after publication.
However, Márquez, Rushdie, and Ngũgĩ all complicate the reader’s attempts to identify the target of satire as they write satires that appear to be aimed at a general (regional or global) target yet there are traces of the local specificities that are not necessarily available to all readers. For instance, Macondo is based upon Márquez’s hometown of Aracataca yet it also represents the whole of the New World, as is indicated in the opening passages referring to the newness of the world “The world was so recent that many things lacked names” (Márquez 1972, 1). Methwolds Estate represents a small community of colonial Bombay yet it also acts as a metaphor for the whole of India in the immediate aftermath of colonialism. Ngũgĩ’s satire of dictators makes specific covert reference to Kenyan politics for those with local knowledge, yet the dictators are generically and internationally recognizable.
Where magical realism relies on the reader to accept the magical as part of the realism, satire relies on the reader’s recognition of the “truth” despite the use of exaggeration and humor in the representation. Moreover, Knight is struck by Rushdie’s explanation that his fiction is both tragic and farcical because it is “true.” Knight cites an interview in which Rushdie explains “So it was correct to write a story whose form was tragic, but then to write it with all the language of comedy and farce you could muster, because that was what the people merited, and that would be the way of creating a description of the world as it really was.”19 Thus, in order for the reader to accept the truth and humor of the satire, the fiction requires the reader’s familiarity with the target of the satire (although not necessarily agreement with what it depicts) and also with the particular form of humor (whether ironic, farcial, etc.). As a result, where the magical does not have to be familiar to the reader, the reader’s understanding of the satirical target and the humor is necessary for the satirical humor to exist. Thus, the inclusion of both general and specific targets and forms of humor allow for a both an international and a local readership.
Even going back as far as proto-magical realist texts such as Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita (published posthumously in 1966–1967 and even then censored on publication), this shifting between the general and specific targets of satire and the magical realist narrative devices has gone hand-in-hand. In Bulgakov’s novel, the devil and his group of friends appear on the streets of Soviet Moscow and chaos ensues. J. A. E. Curtis notes that the novel “brims over with allusions to the police state,”20 reflecting the power of words in a police state where everything is monitored and filed.21 The political control of the Arts in Moscow during the Soviet Union is a clear satirical target in the novel, whereby, as Curtis notes, the fact that the Master has been personally destroyed by government influenced critics and the State apparatus is a reflection of the creative restrictions experienced by Bulgakov himself.22

Christopher Warnes recognizes the importance of Bulgakov’s novel in terms of the influence that Bulgakov’s satire has on the development of Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses. According to Warnes, by intertwining the dual narratives of the Passion of Christ and the exploits of Woland, a devilish professor, Bulgakov, “By rendering fantastic his depiction of Moscow and realistic his portrayal of a moment of religious mythology, Bulgakov, writing in the darkest days of Stalinist oppression, effectively pillories the twin Soviet doctrines of socialist realism and atheism.”23 Indeed, this combination of the secular and religious proves to be “an important precedent for Rushdie,” most particularly, as Warnes indicates, in relation to The Satanic Verses but also in the construction of the interwoven narratives of Ganesh/Shiva and his frequently profane discourse of secular India as expressed in Midnight’s Children.24
Whether general or specific, one of the most striking aspects of magical realist satire revealed in all of these texts is the employment of the shocking tactic of incorporating horrific detail of historical events in a novel where the satire has been built upon humorous exaggeration and farce. Bulgakov, Rushdie, Márquez, and Ngũgĩ all carry out this tactic to powerful effect. The creation of a discourse of excess in these exaggerated humorous elements points to an association with Danow’s definitions of grotesque realism, a close relative to that of magical realism. As with Danow’s framework of Bakhtinian carnivalesque, the investigation of these novels in this study also indicates that there is serious political impact beyond the engaging aspect of humorous exaggeration. Moreover, these novels purposefully employ exaggeration for the seemingly incongruous aims to communicate humorous effect and also the lasting horror of political events.25

The most effective of these instances is constructed in the narrative of the 1919 Massacre of Amritsar by the British Colonial Army against peacefully gathered civilians that Rushdie portrays in Midnight’s Children. This at the most crucial moment of the text, as Morwood identifies: “Amritsar is a foundational moment in the novel, emphasising the necessity of Indian independence while foregrounding what I will argue is the interrogation of state power.”26 The narrative begins with a humorous anecdote regarding the marital problems of Dr. Aziz. This is coterminous with the developing tensions in the city of Amritsar during the state of emergency. The contrast between the trivial and the catastrophic episodes in the passage is presented with multiple shifts in tone. The reader is persuaded through the humorous warmth of the depiction to empathize with both Dr. Aziz and his wife, Amina. Despite the tensions in the home, Amina reveals her devotion to her husband by expressing concern over his safety in the city with its threatening violence. Having wrongly assumed that he is returning home in blood-stained clothes more than once she finally decides to try to be more “western,” in other words relaxed, about his safety, ironically at the very moment when he does come home having survived the massacre and covered in blood. During this anecdote, the narrative follows Dr. Aziz as he moves in and out between the marital home and the city beyond. It is when he is caught up in the crowd entering the Jallianwalla Bagh, the site of the massacre, that the style of writing changes, rapidly shifting in tone and observation. What makes Rushdie’s portrayal of the events so extraordinary is that even here Rushdie maintains elements of humor. We are engaged by the comedy of Dr. Aziz’s enormous sneeze that sends him flying to the floor at the moment the horror begins. The narrative is focalized through Dr. Aziz who is disorientated and confused while lying, unable to see, under bodies on the alleyway floor. Rushdie employs defamiliarization to convey the horror of the sounds and senses the doctor experiences. This both adds a sense of realism to the text (we share in the limited experience that Aziz suffers of being in the moment of the massacre) and also provides a comment on the subjectivity of historical reportage. This shift in the narrative technique also prepares the reader for another shift, toward sardonic irony aimed at the military general responsible for the multiple deaths of these civilians. As the massacre ends, the narrator flatly reports the number of deaths and repeats the comment from General Dyer on his work “we have done a jolly good thing” (Rushdie 1982, 36). Yet, as quickly as Rushdie employs sardonic irony, his narrative shifts again and turns with serious observation to the human suffering that has been brought about. Rushdie gently reminds us of the very real trauma of the event when Aziz collapses shaking into his wife’s arms. Thus, Rushdie’s shifting between humorous, satirical, and tragic tones provides a representation of the complexity of the experience of trauma. It is this that Morwood calls “tragic realism,” explaining “Rather than naively propagating multiplicity and hybridity as a privileged worldview, Rushdie instead uses the magic of his hybrid writing strategies to draw out the contrasting, distinctly unmagical, powers and forces that threaten the citizens of this novel.”27 However, rather than identifying a sub-genre of “tragic realism” to encapsulate this combination of tragedy, comedy, and the extraordinary, I contend that this is typical of a large proportion of novels that employ magical realism. Jenni Adams, in her study Holocaust Literature, considers that it is the genre itself that “carries the potential to respond sensitively yet productively to the issue of traumatic experience, enabling such experience to take its place within representations, whilst refusing to encroach upon the resistance to straightforward statement.”28 Hence, Rushdie’s recreation of the Amritsar massacre in his magical realist narrative reveals how such depictions of traumatic events can appear within the mundane humor of domesticity, inspire cynicism at colonial ideology and rage against the colonial army, but ultimately produce a sadness and anger that lasts beyond the words on the page.


Notably, Márquez had already used this combination of humor and horror throughout Cien años de soledad, and to most affect during the passages that describe the Banana Plantation Massacre. This too is a fictionalized account of a historical event, a massacre that took place in 1928 in Ciénaga, Colombia (being close to Márquez’s hometown, in the years just before his birth).29 Following a lengthy strike, the US United Fruit Company put pressure on the Colombian army to deal with the gathering strikers, which it did with brutal force. Using a very similar pattern of narrative technique to Rushdie, Márquez moves between humor and horror in his depiction of this event: “‘You bastards!’ he shouted. ‘Take the extra minute and stick it up your ass!’ After his shout something happened that did not bring on fright but a kind of hallucination. The captain gave the order to fire and fourteen machine guns answered at once. But it all seemed like a farce” (Márquez 1972, 311). As with Rushdie, the shock of the onset of violence is conveyed through defamiliarized images and a disorientating tone, combining a confusing mixture of humor and horror. The events are focalized through the experience of the crowd (and perhaps specifically from the point of view of the boy on the shoulders of Arcadio Segundo): “They were penned in, swirling about in a gigantic whirlwind that little by little was being reduced to its epicenter as the edges were systematically being cut off all around like an onion being peeled by the insatiable and methodical shears of the machine guns” (Márquez 1972, 311). The narrative soon moves from this defamiliarization to a recognition of the horror of what has occurred yet Márquez’s descriptions of the horror remain laced with distracting metaphor: “Several hours must have passed since the massacre because the corpses had the same temperature as plaster in autumn and the same consistency of petrified foam that it had” (1972, 312). Despite the recognition of the horror of the events, Márquez’s narrator communicates through the same lyrical voice employed at lighter moments in the novel and, in fact, throughout the novel. Moreover, this continuous reliance on metaphor and poetic register regardless of the humor, sentiment, or horror of the content marks the unique style of Márquez’s text.

Linda Hutcheon identifies this style in the writing of both Rushdie and Márquez as “historiographic metafiction,”30 preferring to identify the ironic rewriting of history over the magical realist elements of the texts. Hutcheon does however recognize the satirical connection of these works to political realities, stating: “Historiographic metafiction represents not just a world of fiction, however self-consciously presented as a constructed one, but also a world of public experience.”31 In this way, she adds, “storytelling—is a historical and political act.”32 What differs between a recognition of the metafictional historiographical elements of Rushdie and Márquez’s writing and the identification of its satirical magical realism is that the later also brings to consideration the contribution of the excessive fictionality of the narratives. Where Hutcheon emphasizes the self-conscious writerly aspects of the combination of the fictive and historical, she does not reflect upon the excessive fictionality presented in their magical realism, in effect, ignoring the many passages that do not reflect upon historical event yet create the magical atmosphere of the novels that allow for the integration of the excess of such horror.
The delicate balance between impactful political comment and humor is made all the more vulnerable within the magical realist work of Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o. For Ngũgĩ, his choice to meld the comic and horrific has potential dangers, not least, that the targets of his satire may be made to appear less threatening by the emphasis upon their ridiculousness.33 To negotiate this, Ngũgĩ creates his satire by shifting tone between the comedic, magical, and deadly serious even within torture scenes in his novel Wizard of the Crow. When he is first tortured, Tajirika is confused by who is attacking him to the extent that he is unclear whether he has dreamt the attack. The narrative reflects the disorientating effects of the torture upon his body and also questions the limits of what our minds will accept as real. He feels himself being pinned down by men while “a fourth stuck a needle under the nail of his index finger,” yet he is soon persuaded that he is hallucinating “He quickly turned his head around and saw no one. Am I out of my mind? Or are they playing mind tricks?” (Ngũgĩ 2007, 329). This depiction produces shock for the reader, lessens ties to realism, and very unsettlingly introduces a lighter tone into the depiction of horror. This form of satirical writing challenges the ethics of the reader. Are we willing to be entertained by the depiction of horror inflicted upon another human? Does the satire serve its purpose or merely undermine the seriousness of the assault of the government forces upon its citizen?
However, in the context of the narrative construction of the novel, this strange mix of horror and humor becomes understandable. The novel, like that of Midnight’s Children, is written with an influence from the prevalence of rumor and media as dual-faceted social entertainment and political resistance. In his extensive study of Ngũgĩ’s work, James Ogude emphasizes this fact, noting that President Moi of Kenya himself, during the 1980s and 1990s, considered rumor to be a dangerous political tool for the populace:Rumour is such a popular and potentially subversise vehicle that President Moi is frequently compelled to warn Kenyans against rumour-mongering and to emphasise that it is treasonable. Ngugi [sic] chose a vehicle that is widely accepted among his target readers and highly loathed by the Kenyan establishment.34



Both Rushdie and Ngũgĩ employ exaggeration and the extraordinary, not only to provide entertainment for the reader but also to illustrate the way that rumor relies upon both of these aspects for its appeal and longevity. In this respect, they produce a discourse that is doubly untethered to realism: Ngũgĩ’’s novel begins “There were many theories about the strange illness” (2007, 3) and the start of his chapters often reinforces the numerous possible versions of events. Rushdie famously plays with the reader’s need for certainty in Midnight’s Children by emphasizing at every turn his narrator’s unreliability and reliance on rumor for knowledge. The novel is punctuated with the phrase, “believe/don’t believe” as an acknowledgment to the reader of the imaginative exaggeration of rumor. Yet, it also allows for the essential suggestion of the possibility that the rumor may be true, or at least originating in an element of truth.
In a study of rumor, Eugene Chirovici points to the role of imaginative engagement in the appeal and spread of rumor. He claims that:For reasons that still puzzle scientists, the human psychical world still includes what is known as magical thinking, and this type of thought is the perfect ecosystem in which rumors can evolve and multiply. Without magical thinking, works of fiction wouldn’t keep us on the edge of our seats and we wouldn’t laugh and cry in front of the cinema screen, certain in the knowledge that what we were seeing or reading was nothing more than the product of somebody’s imagination and had no connection with reality.35



Chirovici bases his study Rumors That Changed the World: A History of Violence and Discrimination on the idea that rumor, far from being dismissed as unreliable, really can have a powerful effect. He explains the power of rumor, stating, “Usually defined as an unverified account that circulates from one person to another and refers to an object, event, or matter of public interest, rumor and its importance in shaping history have been ignored for centuries by scholars and authors. But the effects of rumors have often proven to be more lasting than those of war.”36 In many ways, the explanation of the power of magical realism, satire, and rumor is all linked. The exaggeration of imaginative elements in magical realism, satire, and rumor complicates the association with actuality as it presents to us an alternative realism that is truthful but not necessarily mimetic. We are asked to believe beyond our referential world—yet these three modes require our recognition of the connection between the fiction and the actual world to which it refers.

Chirovici provides a discussion of the Romanian dictator Ceausescu as an example of the role of rumor in both support of and disruption of a regime:The young, apparently modest dictator of former times was now reckoned to be a monster of greed, wallowing in luxury. It was said that his villas were said to have gold door handles and taps; that in an effort to preserve his youth, the dictator had periodic transfusions of child’s blood, in a modern-day reworking of the local vampire myth….37



These rumors, although in some ways outlandish, were spread widely and reflected an impression of Ceausescu that was gaining popularity with the public.
Set in the fictional African country Aburĩria, Ngũgĩ’s novel presents the story of a dictator who rules with fear, persuading his officers to imprison and torture any people suspected of opposition. The extent of the fear he inspires in the officers themselves lead them to take highly exaggerated plastic surgery to externally represent the “super-power” they wish to offer for the use of the president. In order to persuade the Ruler of his fitness for the post of Defense Minister, one politician “chose to have his tongue elongated so that in echoing the Ruler’s command his words would reach ever soldier in the country,” however, “there was some misunderstanding about the required size, and the tongue, like a dog’s, now hung way out beyond his lips, rending speech impossible” (Ngũgĩ 2007, 15).
In the world of the novel, the Ruler sees the Wizard as a danger to his regime as he recognizes Kamĩtĩ’s influence over his numerous clients and yet finds the wizard’s powers a mystery. The lack of understanding reflects the difference in the methods of persuasion that the Wizard and the President employ. Where the President uses the methods of a dictator such as menace and violence to manipulate the population, the Wizard brings positive change to their lives by suggesting holistic approaches to life that provide an alternative to that encouraged by the government: “Kamĩtĩ may have sparked the rumors with his advice to his clients: All life is one and it flows like a river or the waters of the sea” (Ngũgĩ 2007, 274). Paradoxically, while the Wizard incurs the wrath of the Ruler for his influence, it is the President’s belief in and fear of the Wizard’s magical power that protects Kamĩtĩ from imprisonment; he is considered to be too popular and powerful. In Aburĩria, all people in all echelons of society believe that Kamĩtĩ is able to see into the future and can heal through sorcery; we the readers, like the President, are given no reason to doubt that this is true. The choice of the different paths of power is clearly proposed to the reader, thereby inviting us to take Kamĩtĩ’s side against the regime.
This alternative path of power that Kamĩtĩ promotes is built on mutuality, free choice and emanates from his indigenous education. For example, the “wizard” (Kamĩtĩ) is psychically gifted and comes from a village of equally gifted seers. Kamĩtĩ is able to help his partner Nyawĩra to hide from the authorities by taking her to the village where she expands her understanding of the indigenous and natural world by staying in the lands of the mĩtĩ people—in this way, the narratives offer alternative ways of conceptualizing the world than that provided by the government and its propaganda machine that is the target of satire. Emblematically, the reader is invited by witnessing Kamĩtĩ’s gift of bird-like flight to view the world from a different perspective (Ngũgĩ 2007, 732). For Ngũgĩ, the alternative perspective to the neo-colonial corruption he presents in Wizard of the Crow is found in the local and indigenous cultures of Kenya. Thus, Ngũgĩ’s novel exemplifies a new direction of magical realist satire: created through environmental concerns and for drawing upon indigenous ways of thinking. McLaren recognizes this environmental thrust in Ngũgĩ’s narrative, stating “The current emphasis on global warming, for example, can be traced to the destruction of forests worldwide. The Aburirian forest can stand for all the forests of the world.”38 In effect, while Ngũgĩ presents local and indigenous sources of resistance, and Rushdie presents transcultural possibilities in Midnight’s Children for an alternative way to conceive the world, both are doing so to counter the neo-colonial corruption that they target in their satires.
Thus, these novels illustrate the power of magical realist satire to engage with a global readership. It challenges the reader to develop a close imaginative relationship with the represented world, and its specificities, in which different ways of seeing are welcomed. This then prompts the same response to the world to which the satire refers, suggesting to us to see the world differently to the “reality” that is promoted by authoritarian regimes. Hence, magical realist satire triggers a key attribute of fiction that gives it political power, and for regimes, can make it seem dangerous: Imagining brings ideas into the world. This concept is central to the novel Wizard of the Crow. The character of the Wizard is dangerous to the regime, not only because he gives the populace hope but because he helps people to reimagine their lives. Moreover, the Wizard’s suggestions are influenced by his indigenous knowledge of the natural world, and his clients recognize and create rumors from this fact: “He knew so much about the healing properties of herbs, the tellers claimed, because he could turn himself into a plant and would return to human form armed with the secrets of plant life” (Ngũgĩ 2007, 274). He suggests changes that avoid the colonial and corrupt structures of the country, instead prompting the adoption of indigenous ways instead. The growing indigenous influence that the Wizard promotes within the population thus undermines the regime’s power that is dependent on international networks. The population are provided with a localized alternative vision of the country. In effect, the novel presents the possibilities of how to counter authoritarian regimes and, moreover, to recognize the problems of neo-colonialism in current southern Africa. In this way, the satirical magical realism contributes to Ngũgĩ’s work of aiding the reading public to “decolonise the mind.”
Yet, there remain questions regarding the political effectiveness of satire that are impossible to fully answer. The actual influence on a political regime of one text can only be guessed by the regime’s reaction to it and its writer (if indeed the regime does react). The power of the magical truthful stories that I reference in this essay have lead to legal action, the imprisonment or fatwa of these writers. They clearly communicate a critique of authoritarian political regimes, given that the satire is often covert it is for the regime to decide if they fit the description (and thus their reaction can be telling). Rushdie has been accused of being disingenuous in his expressed surprise at political reaction to his novels. Knight questions Rushdie’s reaction to his novel Shame. He challenges Rushdie’s claim to be “writing universally,” asking if “the claim is merely the satirist’s pose to avoid responsibility for his personal and historical criticism.”39 Yet, Knight also considers that Rushdie’s “universal” approach may be a result of his exilic authorial position, rendering a close local response to events difficult to access.40 This too is the conclusion of Joseph McLaren’s study of Ngũgĩ’s depiction of a generic African despot in Wizard of the Crow.41 However, Zoë Heller’s hard-hitting review of Rushdie’s Joseph Anton allows no room for such excuses and provides a negative assessment of Rushdie’s reported shocked reaction to the reception of The Satanic Verses. She claims he “over-egged” his “bookish innocence” given that he had already met with the negative reception of his political content in Midnight’s Children from Indira Gandhi.42 It is clear that satirical magical realist novels use exaggeration and excessive imagination to create fiction that communicates a truthfulness beyond their pages—what is done with that knowledge is a responsibility passed to the reader, but one that Heller implies originates with the author.
The success of the satirical heightened fictionality of magical realism relies upon the readership sharing a particular concept of literature. In a study of post-truth and literature, Christopher Schaberg notes “In some ways, it sounds like a fundamental goal of literary studies: how readers learn to linger in and learn from uncertainty, ambiguity, and paradox.”43 We can see that rumor is exactly the political mechanism par excellence in an age of post-truth, where there is no need to verify a statement, and simply the iteration of an idea makes it exist. Rumor, like magical realism, represents the extreme limits of what we accept of fiction, but it seems, these extremes are more engaging and, therefore more persuasive, than fact-based comment. In some ways this should make us literary professionals feel vindicated for recognizing the power of fiction, but when coupled with the loosening of political discourse from reality, and the availability of that discourse to the manipulation by corrupt and often authoritarian regimes, a dark shadow passes over our delight in imaginative play.
As Charles A. Knight states, satire is “an exploiter of genres” and rather than clashing, magical realism and satire seem to mutually support the production of political and social critique in a highly engaging form.44 Thus, magical realist satire can be conceived as a sub-genre of World Literature, whereby, the more generic targets of satire (e.g., the authoritarian state) can be recognized by a global readership. However, the success of the more specific satire depends, as does the acceptance of the magical realism, upon the multiple questions of reader position; cultural, historical, political, linguistic. In this way, World Literature’s reliance on a balance of the global and generic and local and specific is equally required in the sub-genre of magical realist satire. The association of magical realist satire in World Literature thus becomes mutually supportive. Mariano Siskind calls for genre to be conceptualized as “floating textual constellations” and as such the blending of satire and magical realism creates complex literary and political interventions, capable of global influence.45 It appears, at a time of growing unreliability in political rhetoric, that satirical magical realism is a sub-genre that is increasingly appropriate in the global context of our age.
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The Homeric epics have been mesmerizing audiences for thousands of years with their tales of gods, heroes, monsters, life, and death. Their inception still remains to some extent shrouded in mystery, a fact which has inevitably added to their allure. The vividness of their language, and their gripping plots of human emotion, suffering, and ingenuity, has ensured their survival in the hearts and minds of many generations, stretching from the Mycenaean era in which they first appeared right down to the present day. In this chapter, I will be looking closely at this presence of magical realism in the Iliad and Odyssey. I intend to show that it is integrally bound up with the oral traditions from which these poems gradually emerged. While the Odyssey shares the same magical realist framework, it is muddied to an extent by the overtly “magical” creatures and events which fill its world, so for that reason, I have chosen to focus substantially on the Iliad, while bringing in aspects which both epics share. I will show how the poems record a largely pre-literate world where the spoken word has a power that we might class as magical, and where the divine is woven deeply into reality. It also notes how, conversely, something as ordinary to us as the written word is viewed with suspicion and superstition. I will also show how the world of nature and the human world are woven together symbiotically, and I will use this to connect the magical realism of Homer’s time with modern magical realism and its use in depicting the environmental challenges, threats, and impact of climate change on humans and nature more widely.

Before I begin, it is important to foreground the problems of applying concepts such as magic to the ancient world. Various classicists and anthropologists have grappled with these concepts and whether they existed at all as categories in the minds of the ancient Greeks. Fritz Graf has suggested that it was physicians and philosophers who first created a concept of the magical, distinguishing between medicine which involved supernatural intervention and natural, observable medicine.1 However, Dickie notes that the concept preceded these figures, but appears not to be a distinct category of thought in the Homeric epics. When the concept does start to emerge, perhaps around the sixth, fifth, and fourth centuries BC, it appears to be a way of distinguishing respectful, reciprocal, state-sponsored attitudes to the supernatural, with those of individuals who treat supernatural powers as capable of being harnessed and used at will.2 The earliest audiences for the stories of the Iliad and Odyssey very likely would not have viewed as magical the aspects that I will be discussing in this chapter—the label of “magical realist” and the sensation of this style come from more modern readers and listeners experiencing a cultural clash of perceptive codes.
Homer and Oral Tradition
The poems of the Iliad and Odyssey are often considered to be the foundation of Western literature. Both poems are composed in a meter called “dactylic hexameter,” and both stretch to thousands of lines. They tell stories from the Trojan War toward the end of the Mycenaean era (1600–1100 BC). The Iliad tells the story of Achilles and his quarrel with the Greek commander, Agamemnon. It is set in the final year of the ten-year war and tells of the cause and consequence of the anger of Achilles. The Odyssey tells of the far-ranging travels of the hero Odysseus as he strives to reach his homeland of Ithaca, including encounters with monsters and witches. In both poems, there is a backdrop of powerful and partisan immortals who support or obstruct the enfolding dramas on the human plane.
These poems are commonly attributed to a figure called Homer, who is thought to have composed the epics in the seventh or sixth centuries BC. Homer is a shadowy figure; much has been written on his biography, but still it feels like very little progress has been made.3 There are various accounts of Homer’s life from antiquity, often depicting him as a blind singer from a region called Ionia. Some ancient writers thought that Homer witnessed the Trojan War, whereas others date him to 500 years later. The name itself is of unknown origin, and scholars have made various attempts to trace its meaning. The “Homeric Question” is a well-known phrase in classical scholarly debate, referring to the search for an author for the Iliad and Odyssey. In antiquity, it was assumed that the poems were the work of a single man, and this was a belief that continued for many hundreds of years, before two scholars, Milman Parry and Albert Lord, in the early twentieth century, identified formulas that were used to slot into the meter of the poems. From studying oral traditional poetry in Bosnia, Parry and his assistant, Albert Lord, argued that Homeric poetry showed the hallmarks of oral composition.4 This was a groundbreaking discovery that dramatically shifted the relationship scholars had with the Iliad and Odyssey. Texts which had been treated in much the same way as any other literary text were suddenly recognized as having come from a tradition where “our concept of ‘the original,’ of ‘the song,’ simply makes no sense.”5
It was customary in ancient times for poems to be recited rather than read silently to oneself, and it appears that the Homeric poems were told by wandering minstrels or bards who sang the poems to audiences at meals to the accompaniment of the lyre. This information is disclosed in the poems themselves. For example, in the Odyssey, the bard Demodocus is introduced:the herald returned, leading their skilful bard… Pontonous, the herald, placed a silver-embossed chair in the midst of them all, with its back against a high pillar, and hung the ringing lyre on a peg above his head, and showed him how to find it with his hands. And he set a handsome table by his side, with a basket of bread, and a cup of wine to drink if he was so minded. Then they all stretched out their hands to the fine feast spread before them. When they had satisfied their need for food and drink, the Muse inspired her bard to sing of the heroes’ glorious deeds. (Odyssey 8.62ff)



Parry and Lord’s work demonstrated that these singers would weave together their songs on well-rehearsed mythic stories, from a large selection of stock phrases which they could insert into the poem as they went along, to innovate the familiar, and to improvise on the spot. Scholars have used the immense scale and sophistication of the Homeric poetry, with their very many formulas and phrases, to argue that the poets of the Homeric poems must have had some access to writing systems. However, G. S. Kirk suggests that this may have been because literacy in other regions and times appeared much sooner than it did for the Greeks. He writes: “During the period of total illiteracy of the 10th and 11th centuries, oral poetry would be as much a necessity of life as it ever had been before… Other heroic ages in other lands tended to be followed much more rapidly by the spread of writing, and their oral tradition may have been relatively less pure… Even among the Achaeans only a small minority seems to have been literate; from the seventh century onwards, on the other hand, the impact of writing on the Greeks was rapid and persuasive.”6
Oral poetry conceives of the spoken word in a very different way to poetry arising from a literate society. In a literate society, words can be seen, captured and pinned down, even if their precise meanings remain open to the nuances of literary and linguistic interpretation. In an entirely oral culture, words exist as they are spoken, and then they vanish. They are, therefore, like living things. Walter Ong writes: “The fact that oral peoples commonly and in all likelihood universally consider words to have magical potency is clearly tied in, at least unconsciously, with their sense of the word as necessarily spoken, sounded, and hence power-driven. Deeply typographic folk forget to think of words as primarily oral, as events, and hence as necessarily powered: for them, words tend rather to be assimilated to things, ‘out there’ on a flat surface. Such ‘things’ are not so readily associated with magic, for they are not actions, but are in a radical sense dead, though subject to dynamic resurrection.”7

Kirk notes that there are four stages of oral poetry—the final one being a “degenerate” phase where poets with access to literacy produce poems which are “weakly imitative, clumsy and fantastic in language.”8 He summarizes that: “The Iliad and Odyssey are oral poems, composed according to an elaborate system which is quickly weakened when the poet begins to compose by writing.”9 While there is broad scholarly consensus on the Homeric poems having their roots in an oral tradition, there remains debate about just how “pure” an oral system this was at the point that the Homeric poems emerged in the form we now have.10 One thing that is clear from the poems themselves is the immense power the spoken word conveys—a power that we might call “magical” or “supernatural.” It is to the poems themselves that I now turn to explore the apparent magic of words
.
Magic Words
Throughout the Iliad and the Odyssey, there is a clear connection with the spoken word and the divine. Both poems open with the invocation of the Muses, goddesses of poetry.Sing to me, goddess, of the wrath of Achilles, son of Peleus (Iliad 1.1)
Tell me of the man of many designs, Muse (Odyssey 1.1)



These opening lines grant an authority to the poems that follow, and suggest that the words of the poems are channelled straight from the goddesses. This connection between song and the divine is contained in our own word “music.” Each poem also starts with the one key word that shapes the whole poem—the “wrath” of Achilles in the Iliad, and the “man” whose character, household, and journey fill the Odyssey. The spoken word is of exceptional importance throughout the poems and is frequently associated with a sort of supernatural power that strongly affects or even controls the characters. A much-repeated and very well-known example of this is the phrase used to introduce a character’s speech—“winged words.” This description has intrigued and fascinated readers and scholars, and many efforts have been made to understand what it means. It gives the words a sense of embodiment, power, and life, envisaging them as taking form and flying through the air. It has most commonly been thought of as envisaging the words like birds flying, although J. A. V. Thomson has postulated that it is actually a metaphor derived from archery, where the feathers on the arrows mean that they fly straight, giving the sense that the meaning is delivered straight to the listener (as opposed to “wingless words,” where the meaning is ambiguous and confusing to the listener).11 Either way, the words are imagined as taking a physical, moving form. The conception of words as being alive imbues them with a power and ability to act in the world that is quite different from that of a literate society where the words are seen as static groups of letters, usually on a page. The idea of a word as a bird, with flapping wings and a beating heart, is quite magical in itself and also grants a special sort of magical ability to the words themselves, as being able to deliver meaning in the world.
Another expression connected to speech is the idea of words escaping the “prison of teeth.” For example, Odysseus rebukes Agamemnon in book four of the Iliad by saying: “Son of Atreus, what sort of word has escaped the barrier of your teeth?” (Iliad 4.350). It is as if words were like birds, desperate to escape the cages of their teeth and fly freely. It also gives the sense that once these words have been “made flesh” and set free, that they are living, breathing entities and their effect and existence cannot be undone. This is a profoundly vivid way of expressing the power and importance of words. As Paulo Vivante notes: “the phrase ‘winged words’ vividly points to this basic process – to the way thought gathers into concrete form, into self-existing words that go their own way.”12 The thoughts, being envisaged as alive, are then able to make journeys and grow, living parts of the world, affecting reality in a dynamic way. Their existence becomes something external to the original speaker, working in the world in a way that could be perceived as magical, by changing perceptions of reality in the minds of other people.
Words are frequently described in Homer as having a power that is akin to a physical embodiment. A good example of this is the description of Nestor in book one of the Iliad, mediating between a fiery Achilles and a belligerent Agamemnon: “between them Nestor the fair-spoken rose up, the lucid speaker of Pylos, from whose lips the streams of words ran sweeter than honey” (Iliad 1.247–9). Similarly, Odysseus is described as an unimpressive man in appearance in book three of the Iliad but “when he let the great voice go from his chest, and the words came drifting down like the winter snows” (Iliad 221–2). When Sarpedon speaks in book five, “his words bit into the heart of Hector” (Iliad 493). James Redfield observes that the reason for the heightened power of words in the Iliad and Odyssey is connected to the nature of the Homeric human being. He writes: “Homeric man, being objective, has no innerness. He expresses himself completely in words and acts. He has no hidden depths or secret motives; he says and does what he is. Such a man is not an enclosed identity; he is rather a kind of open field of forces… open to others – to the words of other men and to the intervention of the gods.”13
The special power of words is reflected in the fact that nearly half of the Iliad is given over to direct speech.14 This power and importance attributed to speech are acknowledged by the characters themselves. Nestor says to Agamemnon: “It is yours therefore to speak a word, yours also to listen, and grant the right to another also, when the spirit stirs him” (Iliad 9.100–1). Since words have a special power, it is exceptionally important to establish a reciprocity of speech. It is also reflected in people who use words poorly, such as the character of Thersites. He is described by Homer as: “Thersites of the endless speech… who knew in his head many words, but disorderly” (Iliad 2.212–14). Thersites is viewed as hateful because he uses words poorly. He has a great stock of them in his mind, but does not have the discipline to use them appropriately. In a world where the spoken word is pre-eminent, this is seen as a particularly damaging trait.
As well as disordered speech, there is also the speech that says what is not true, and it is clear from Achilles’ words in book nine that this is also regarded with great disdain: “for as I detest the doorways of Death, I detest the man, who hides one thing in the depths of his heart, and speaks forth another” (Iliad 9.312). In his article exploring the oral tradition in Homer, Foley observes that the very idea of a “word” is different in oral poetry. The words “epos” and “muthos” which are translated from the Homeric Greek as “word” also often appear to mean something larger than a single word—often it represents a phrase, story, idea, argument, or whole speech.15 A word can embody something peculiarly alive and immanent in Homer.As indicated by the invocation of the goddesses at the beginning of both poems, and mentioned above, there is certainly a special connection to the divine afforded to the singers in the Homeric epics. Homer says: “For beyond all mortal men, the singers have a share of honor and reverence, since the Muse has taught them the pathways, for she loves the singers’ tribe”. (Odyssey 8.479–81)



This special connection is needed for the poems to be told at all, and the invocation is repeated at certain points throughout the poems:Tell me now, you Muses, who have your homes on Olympos. For you who are goddesses, are there, and you know all things, and we have heard only the rumor of it and know nothing…I could not tell over the multitude of them nor name them, not if I had ten tongues and ten mouths, not if I had a voice never to be broken and a heart of bronze within me. (Iliad 2.484–90)


Tell me now you Muses who have your homes on Olympos, who was the first to come forth and stand against Agamemnon. (Iliad 10.218–19)



However, while the poet clearly demonstrates a special access to the divine sphere, making his words particularly powerful and true, both the Iliad and the Odyssey depict a world in which the supernatural is often hovering just behind the mortal plane, and the words of characters within the poem also have a special power that we might label supernatural or magical. In the next section, I will be looking at other evidence for the gods being deeply woven into the reality of the Homeric epics.
Gods in Disguise
One of the most prominent features of the Iliad and Odyssey is the way in which the gods and goddesses are represented as being ever-present and directly involved in the unfolding dramas of the poems. This aspect of the poems has been troubling for those attempting to present the Iliad in particular as what it often in other ways appears to be: a realist and frequently gruesome and moving account of battle and the lives of the warriors involved. It is very common for gods and goddesses to be in disguise and speak to characters in ways which change their actions. An example of this is during the quarrel between Achilles and Agamemnon in book one of the Iliad, where Agamemnon insults Achilles and announces that he will steal away the woman Achilles has taken as a prisoner-of-war, Briseis. Achilles is “gnawed by pain, and the heart in his shaggy breast was torn; whether to draw the sharp blade at his side, scatter the crowd, and kill the son of Atreus, or curb his wrath and restrain his spirit. As he pondered this in his mind, his great sword half-unsheathed, Athene descended from the sky, sent by Hera, the white-armed goddess, who loved and cared for both the lords alike. Athene, standing behind the son of Peleus, tugged at his golden hair, so that only he could see her, no one else” (Iliad 1.190–9). This physical embodiment of the divine, appearing in the world to the extent that she does something as human and mundane as pulling at his hair, is one of many such magical realist elements in the poem. Although it is stated that the other characters are not able to perceive the goddess, it is very clear from the way in which she tugs at his hair that her appearance is not to be viewed simply as a metaphor for his indecision at this dramatic moment.
Athene then successfully dissuades Achilles from attacking Agamemnon. In this example, Achilles recognizes Athene, although no one else is able to. Perhaps as he is already semi-divine, he has a special ability to see the immortal world. While the immortal world is always present, woven deeply into the ordinary world of men, there is a different level of perception required to recognize the gods. Daniel Turkeltaub notes that there are five different types of epiphany within the poem, and that the gods are never revealed to the ordinary soldiers—it is always the heroes who experience these moments of heightened awareness of the divine.16 As he also points out, in order for this aspect of the divine to be meaningful and effective, and not a merely mechanical poetic device, it requires the audience to have religious belief. In other instances, the god or goddess is in disguise to the person they appear to, such as Iris who appears to Helen in book three: “Now to Helen of the white arms came a messenger, Iris, in the likeness of her sister-in-law… Iris of the swift feet stood beside her and spoke to her” (Iliad 3.121–2, 129).
As noted above, these instances feel both too vivid and too mundane be metaphor for a sudden decision to choose a particular course of action, but in the world of the Iliad, it fits better to explain these instances as examples of the divine “showing through.” William Franke notes that “at any moment, this higher world can shine forth and penetrate so as to appear in and through nature and events in the human world.”17 The Homeric world recalls in this very important respect an idea present in the 1920s German New Objectivity movement which is often cited as part of the early development of magical realism as a concept. Irene Guenther writes of New Objectivity: “Artists ‘painted inwards from the outside’ to get to the invisible. With surgical probing, a deeper layer - the magic and the unheimlich … behind the real - was revealed.”18 Achilles seems to have a special access to this magic behind things, because he possesses a hybrid status within the poem, being both part human and part divine. Sometimes the characters realize only in retrospect that a god or goddess has put a particular strength in his or her heart. Telemachus does not immediately realize that it is Athene speaking to him in the guise of a stranger—it is only afterward that it occurs to him that he has encountered a goddess: “When he thought it over, he was amazed in his spirit; he thought she was a god” (Odyssey 1.323). As well as appearing in differing levels of disguise to the human characters of the poems, the anthropomorphic gods walk the arena of the Iliad and are frequently depicted as watching or even intervening in the action. Zeus is shown looking over the fighting:There the father of the gods and of mortals… sat down on the mountain looking out over the city of Troy and the ships of the Achaians. (Iliad 8.49–52)
looking out over the city of Troy and the ships of the Achaians, watching the flash of bronze, and men killing and being killed. (Iliad 11.82–3)



Having this reminder of the gods watching over could create the idea of the divine world as being entirely “other” and separate, but I think the purpose is to remind the audience that we see only a partial truth, and the gods have a panoramic vision and knowledge that we are occasionally able to get a fleeting glimpse of. In the second of the two excerpts, we get a sense of this wider vision through being drawn back from the close camera angle we are often given in the story to a more “wide lens” view where it is all glints of armor in sunlight, groans, and clash of bronze. When the gods intervene, it is often to explain a moment where an apparently accidental happening saves or condemns a character. Aphrodite intervenes in such a way when Paris is on the edge of losing his life at the hands of Menelaus: “Now he would have dragged him away and won glory forever had not Aphrodite daughter of Zeus watched sharply. She broke the chinstrap, made from the hide of a slaughtered bullock, and the helmet came away empty in the heavy hand of Atreides” (Iliad 2.373–5).
The human perspective on this incident would be that force on the strap at that moment exceeded its ability to stay on the helmet, and snapped off, but in the world of Homer, where human and divine are interwoven, the other side of the coin is that it was the will of the gods that this should happen. It would be wrong to view this as simply literary apparatus or a naïve lack of understanding in physics. The point is that both stories are equally true and valid—this is what informs the poems with magical realism. If one perspective had an upper hand in terms of our interpretation of the text, then the poem would become either realistic in mode or fantastical. The fact that we find it sitting right in the middle is what makes the poem so striking and unsettling, and what positions it as a magical realist text. In the final section, I will show the role nature itself has in connecting the supernatural and the human plane
.
Gods and Nature
Audiences have been struck by the persistent presence of nature in its many forms throughout the Homeric epics. This is especially noteworthy in the Iliad, where, although the location and subject matter are limited to one particular war outside one city’s walls, the narrative is full of nature at every turn. Nature itself embodies many of the traits of magical realism, being something that is alive and willful, subverting established orders, and embracing all living things. A very common example of nature appearing in the poem is the frequent comparison of a warrior with some sort of animal: “Hector charged them just as an evil-minded lion comes upon cattle, that are grazing in countless numbers in the low land in a great marsh. Among them is a herdsman not yet experienced in fighting a wild beast over the carcass of a crooked-horned cow; but he walks with the herd, first in front and then behind while the lion leaping into the middle devours a heifer, and all the rest flee” (Iliad 15.629–36).
As well as these sorts of comparisons, we find heroes compared to flowing rivers—“he raged through the plain like a full, winter-flowing river” (Iliad 5.87)—or a weeping child longing for its mother—“like a child running by her mother’s side, begging to be carried, clutching at her skirt to make her stop, and tearfully looking up until her mother takes her in her arms” (Iliad 16.5–10). These similes provide a necessary embroidery of fresh imagery which mitigates the otherwise often relentless narrative of war, but that is not the only effect. They encourage the audience to perceive the characters’ specific, localized, and one-off actions as part of a much broader and deeper pattern. This is especially evident in one of the most well-known Homeric similes which occur in book six of the Iliad, comparing the generations of men to leaves on trees: “Like the generations of leaves are those of men. The wind blows and one year’s leaves are scattered on the ground, but the trees bud and fresh leaves open when spring comes again. So a generation of men is born as another passes away” (Iliad 6.146–8). This very beautiful image conveys a truth about both human lives and the lives of leaves and trees. There is no sense of judgment in this description, and no indication that the leaves are less valid or important than the cycle of the trees and their leaves. This is a universal feature of Homeric similes involving nature. As Paulo Vivante explains: “we naturally read into it moral, human values, but in Homer there are only clearly defined natural forms.”19 It expresses a world where humans are a part of nature, rather than its ruler, and this is another feature of the poem that is magical realist. In a realist text, the humans are at the top of the established order in some way and portrayed as governing nature, but in this poem, they are bound deep within nature.

We have already seen how words, too, have been objectified as birds flying through the air. Birds are also used to represent the gods in Homeric epic. After Athene’s encounter with Telemachus, she described thus:She flew upwards like a bird. Into his spirit she had put strength and courage. She put him in mind of his father more than before. (Odyssey 1.320–2)



Similarly, Apollo and Athene appear as vultures:Then Athene and Apollo of the silver bow in the guise of vultures perched on aegis-bearing Zeus’ tall oak-tree. (Iliad 7.59–61)



The god Sleep also appears as a bird:Sleep halted then, before Zeus could see him, and settled on the tallest fir-tree on Ida, one that pierced the mists and reached the sky. There he sat, hidden by its branches, in the form of a clear-voiced mountain bird. (Iliad 14.289–91)



It has been noted that birds appear to have a special function in the Iliad, as well as more broadly, in practices of divination involving birds which were widespread at the time.20 Edward Dixon notes that the use of birds to represent gods in the epics became so well known that it influenced Mark’s gospel.21 It is not just birds that the gods use to assume a different form; other aspects of nature are also assumed. Apollo is like the night in Iliad 1.47 and Athene is described as a shooting star in Iliad 4.73. Warren Smith notes this as an example of how Homer does not have a clear and anthropomorphic visualization of the gods. He writes: “The gods come down out of a vaguely defined void into the world in which we can see them, and when their divinity is recognized by a mortal, it is usually a spark or essence – an unearthly beauty, a gleam in the eye, a way of moving, a divine ‘glow’.”22 Smith sees this as evidence for the poet conceiving the separation and “otherness” of the gods, and while this is one aspect of the poem that is sometimes conveyed, the fact that both humans and gods are frequently described in terms of nature also demonstrates that nature itself is infused with both the mortal and divine—that the two are merged together in a fundamental way in the mind of the poet and the audience.
Nature, as expressed through the multitude of similes in the poems, feels like the fixed backdrop of an otherwise constantly changing world, and both divine and human actions are explained in terms of its patterns. James Notopoulos notes that similes of men’s activities are also used for their unchanging nature. As he points out, “the activities in Homer’s own day, by reason of absence of rapid change in technocracy, were the same as those of previous generations.”23 In book seven of the Iliad, the Trojan and Greek armies are described as appearing like the ripples of waves on the ocean in the following simile: “They sat close together in their ranks, rippling with shields and helmets and spears. As, at the moment when Zephyrus rises, a ripple spreads over the sea, and the water darkens beneath it” (Iliad 7.61–4). While this particular gathering of these two armies will never happen again, there is something eternal and unchanging about their patterns and their energy. This simile captures this by the vivid comparison with the ocean and also gives us a sense of a panoramic view of the world. Seen like this, the actions of men and gods together are part of a permanent set of patterns and behaviors, and these are woven deeply into nature, which is the literal fabric of the world. Vivante observes: “one sole reality stands out in the poems… a world was conceived which was at once real and imaginary, well-known and mysterious… the appearance of a familiar object becomes for the reader something miraculous

.”24
The River Rising
One of the most striking magical instances in the Iliad is the moment in book 21 when the River Scamander, tired of all the slaughtered bodies clogging up its waters, rises up and chases the hero Achilles: “My lovely channels are choked with the dead, and how can I send my waters down to the glittering sea, if you go on with your ruthless slaughter, fouling them with corpses? Prince among men, cease now, you appal me” (Iliad 22). The example is very reminiscent of the magical realism of “Beasts of the Southern Wild” where beasts appear, representing the effects of humans on the environment. In her article “The Monster of Representation: Climate Change and Magical Realism in ‘Beasts of the Southern Wild’,” Ali Brown notes magical realism’s unique ability to express the situation where something gradual and in some ways seemingly agentless has crept up on society from centuries of human impact, and to materialize the nature of this incremental but enormous threat. She writes: “climate change necessitates bringing together past, present, and future to make sense of the causes and consequences of an increasingly warming planet. The temporal flexibility of magical realism positions it to meet the representational challenge of slow violence.”25
Homer’s representation of nature as a deeply interwoven force where human, animal, and divine are intermingled can also be seen as an unintentional foreshadowing of the problems which arise once civilization begins to increasingly separate out nature into these distinct categories, and perhaps suggests that the written word marked the beginning of this separation. One human society starts operating at odds with nature more widely; the system gradually falls out of balance. Brox writes: “For many, climate change seems to fall into the category of invisible forces that move the world. Magical realism offers a means to represent the imperceptible.”26 Perhaps by returning to Homer’s narratives thousands of years ago, emerging from the ending of an oral society, we can reconnect with the way in which he told his stories, and explore what they can tell us about the stories we have told ourselves in between. Rob Nixon writes: “Stories matter – they matter immeasurably. Measurement, data, metrics, and modelling are the lucrative priorities of universities these days… in a world drowning in data, stories can play a vital role.”27

As Ben Holgate’s recent book “Climate and Crises: Magical Realism as Environmental Discourse” demonstrates, there is an increasing interest in the ways in which magical realist fiction operates, and the strong parallels with environmental literature and perspectives.28 He writes: “magical realist and environmental literature share a transgressive nature that dismantles binaries, such as human and non-human, animate and inanimate.”29 This most often occurs as part of a rejection of Western ideologies and epistemologies which separate out human, nature, and the divine. Magical realist fiction frequently prioritizes a perspective where these categories are all merged and interconnected. This makes the examples of magical realism within Homer, where these categories are also merged, especially poignant, as his texts are frequently regarded as lying at the “foundations” of Western civilization, and yet, embedded within these very texts lie some of the key magical realist elements we associate with rejecting Western discourse.
Conclusions
Over the course of this chapter, I have looked at three key ways in which the idea of the supernatural is represented in the Homeric epics. The first focus has been words, which are consistently shown to possess a heightened power that we might view as “magical.” They are objectified as creatures of nature—birds taking form and flying through the air, or fluttering inside a hero’s mouth, ready to escape. The poems convey the unusual power of words through their extensive use of speech, through the attitudes of the characters to the spoken word and through their portrayal of the effects of words.
The second section explored how gods affect and are perceived by the mortals. There are various degrees of perception, but always there is a sense that the gods are part of the inner makeup of reality, and can shine through at any point. In any event or sudden change of heart from a character who is troubled, there are two equally valid descriptions of this event: an accident or decision on the human, mundane plane, or the will and action of the gods. Far from showing that these interventions are evidence of two separate spheres which occasionally interact, however, as is often thought to be the case, these examples demonstrate that the two spheres are interwoven and part of a whole.
The third section explored this notion of oneness further by looking at how nature itself is used in similes to describe the actions of both the gods and humans. The unchanging patterns of nature provide a way of capturing what is essential and perennial about the behaviors of specific people and places and gods. Heroes are depicted as flowing rivers, because their energy is shared with the torrent of energy in a mass of moving water, and gods are presented as shooting stars, as their bright brilliance compacted into the glimmer of a moment recalls such a cosmic event.
Nature is at once both mundane and “magical,” because it expresses the mortal and immortal, and it is the way in which these are both interwoven that imbues the Homeric epics with the atmosphere that we now call “magical realist.” It is not the magical realism of a highly self-reflective, literary culture, analyzing itself and playing with its own intellectual categories, such as we see in an author such as Salman Rushdie. Instead, it is the sort of faith-based magical realism which Chris Warnes notes is expressed by authors such as Miguel Asturias, who himself states: “magic is something like a second language, like a complementary language for understanding the universe.”30 Warnes describes faith-based magical realism, as opposed to the more self-conscious magical realism of some authors, as a mode where “materialist conceptions of reality are flawed; myths and legends are not fictional, not make-believe, but rather provide a means of recovering psychic and ecological wholeness.”31 This strongly recalls what Goethe said of the Iliad: “I confess it no longer seems a poem but Nature itself.”32
It is a faith-based sort of magical realism that emanates from the Iliad and Odyssey. These poems capture a world before the sophisticated self-reflection that accompanies literacy and literature. Franke observes: “In Homer, countless scholars have rediscovered a pre-modern world that is not yet disenchanted, and where all nature is revealed as alive with divine life.”33 In my final section, I explore the ways in which the representation of nature (as interconnected with the divine and the human) parallel some of the most recent explorations of magical realism as a mode of writing with can effectively express environmental fears and urgencies, and help us to reframe the stories we tell about how humans relate to their environment. I note how it is interesting that in texts often regarded as lying at the foundation of Western literature, there exists this sort of magical realist perspective, but also perhaps the awareness that this way of thinking and being is beginning to be eroded by increasingly dominant, rationalist ways of viewing the world. In the twenty-first century, the magical realism that is produced cannot recreate the sort of magical realism present in texts like the Iliad because societies have largely become literate and technologically advanced in ways that prevent us from perceiving the world in the way people from oral cultures do. But the magical realism of Homer shows us how society has taken a path that in some ways has yearned to turn back on itself; it foreshadows the magical realist movement today which seeks to subvert the social and rational orders that were starting to form in Homer’s time. Perhaps revisiting his poems can help loosen the grip of some of the perspectives on nature and the world that have led societies to cause destruction, environmentally and psychologically.

This brings me to my closing observation. There is one single reference to the written word in the entirety of the two poems. It occurs in book six of the Iliad: “He would not kill Bellerophon, as his heart shrank from murder, but he packed him off to Lycia, and scratching many deadly signs on a folded tablet, gave him that fatal token, and told him to hand it to the Lycian king, his father-in-law, so to engineer his death” (Iliad 6.168ff). This reference conveys a suspicion about scripts which have been thought to emanate from a society where the vestiges of the writing systems from the earlier Minoan and Mycenaean palace civilizations are now indecipherable and mysterious.34 My final conjecture is that this suspicion might in fact reflect a dim awareness of the inevitable banishing of the supernatural from the world once words can be captured, like birds, in signs, and are no longer able to fly freely as part of nature. They become subject to scrutiny, analysis, and categorizations which are at once both limiting and limited. The supernatural or divine is then separated out from the mortal plane and eventually discarded in favor of other specific interpretations of reality. The magical reality is gone, leaving only a nostalgic longing for something that cannot be recaptured. Perhaps the Homeric epics represent the swansong of a way of seeing and being that was already being eroded as literacy was gradually emerging in the Aegean world three thousand years ago.
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A lovely fog surrounds the terms “fairy tale” and “magical realism.” Literary critics have endeavored to cut through this fog, but inaccuracy and instability cloud even the best efforts to define these narrative forms. However, if we accept this fog as a vital force of both fairy tale and magical realism, a charming possibility emerges: that this is one of several shared characteristics that allow us to consider magical realism as a descendant of the fairy tale. Resistant to precise definitions yet enduringly popular, these related forms of storytelling do not flinch in depicting cruel and ugly realities, nor do they shy away from sincere portrayals of hope and justice. The most defining characteristic shared by magical realism and the fairy tale is, of course, narrative acceptance of magic as real.1 This essay gathers key scholarly statements to illustrate critical confusion around both forms and demonstrates, with examples from representative fairy tales and magical realist short stories, the strong family resemblance between the two. As both a written and an oral form of storytelling, the fairy tale has proven itself an endlessly renewable source of narrative worldwide. Magical realism draws from both the modern literary fairy tale and the premodern fairy tale of oral tradition. It is a postmodern variety of the fairy tale.

The Fluid Fairy Tale
Though the fairy tale resists precise definition, two of its notable practitioners have described its renewability and endurance with cooking metaphors. J. R. R. Tolkien wrote that “the Pot of Soup, the Cauldron of Story, has always been boiling, and to it have continually been added new bits, dainty and undainty.”2 Angela Carter asked, “Who first invented meatballs? In what country?”3 Likewise, they suggest, the original ingredients and the first authors of fairy tales can never be determined. Marina Warner quotes these famous lines from Tolkien and Carter before digging into the problem of definitions in the prologue to her 2014 book Once Upon a Time: A Short History of Fairy Tale. Warner prefers the term Wundermärchen (wonder tale) to “fairy tale” because “it catches a quality of the genre more eloquently,” but she admits that “it does not enjoy the currency of ‘fairy tale.’”4 Indeed, “fairy tale” is an English translation of the term for tales that were in vogue in the salons of seventeenth-century France, and as Maria Tatar points out in her introduction to The Classic Fairy Tales (2017), “The term fairy tale has not served the genre well. The sprightly supernatural creatures featured so prominently in the name rarely make an appearance in representative stories.”5 Warner and Tatar are distinguished scholars of the fairy tale, and their success owes something to their willingness to tolerate imprecision and to celebrate how the fairy tale form continuously grows and changes.
Scholars desiring more exactness may turn to structuralist studies of the folktale, but this approach cannot capture the living fairy tale. In the massive Aarne-Thompson-Üther Classification of Folktales, the fairy tale coincides with tale types 300 through 749, which are “Tales of Magic.” This kind of catalogue is a valuable repository of the fairy tale’s past, but its usefulness to understanding newer varieties of fairy tale, such as magical realist stories, is limited. Though Tatar references the ATU Index in her introductory material in The Classic Fairy Tales, she also declares “canonical versions of a story” to be “nothing more than a fiction propping up our faith in defunct archetypes.”6 The real fairy tale is impossible to pin down because it is a living form, and it lived for centuries—and, in parts of the world, still lives—as a communal experience neither static nor censored. Tatar paints the picture:Fairy tales … capitalize on the kaleidoscopic with its multifaceted meanings: sparkling beauty, austere form, and visual power. Once told around the fireside or at the hearth, with adults and children sharing the storytelling space, they captured the play of light and shadow in their environment, creating special effects that yoked luminous beauty with the dark side.7



What draws the interest of listeners and readers worldwide, of all ages, is the vitality and range of the fairy tale—both of which magical realism has inherited. In some parts of the world, listeners still hear fairy tales around a fire; in others, the light and dark of fairy tales flicker through print and on screens.
For seekers of precise definitions, Walt Disney has damaged the term “fairy tale,” though he was not the first to sell fairy tales as children’s literature and to censor them accordingly. The Grimm Brothers worked hard to remove from their collection what they considered objectionable material.8 The postmodern practitioners of fairy tales address the full range of human experiences, and magical realist authors are undeterred by the modern association of fairy tales with children. Indeed, the subtitle of Gabriel García Márquez’s 1968 story “A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings: A Tale for Children” exploits the association, and this adds to the surprise of the rather disgusting “angel” who blows in with a storm.9 In his chapter of the 1995 critical anthology Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, Rawdon Wilson opens by describing the response his children had when he read this García Márquez story aloud to them. They were transfixed, but afterward they agreed that the story was “not like fairy tale.”10 One wonders if Wilson’s children made this exclusion because the influence of Disneyfication had trained them to expect from fairy tales less darkness and a happier ending.11
Critics of Disney express concern about the enormous cultural power of this multinational corporation in a postmodern, globalized economy. In his 1998 jeremiad Team Rodent: How Disney Devours the World, Carl Hiaasen bemoans that “Disney touches virtually every human being in America for a profit. That is rapidly becoming true as well in France, Spain, Germany, Japan, Great Britain, Australia, China, Mexico, Brazil, and Canada.” Disneyfication of fairy tales is, like adding sugar to packaged foods, a way to hook consumers so they will buy more product—even if this alteration makes the product less nutritious. Hiaasen laments that “Team Rodent” skews toward the sentimental and sweet without the balance of the darker side of life: “Revulsion is good. Revulsion is healthy…. Being grossed out is essential to the human experience.” However, “Team Rodent” wants only “dependable consumers with predictable attitudes.”12 Henry A. Giroux agrees. In his 2010 book with Grace Pollock, The Mouse That Roared: Disney and the End of Innocence, he writes:Far from being a model of moral leadership and social responsibility, the Walt Disney Company increasingly co-opts subversive elements within public culture, monopolizes the media, limits the free flow of information, distorts historical memory, undermines substantive public debate, and constructs children’s identities primarily within the ideology of consumerism.13



When editors and publishers water down the terrible elements of fairy tales in order to market them as suitable for children, the connection of the tales to their history is weakened, and they become less marvelous and less meaningful. In his famous 1975 essay “The Baroque and the Marvelous Real,” Alejo Carpentier agrees that revulsion is a healthy part of narrative. He uses Charles Perrault’s fairy tales to illustrate his contention that the marvelous is not exclusively beautiful. From a list of examples in Perrault’s Mother Goose (1696) collection, Carpentier chooses “Tom Thumb” to demonstrate the terrible aspect of the marvelous:Perrault tells us a horrendous, terrible tale in the story “Tom Thumb,” the one where the ogre, instead of beheading the seven small brothers who arrived asking for shelter in his home, cheerfully and mistakenly beheads his seven daughters and then goes to bed. This horrendous, terrible scene belongs to the marvelous—as does the incest that also appears in Perrault.14



The “horrendous” aspect of fairy tale that Carpentier notes here is essential to its power.15 With this fairy-tale example, he makes his key point: “All that is strange is marvelous.”16 Because he is not only a scholar but also a renowned author of magical realism, Carpentier’s high regard for the fairy tale is consequential. Furthermore, his appreciation not only of fairy tale but also of traditional belief makes his position thoroughly postmodern in the best sense of the word. He is not hindered by modern prejudices against premodern cultures.
Carpentier’s appreciation of the fairy tale allows him to recover the values of a world not yet complicated by globalized capitalism. In this sense, he achieves what Fredric Jameson saw as the potential of magical realism to be “a possible alternative to the narrative logic of contemporary postmodernism.” Here, Jameson uses postmodernism in the worst sense of the word, and he appreciates how magical realism revives “narrative raw material derived essentially from peasant society, drawing in sophisticated ways on the world of village or even tribal myth.”17 However, magical realism may also be considered an example of, rather than an alternative to, postmodernism because it emerges in a postmodern historical context. “Postmodernism” is another fraught term, with no single and simple definition. Postmodernism is a state of affairs or a “condition,” as Jameson calls it. In his 2005 book The Postmodern, Simon Malpas insists on the plurality of the postmodern and observes that it is a phenomenon both praised and denounced:Some critics celebrate the postmodern as a period of playful freedom and consumer choice, some see it as a culture that has gone off the rails as communities around the globe have their traditions obliterated by the spread of capitalism, and for others its complex theories and outlandish culture productions mark an abdication from any engagement with the real world at all.18



Because we are living in postmodern times and cannot distinguish between current short- and long-term trends, we must leave clearer definitions of postmodernism to future generations. However, it is safe to say that if “the real world” is equated to modern materialism, magical realism may seem escapist, but if “reality” includes traditional beliefs, the postmodern fairy tales of magical realism may be a way to resist the dehumanizing forces of late capitalism.
Fairy Tale Feeds Magical Realism
While Carpentier affirms that the fairy tale is a source of magical realism, critic Angel Flores insists on classifying magical realism in contrast to fairy tales, and one suspects that this may have something to do with the modern tendency to bowdlerize them for children and to regard supernatural belief as childish.19 In his essay “Magical Realism in Spanish American Fiction” (1955), Flores writes, “The practitioners of magical realism cling to reality as if to prevent ‘literature’ from getting in their way, as if to prevent their myth from flying off, as in fairy tales, to supernatural realms.” Flores is not alone in his dismissiveness of the fairy tale, but in a passing mention of the Grimm Brothers, he admits the genetic connection between magical realism and the fairy tale. He includes the Grimms as a source of “some of the stylistic and expressive utterances found in Kafka,” whom he credits as a founding author of magical realism.20 Moreover, as Amaryll Chanady notes, Flores’s claim that magical realists avoid “flying off” into the supernatural realms of fairy tale is “a rather puzzling observation,” considering that in Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis (1915), Gregor Samsa’s transformation into a bug is decidedly supernatural, “as are the plots of the works of several Latin American authors enumerated by Flores.”21
García Márquez avowed that he learned storytelling from Kafka and from his grandmother, both of whom recounted bizarre events in a matter-of-fact style. García Márquez’s grandmother was the kind of oral storyteller who informed the Grimm Brothers and other folklorists. The stories she told her grandson were fairy tales living in the oral tradition, so the genetic connection between fairy tale and magical realism is undeniable in García Márquez’s work at least. Unfortunately, although Chanady recognizes the connection between Kafka and fairy tales, she finds another reason for magical realism to disown the latter: “Fairy tales cannot be considered magical realist because they adhere to relatively uniform plot structures, as Vladimir Propp demonstrated in 1928.” Chanady adds that because “a classifiable number of motifs … have been cataloged by folklorists since the beginning of the century,” the fairy tale is a “rigid” form, which “effectively restricts the imaginary to well-defined models, even more than the strictures of realism.”22 Chanady is an incisive critic, but this statement suggests a confusion of the living fairy tale for the skins it has shed.
Like the ATU Index, the work of folklorist Vladimir Propp, who identified the most common elements in Russian folktales, is still valuable and often cited. Maria Tatar includes an excerpt of his work in her anthology The Classic Fairy Tales. However, Tatar holds that the fairy tale form becomes inflexible when it is put into writing:With the invention of printing, the rise of literacy, and the twin forces of urbanization and industrialization, fairy tales moved gradually from oral storytelling cultures into pamphlets, broadsheets, and books, with improvisational energy and antic variation shut down, not for good of course but at least slowed down. Removed from Tolkien’s Cauldron of Story (where they had simmered away with successive generations adding new ingredients) … print cultures enshrined standard tale versions that made variants deviations from the norm rather than unique reinventions.23



Tatar emphasizes the dynamism of oral storytelling and the limitations of print culture. At the same time, Chanady’s statement about the rigidity of the fairy tale is not baseless. The constraints of oral storytelling may be more striking than its creativity to those who live in a print culture.
The apparent rigidity of collected fairy tales may be simply the effect of oral transmission. In his classic work Orality and Literacy (1982), Walter Ong explains why the wise old storyteller in an oral culture tends to be repetitive, and how writing increases innovation:Since in a primary oral culture conceptualized knowledge that is not repeated aloud soon vanishes, oral societies must invest great energy in saying over and over again what has been learned arduously over the ages. This need establishes a highly traditionalist or conservative set of mind that with good reason inhibits intellectual experimentation. Knowledge is hard to come by and precious, and society regards highly those wise old men and women who specialize in conserving it, who know and can tell the stories of the days of old. By storing knowledge outside the mind, writing and, even more, print downgrade the figures of the wise old man and the wise old woman, repeaters of the past, in favor of younger discoverers of something new.24



Though oral tradition may restrain innovation—enough so that folklorists can identify and catalogue the repetition of tale types across cultures, time, and distance—it retains, as Tatar puts it, the “improvisational energy and antic variation” of communal experience. The reduction of familiar fairy tales to writing reduced their variation, as reading allows less improvisation than retelling; thus, the move from oral to written storytelling had a significant impact on the fairy tale. But it was not all for the worse.
Magical Realism Springs from the Literary Fairy Tale
With the rise of print culture, the evolution of the oral fairy tale decelerated as printed collections lost the variation created by communal retellings. At the same time, the creative opportunity of the literary fairy tale accelerated the growth of a new branch of fairy tale. The “younger discoverers of something new,” as Ong puts it, now had the opportunity to contribute their energy and creativity to the printed fairy tale. In a 2012 article for the New Yorker titled “Once Upon a Time: The Lure of the Fairy Tale,” Joan Acocella offers an engaging introduction to fairy tale studies, in which she explains that there is no sharp line between the written collections of oral tales, such as those of the Grimm Brothers, and the development of the literary fairy tale. Collectors like Charles Perrault and the Grimm Brothers took great liberties with “original” tales as they embellished and edited them to suit their reading audiences. The growing audience of readers could also enjoy the literary fairy tale (or Kunstmärchen), which does not claim to have existed first in the oral tradition. As Acocella explains, literary fairy tales are “original literary works—short stories, really—except that they have fanciful subject matter.” Authors of literary fairy tales “employ a certain naïveté of style,” which helps “to align the tale with the hearthside tradition.”25 One of the best-known practitioners of the literary fairy tale is Hans Christian Andersen, who was a contemporary of the Grimm Brothers and knew their work

.26
Andersen’s fairy tales are controversial because they do not end “happily ever after.” In the age of Disney, the fairy tale with an unhappy ending is unexpected—even though many oral fairy tales end quite unhappily (this is evident even in the Grimms’ collection).27 Perhaps the most famous objection to Andersen’s unhappy endings is in Bruno Bettelheim’s influential work The Uses of Enchantment. In it, Bettelheim argues that children require the darker side of fairy tales for their psychological development, because seeing their own dark feelings reflected in stories enables them to process impulses that are natural but forbidden by civilized society. However, he insists that fairy tales should still end happily. Bettelheim writes that though Andersen’s stories are “charming,” they are “much more” for adults.28 And even when Andersen’s tales do appear to end happily, he argues, they are imbued with a fatalism that is deleterious for children:That one’s fate is inexorable—a depressive world-view—is as clear in “The Ugly Duckling” with its favorable outcome as in the sad ending of Andersen’s “The Little Match Girl,” a deeply moving story, but hardly one suitable for identification. The child in his misery may indeed identify with this heroine, but if so, this leads only to utter pessimism and defeatism. “The Little Match Girl” is a moralistic tale about the cruelty of the world; it arouses compassion for the downtrodden. But what the child who feels downtrodden needs is not compassion for others who are in the same predicament, but rather the conviction that he can escape this fate.29



Published in 1976, Bettelheim’s book is testimony that could be given in defense of the Disney Corporation, which changed the unhappy ending of Andersen’s original tale in its 1989 film version of The Little Mermaid. In the original story, the mermaid trades her voice for legs but then fails to secure the prince’s love, so she turns into sea foam after he marries another.30 In the Disney version, the mermaid’s father magically saves the day, and she marries her prince in a happily-ever-after ending.31 Whatever criticism this unfaithfulness to Andersen might provoke, it also proves that his story has joined the ranks of the living fairy tale, which can be adapted to suit the teller and the audience.
For an adult audience, as Bettelheim points out, happy endings are not necessary, and magical realist retellings of “The Little Mermaid” definitely do not cater to children.32 Two recent examples are Aimee Bender’s “Drunken Mimi” (1998) and Timothy Schaffert’s “The Mermaid in the Tree” (2010). Bender’s minimalist story is not an obvious retelling of Andersen’s tale, but it does center on a mermaid who wishes to be human; and though this mermaid has a “happy ending,” it is of the sexual kind. A classmate who is an imp and is also trying to blend in at a human high school, unwittingly intoxicates, arouses, and satisfies the mermaid through her hair, which “had nerves”; “it was alive.”33 Schaffert’s tale, which has an unhappy ending like the original, is collected in the 2010 anthology edited by Karen Bernheimer, My Mother She Killed Me, My Father He Ate Me: Forty New Fairy Tales—a storybook clearly intended for an adult audience. Schaffert’s is a much more baroque tale than Bender’s, with a style reminiscent of García Márquez’s. Schaffert’s mermaid—named Rapunzel—dies at the end, and the “prince,” Axel, ends up with a human bride, as in Andersen’s tale. Axel enables Rapunzel’s drug addiction, and though she is beautiful and a talented artist, the couple spends their days together in a flophouse.34

“The Mermaid in the Tree” is a magical realist story as well as a fairy tale because it participates in postmodern intertextuality and interest in multiple perspectives. After the Rapunzel’s death, Axel marries Desiree, the human girl he was originally engaged to, and the story begins and ends with Desiree’s perspective. Like other postmodern fairy tales, Schaffert’s story includes the point of view of the antagonist. In Bernheimer’s anthology, each story is followed by an author’s note, and Schaffert remarks that he was “drawn to the bride in the original Andersen tale—the girl the prince marries instead of the little mermaid.” He adds, “She’s innocent in the tale, yet we feel compelled to cast her as the story’s villain, due to her beauty and perfection, and the fact that she’s marrying the prince and the mermaid is not.”35 This interest in the character portrayed as the villain in a traditional story is evident in the tremendous popularity of the Broadway play Wicked, which premiered in 2003 and is still going strong, and it extends even to recent Disney films, such as Maleficent (2014), which sympathizes with the evil queen from “Sleeping Beauty,” providing her with a backstory of trauma that explains her abusive behavior.
A prime example of this inclusion of the fairy-tale villain’s point of view, and one that also demonstrates the fragmentation of postmodernism, is the magical realist story “The Poisoned Tale” (1976) by Rosario Ferré. The narration is frequently interrupted by the perspective of its “evil stepmother.” The ending is predicted by the epigraph, which is from A Thousand and One Nights. It is the story of a king who was poisoned by the pages of a book, as is the stepmother, Rosa, in Ferré’s tale. Rosa is reading a tale from her stepdaughter’s storybook after the funeral of her husband. Her thoughts are included in the narration, sometimes in the same paragraph and without any indication that the narrator has changed. As the story unfolds, Rosa’s thoughts intermittently judge the narrative without attribution or quotation marks: “I mustn’t betray my surprise, my growing amazement. After everything that’s happened, to find ourselves at the mercy of a two-bit writer.”36 Rosa takes issue with the narrator, who portrays her as an ambitious gold-digger from the lower classes who brings about the ruin of her husband, Don Lorenzo. She insists that, on the contrary, she saved him from ruin with her dressmaking business and her practical responses to his faded and useless aristocracy.37 The story ends both happily and unhappily, as the reader can choose to sympathize with either Rosaura (Don Lorenzo’s daughter) or her stepmother (Rosa)—or both.
Distinctions Dissolve in Magical Realism
“A Poisoned Tale” is collected in Short Stories by Latin American Women: The Magic and the Real. Like several other successful anthologies, it capitalizes on the term “magical realism” even though, as with “fairy tale,” critics have never come to a clear consensus about its meaning. Editor Celia Correas de Zapata accepts Enrique Anderson Imbert’s definition of magical realism as “the strange,” which synthesizes the dialectic of realism versus fantastic or supernatural literature.38 She adds that the stories in her collection also demonstrate the “lyrical character” of magical realism.39 This anthology was published in 1990. In another, published six years prior, David Young and Keith Hollaman introduce Magical Realist Fiction: An Anthology with reference to Angel Flores’s criticism and to Tzvetan Todorov’s work on the fantastic. The rest of their introduction is more suggestive than precise. They call the term “magical realism” a “centaur,” a “hybrid that somehow manages to combine … aspects of realism with the ‘magical’ effects we associate with myth, folktale, tall story, and that being in all of us—our childhood self, perhaps—who loves the spell that narrative casts even when it is perfectly implausible.”40 Engaging though this statement is, it betrays the modern Western bias of the editors. And, like Flores, Young and Hollaman make a puzzling dismissal of the fairy tale as one of the “recognized categories” that magical realism can be distinguished from.
García Márquez’s grandmother told fairy tales and found them plausible. She is representative of many of his Latin American readers and of many readers who maintain traditional belief in the supernatural. Among these readers and listeners, the innovation of magical realism is in how it adds a modern materialist point of view to the fairy tale.41 Amaryll Chanady provides one of the clearest definitions of magical realism available in her book Magical Realism and the Fantastic: Resolved Versus Unresolved Antinomy (1985). She explains it as a mode that represents a world in which there are conflicting but coexisting versions of reality—one that admits magic and one that doesn’t—and a narrator who doesn’t take sides.42 Very often in magical realism, it is a postcolonial context that provides these conflicting codes. The many pre-Colombian cultures of Latin America, along with the colonial European cultures and the African cultures uprooted and transplanted by slavery, offer rich and varied “cosmogonies,” which Alejo Carpentier celebrates as a real source of strangeness and wonder that is superior to the dreams of Surrealism.43
The cultural layering and mixing in former colonies are dramatized in magical realist short stories such as Julio Cortázar’s “The Night Face Up” (1967) and Elena Garro’s “Blame the Tlaxcaltecas” (1964), in which the past breaks into the present, bringing the bloody history of conquest back to life and rebuking the power structures of modern society.44 Indigenous peoples magically triumph in both stories: after a motorcycle accident, the protagonist in Cortázar’s story finds himself the victim of an Aztec human sacrifice, and the protagonist in Garro’s story leaves the modern world and her abusive husband for a sixteenth-century Aztec warrior. Because magical realism gives voice and importance to native peoples and marginalized cultures, it is often designated a postcolonial mode. And in Garro’s and Cortázar’s stories, we also see the violent and magical justice of the fairy tale. Indeed, the fairy tale is inherently a multicultural genre because it carries tales from one part of the world to another, where they are absorbed so fully by the new culture that they are taken to be original to it.
For example, the Grimm Brothers collected tales that they believed represented the essence of German culture as a form of resistance to Napoleon.45 Lamentably, the Nazis later used the Grimms’ tales to reinforce their Aryan ideology. The irony of this use of the Grimm collection is that many of their stories have origins very distant from Germany. One of the best examples is “Cinderella,” which dates back to ninth-century China.46 Moreover, tales closely associated with the Grimm Brothers show up in other cultural contexts. For example, there are “Fulano de Tal” versions of “Hansel and Gretel” in Spain and Mexico, which Tatar includes in the second edition of The Classic Fairy Tales. Any attempt to discover original or essential cultural productions is fraught with the same problem, and so excluding from magical realism authors of European descent is not justified. The very term “magical realism” was coined by art critic Franz Roh to describe German post-expressionist painting.47 In her 2005 book Lies That Tell the Truth: Magic Realism Seen Through Contemporary Fiction from Britain, Anne C. Hegerfeldt argues that while magical realism is appropriately associated with postcolonialism, the author’s place of birth is unimportant because inherent in the mode is a challenge to the Western concept that “reality is confined to the empirically perceivable.” Hegerfeldt rightly describes magical realism as a “global mode” that “challenges and complements the rational-scientific worldview.”48
Like “fairy tale,” “magical realism” is a term that is often used loosely but one that has a lot of currency.49 What makes both narrative forms attractive is their most distinguishing feature: magic. Usually, this magic has verisimilitude and is recognizable to the reader as part of a traditional consensus reality. Even the mermaid in Hans Christian Andersen’s tale is not a product of the author’s individual fancy but rather the representation of a shared belief. Andersen did not invent the mermaid, and the association of mermaids with doom in Scandinavian lore may be a source of the tale’s melancholy.50 The magic of fairy tale and magical realism is distinct from that of fantasy and science fiction. It does not exist in the context of an alternate world or a future one. In her 2009 essay “Fairy Tale Is Form, Form Is Fairy Tale,” Kate Bernheimer uses the term “normalized magic” to describe one of the defining elements of the fairy tale. Building upon the foundation of Swiss scholar Max Lüthi, she explains how “the magical and the real coexist” in the fairy tale: “In a traditional fairy tale there is no need for a portal. Enchantment is not astounding. Magic is normal.”51 This makes the reception of a fairy tale significantly different from the reception of a magical realist story only if the reader disbelieves in magic. The narratives themselves offer no negative judgments against the magic in these stories, just as Kafka and García Márquez’s grandmother were matter-of-fact in their description of supernatural events in their stories.
In Kafka’s sad but magical story The Metamorphosis, Gregor finds that he has turned into a huge bug overnight. The tale does not offer justice or any hope for Gregor, yet it does what Bettelheim said of Andersen’s “The Little Match Girl”: “It arouses compassion for the downtrodden.” While Bettelheim finds this insufficient for the needs of children, arousing compassion is one of the moral purposes of the fairy tale and of magical realism.52 Moreover, The Metamorphosis, like many of García Márquez’s tales, emphasizes a truth by externalizing it. Gregor already had the life of an insect as he labored thanklessly to repay his family’s debt and to support them. He had already ceased to enjoy human life, and as Vladimir Nabokov says, “Here is a point to be observed with care and love. Gregor is a human being in an insect’s disguise; his family are insects disguised as people.”53 In addition to its pathos, there is a sense of humor in The Metamorphosis, which is often found in magical realist tales. The detailed description of Gregor’s tedious process of getting out of bed as a bug is absurdly funny.54
Humor and hope balance the horror of violence and loss often found in the magical realist branch of the fairy tale, and even the violence is often a form of justice. García Márquez’s short story “The Incredible and Sad Tale of Innocent Eréndira and Her Heartless Grandmother” (1972) features a protagonist who suffers misfortunes that rival and sometimes exceed those of the Little Match Girl, Gregor, and Cinderella.55 Her grandmother treats her as a slave and forces her into prostitution—material typically unsuitable for children. Yet the absurd humor of the story provokes laughter even as Eréndira’s travails shock and horrify. When Ulises, her would-be prince, kills her gigantic grandmother in order to save her (the description of it is grotesquely funny), Eréndira makes an escape that would meet with the approval of Bettelheim and feminist critics alike. This story of extreme suffering and deliverance also meets a criterion of fairy tale put forth by Marina Warner: “Fairy tales express hopes…. Fairy tales evoke every kind of violence, injustice, and mischance, but in order to declare it need not continue.”56 As Tolkien puts it, fairy tales are about “the satisfaction of certain primordial human desires.”57
What magical realism has that the traditional fairy tale does not is simply its postmodern context. The magic in postmodern fairy tales is sometimes the “sufficiently developed technology” that Arthur C. Clarke declared to be “indistinguishable from magic.”58 In the last hundred years, advances in technology have filled ordinary lives with wonders. These wondrous technologies are not entirely missing from the fairy tale, however. In his 1956 book Folktales and Reality, Lutz Röhrich describes how these technological wonders have infiltrated even the living oral tradition:The folktale’s original connection to ancient folk belief has not prevented the modern technological world from entering the story. This is not very surprising because the folk often perceive of technology as a sort of modern wonder. An airplane appears in a folktale … in western Eifel, and this is by no means an isolated case in the modern folktale…. The airplane has even found its way into Arabian folk narrative, where it replaces the flying carpet. In a German version of “Bluebeard” the girl escapes in a blimp.59



Röhrich continues, “We encounter this mixture of typical folktale elements and modern civilization everywhere.” He offers examples from Greek folktales in which “women use sewing machines and sharp English scissors and paint their fingernails. Rich men are said to spend like ‘Americans.’” He provides what could be called a Kafkaesque example: “Even bureaucracy has found its way into the folktale: The hero who takes part in a race to the well is supposed to bring a certificate from the appropriate authorities to confirm his arrival at the finish line.”60 If the fairy tale still living in oral tradition can include these technological wonders, they are certainly fitting for magical realist literature.
Thus, in addition to the shared beliefs of the “marvelous real,” magical realist stories can draw upon the marvelous artificial.61 In the twenty-first century, the marvelous artificial is even more marvelous than in the twentieth. Though our postmodern marvels are not without irony (epitomized in the “Damn You Auto Correct!” meme), we take for granted preternatural developments in communications that allow us to have real-time, face-to-face conversations with people on the other side of the world. We make a wish on a website, and the item we wished for arrives magically on our doorstep a day later—though, in return, the fairies charge our credit card. Transportation now brings us up to speed with the seven-league boots that feature in several of Perrault’s fairy tales.

Italo Calvino promotes the value of “quickness” in his Six Memos for the Next Millennium (1988). He recognizes that the “motor age has turned speed into a measurable value, with speed records marking the history of the progress of machines and men,” but he adds that “speed of mind is valuable in itself, for the pleasure it gives those susceptible to such pleasure, not for any practical use it can be put to.” This essay also attests to Calvino’s love of fairy tales, Jorge Luis Borges, and the “economy of expression” in both. He notes that in fairy tales, “There is always a battle against time, against obstacles that impede or delay the achievement of a desire or the recovery of a lost possession. Time can be stopped completely, as in Sleeping Beauty’s castle.”62 This special relationship with time makes the magical realist short story the favorite child of the fairy tale.63 Though the modern short story was born of the magazine industry and the limited leisure of the middle class, it does have the advantage, as Edgar Allan Poe observed, that it can be read in a single sitting, which gives it a unity of effect. Short stories still reach readers via magazines, and they show up in anthologies required as textbooks. They are easy to finish and tend to leave a strong impression—especially when they are inspired by fairy tales. The magical realist short stories of George Saunders, and the response they have provoked, demonstrate the power fairy tale still holds in a postmodern world.
Fairy Tale Blood Flows in the Heart of George Saunders’s Magical Realist Stories
George Saunders is a magical realist because his stories are postmodern fairy tales that recall a premodern understanding of human frailty and the vicissitudes of life. Lois Parkinson Zamora explains that “magical realists are most postmodern in their recuperation of premodern conceptions of subjectivity. They refuse to remain locked into modern categories of individual psychology, insisting instead that the self is actualized by participation in communal and cosmic categories.”64 In Saunders’s stories, the importance of communal and cosmic belonging—whether achieved or only desired—is palpable. His stories contain the blend of humor, pathos, and, of course, magic that is characteristic of magical realist stories from around the world. Saunders is celebrated for his literary empathy, and yet his representation of the harshness of life has been misunderstood and criticized by those unfamiliar with the true character and the long history of the fairy tale.
In March 2017, a critic for The Atlantic declared Saunders a “sentimental sadist.”65 But what this critic deprecates as “ugly,” “awful,” and “heavy-handed” in Saunders’s stories can easily be traced to fairy tales. Saunders regains the adult audience original to fairy tales and recovers in his stories the whole truth of human cruelty and the resulting desire for justice, which, sadly, is not always satisfied. But even without happy endings, Saunders’s stories do not collapse into existential angst or moral nihilism. A good deal of humor and compassion are afforded to what might otherwise be bleak tales thanks to the inclusion of Saunders’s distinctive postmodern magic. With hope and humor at one end of the emotional scale and perennial human cruelty at the other, Saunders’s short stories, like good fairy tales, cover the full range of human experience in a single sitting.
If the title of Saunders’s story “Downtrodden Mary’s Failed Campaign of Terror” does not already evoke fairy tales, they are clearly referenced in their commercialized form at the very start of the narrative. The ninety-two-year-old protagonist is a strange Cinderella in a dystopic quasi-Disneyland. The story opens with Mary “slaving over the Iliana Evermore Fairy Castle.” “It’s lovely” she narrates. “I turn the Maintenance lights off and the fake stars come on automatically.” This magical moment is both postmodern and fleeting. All the magic is fake and fragile at the absurd interactive museum where she works, and the artificial delights of the miniature fairy castle are soon disrupted “when the door flies open and the kids from the most slovenly day-care in the world come screaming in.” Far from the adorable and restrained cherubs of Disneyland advertisements, these children persecute Mary like Cinderella’s stepsisters. When one of the girls steals Mary’s wing harness, “the supervising adult comes rushing up and says how dare I hamper the child’s self-esteem by being critical of her impulses?” This enabling adult is in the tradition of Cinderella’s stepmother, as is Mary’s boss: Mr. Spencer, Cleaning Coordinator. When Mary has to report to Mr. Spencer that her $15 wings are gone, our postmodern fairy-tale victim is “praying in [her] heart for a time-deferred payroll deduction.”66 Like a fairy-tale villain, the cruel Mr. Spencer subjects Mary to a series of humiliations and punishments, wielding his petty bureaucratic power without mercy.
At her workplace, Downtrodden Mary suffers like Cinderella, but these sufferings are just the latest in a series of victimizations and tragedies that have marked her whole life. When Mary is ordered “to clean up some vomit from near the Pickled Babies,” we find out that this task is especially terrible for her because she has thrice given birth to a stillborn. Through her reminiscences, we learn that her gangster husband murdered her lover and then required her to make dinner for him and his cronies the same evening and to serve it to them dressed as a cigarette girl. Even her memories of her childhood on a farm are miserable: “When Father came in smelling of compost my sisters and I would run for the closet. He would either beat us or stroke us excessively.”67 The extreme and absurd ordeals that characterize Mary’s life live up to the Atlantic critic’s description; they are indeed ugly, awful, and heavy-handed.

Jurrit Daalder, another critic of Saunders, suspects that “his approach to fiction might be more of a variation on the media’s tried-and-true formula: if it bleeds, it reads.” Daalder inveighs against aesthetics that rely on cruelty and questions Saunders’s reputation as a champion of kindness and empathy, declaring that “Saunders can hardly write a single story without resorting to shock tactics.” He suggests that it would be “instructive to examine these tactics, to question why they appear so obligatory, and to be critical of the cruel-to-be-kind justifications that so often go unchallenged in discussions of art’s shock appeal.” The most interesting part of Daalder’s case against Saunders is his contention that Saunders is using high-cultural privilege when torturing his characters: “As always, mass culture’s transgressions are deemed gratuitous and harmful to its audience, while high-cultural violence is regarded as symbolic and justified as a necessary evil in art’s noble efforts to wake us up.”68 Is Saunders a brute, cloaking himself in esoteric privilege? His stories may be cruel, but they are definitely more aligned with popular culture than with the avant-garde. The violence of Saunders’s stories draws from the long tradition of fairy tales, which have always been part of popular culture.
Maria Tatar declares: “Without scenes of victimization and retaliation, it would be hard to tell a fairy tale; they are the very stuff of the narrative.” She points to Vladimir Propp’s morphology of the folktale, in which villainy and lack constitute essential functions of the tale: they get the plot rolling.69 Thanks to Disney and others who have retold “Cinderella” for modern children, some of the sufferings that get the plot rolling in that tale are well known, albeit now muted. Several older versions, which date back to a time when adults were the intended audience, are much gorier; for example, the evil stepsisters cut off their heels and toes to fit the tiny shoe, and their trickery is revealed when blood overflows the shoe. In a lesser-known type of the Cinderella tale, sometimes called “Catskin” or “Donkeyskin,” the protagonist has to flee her home when her father decides he will marry her. In the Aarne-Thompson-Uther Classification of Folktales, Cinderella is type 510A, or Persecuted Heroine, and the Catskin tale type is 510B, or Unnatural Love. As fairy tales became associated with children’s literature, 510B understandably lost popularity. But as noted earlier, Saunders has revived the element of unnatural love in his tale of “Downtrodden Mary,” whose father would “excessively stroke” her. Bringing this incestuous element back into the Cinderella story, and restoring to it other kinds of shock and gore, is one way that Saunders takes the fairy tale back from Disney and recaptures the adult audience.
What is it that Saunders wants with this adult audience? And why is he using the fairy tale to get at it? Michael Bassler explains that Saunders’s work exhibits “narrative empathy” and employs a “literary style that reconciles postmodern playfulness with strong ethical concerns.”70 Magical realist stories—which are a postmodern form of the fairy tale—not only attract “postmodern playfulness,” they are also an effective way to communicate ethical concerns. Indeed, the very cruelty of the fairy tale inspires empathy and a desire for justice. In Fox 8 (2013), another magical realist Saunders story, the narrator and title character learns “Yuman” by watching and listening for many nights at the window of a child who is being read bedtime stories. Though he is a poor speller, Fox 8 is a great storyteller. He gives this analysis of the power of fairy tales to appeal to the audience’s empathy:One leson I lerned during my nites at that Yuman window was: a gud riter will make the reeder feel as bad as the Yuman does in there Story. Like the riter will make you feel as bad as Sinderela. You will feel sad you cannot go to the danse. And mad you have to sweep. You will feel like biting Stepmother on her Gown.71



Fox 8 then gives a very transparent account of his motives in writing his own story in Yuman: he wants the reader to feel the pain and outrage that his den of foxes suffered when their habitat was torn up to become the location of a new “Mawl.”
It appears that Saunders, too, wants to be a “gud riter” and make readers of his story feel as bad as his “Sinderellas” do. By Fox 8’s definition, all the magical realist authors discussed here are “gud riters.” Fox 8 comments on Cinderella, but he does not enjoy quite as happy an ending as she does. Though he does find a lovely mate as his narrative draws to an end, his den does not recover its territory, and the story includes the cruel murder of his best friend, Fox 7, by a group of construction workers. Bassler explains that Saunders further provokes empathy by creating “character identification,” sometimes with “highly idiosyncratically inflected first-person narration.” Bassler further notes that “there is virtually no example of omniscient narration in Saunders’s entire fiction and no Olympian perspective that grants the reader an epistemologically and ethically secure position from which to judge the narrative events.”72 Indeed, in the Saunders tales under consideration here, Fox 8 and Downtrodden Mary are given their full say and allowed their particular point of view. Saunders’s style suggests that his work is in the tradition of hearthside and literary fairy tales, and this tradition, which continues in magical realism, portrays cruelty in an uncomplicated way that promotes the audience’s empathy. It also stirs in the audience a desire for justice.
Unlike Fox 8, who salvages some enjoyment of life by the end of his story and who has enough hope to make a written appeal to humans for justice, Downtrodden Mary’s story ends with her being fired, attempting suicide, and then being rescued against her will by a group of self-congratulating sailors. Here, we feel the melancholy and absurdity often present in magical realist stories, as they tend to focus on characters who are marginalized in a postmodern and postcolonial world. However, Mary does achieve a measure of revenge against Mr. Spencer, her cruel boss. The title of her story emphasizes that her “campaign of terror” has failed, but it does succeed for a while. Spencer’s hopes for promotion are tied to a cow with a Plexiglas panel in its side that allows museum visitors to watch the cow’s digestion. Unbeknownst to Spencer, Mary poisons his see-through cow—and its replacement—six times over, remarking to her audience: “It feels good to finally be asserting oneself.”73 The comedic cruelty of Mary’s revenge recalls a Chinese version of Cinderella, “Lin Lan,” which ends this way:Beauty put the roasted bones of the wicked sister into a box and sent them over to her stepmother by a stuttering old servant woman, who was told to say, “Your daughter’s flesh.” But the stepmother loved carp and understood “carp flesh” instead of “your daughter’s flesh.” She thought her daughter had sent her over some carp, and opened the box in a state of great excitement; but when she saw the charred bones of her daughter lying inside, she let out a piercing scream and fell down dead.74



Even the Grimm Brothers’ Cinderella ends with the vengeful justice of doves pecking out the eyes of her stepsisters. Other examples of gory fairy-tale justice are plentiful, and they remind us that Saunders, though a magical realist and thus postmodern, is more of a traditionalist than Disney is.
Justice is of great concern to notable fairy-tale scholar Jack Zipes, who has published many Marxist and feminist readings of fairy tales. He complains that the work of Disney and the Disney Corporation is a “violation” of fairy tales: “Disney wants the world cleaned up.” He laments that “the diversion of the Disney fairy tale is geared toward nonreflective viewing…. It is adorable, easy, and comforting in its simplicity.” Zipes contends that Disney wanted his audience “to stop thinking about change … and to long nostalgically for neatly ordered patriarchal realms.”75 If there is a contemporary author able to save the fairy tale and recover its sense of justice, Saunders may be that hero. He is, indeed, cruel to be kind, as any good fairy-tale teller must be in order to capture an audience and call attention to the powerless and the persecuted. Magical realists amplify the voices that have been drowned out by modern history. They communicate for the powerless and remind the reader of endangered wisdom.
In his 1936 essay “The Storyteller,” Walter Benjamin worries that “the communicability of experience is decreasing,” which makes it hard for the storyteller to have “counsel for his readers,” as “counsel woven into the fabric of real life is wisdom.” He fears that “The art of storytelling is reaching its end,” and that “the secular productive forces of history” are “making it possible to see a new beauty in what is vanishing.”76 Benjamin’s essay is an elegy to oral storytelling. He laments that the rise of the novel has meant the decline of storytelling, but one wonders what he would think of magical realist stories like those of George Saunders. The voice in Saunders’s story is close to the voice of oral communication, and his stories offer compassion if not direct counsel. Did Benjamin underestimate the enduring power and popularity of the fairy tale? In its postmodern transformation of the fairy tale, magical realism recovers its power and popularity.
Both magical realism and the fairy tale will surely outlive postmodernism. Metamodernism is a term recently proposed for what follows postmodernism, and it is characterized by an oscillation between modern sincerity and postmodern irony.77 The description fits the magical realist stories appreciated here, and magical realism is specifically mentioned in The Metamodernist Manifesto (2011), which declares: “We should embrace the scientific-poetic synthesis and informed naivety of a magical realism.”78 Audiences haven’t needed this directive because the fairy tale is perennially attractive. With a title that emphasizes the fluidity of magical storytelling, The Shape of Water won the 2018 Oscar for Best Picture. As in other works of magical realism, Guillermo del Toro’s film borrows heavily from the fairy tale and presents, in a single sitting, a story that is both heartbreaking and heartwarming. A postmodern Cinderella and Little Mermaid, the mute protagonist loses one shoe underwater as the tale comes to an uncertain end.
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