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ABSTRACT 

This thesis considers literary and other forms of magic(al) realism in the context of postcolonial 

studies. Its premise, simply put, is that magic(al) realism is best understood in terms of its 

historical- and new-materialist elements, that magic(al) realism occurs when nonhuman matter 

and human modes of interpretation, organization, and production coalesce in ways that reveal 

the agency of nonhuman matter, the contingency of historical-material conditions, but also the 

continuity of history across discrete human lives. While magic(al) realism has been used by 

creatives and critics of a broadly postcolonial persuasion, I argue that postcolonial theories of 

magic(al) realism do not fully account for the mode’s varied origins, its particular geohistorical 

movements, or its idiomatic emphasis on vibrant and storied matter. Of course, postcolonial 

theories of magic(al) realism are vital to accurate and useful accounts of the mode and its 

historical development. However, this thesis challenges some of the particular postcolonial 

theories that are dominant in magic(al)-realist literary studies, specifically identity-political 

theories of postcolonial magic(al) realism. By recasting magic(al) realism along historical- and 

new-materialist lines, this thesis provides a more ‘responsible’ account of magic(al) realism’s 

aesthetics and applications, postcolonial and otherwise; transcends impassable debates of who 

is ‘allowed’ to produce magic(al) realism, where, and after what influences; and identifies and 

rehearses possibilities for theories of magic(al) realism in the future. Indeed, it is to this effect 

that I develop my own concept of ‘magic(al)-materialism’. It is my sincerest hope that this 

thesis prompts other critics to consider and to take seriously materialist approaches to magic(al) 

realism and other modes. 

Keywords: Magic(al) Realism; Literary Criticism; Postcolonial Studies; Historical 

Materialism; New Materialism; Magic(al) Materialism. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A Maltese theatre director stages a play about fascism that continues for 223 billion 

years. 

@MagicRealismBot. 

A psychic turns over a tarot card with a snowman on it. ‘Your destiny is to become an 

archaeologist,’ he says to you. 

@MagicRealismBot. 

An architect looks into a pair of spectacles and sees every act of treachery that has taken 

place in Marrakech. 

@MagicRealismBot. 

@MagicRealismBot is a Twitter bot that generates a ‘magic(al)-realist’ micronarrative every 

four hours. The bot works from a lexicon out of which it constructs so many randomized 

sentences: “A geiger counter is diagnosed with attention deficit disorder”; “A pharmacist has 

a migraine. A doctor informs her there is a burrito inside her hippocampus”.1 While 

@MagicRealismBot emulates motifs that are common in magic(al) realism (circuses, libraries, 

mirrors, and so on), its systematic juxtapositions suggest that magic(al) realism is simply 

formulaic. Indeed, the notions that magic(al) realism occurs as a result of purposely absurd or 

else arbitrary coincidences, that it manufactures and so disenchants the marvellous persist in 

and outside of literary criticism.2 In their introduction to the 1995 collection Magical Realism: 

Theory, History, Community, Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris admit that at times 

literary magic(al) realism seems “ossified, tedious, overripe” (2). In the 2001 work The 

Postcolonial Exotic: Marketing the Margins, Graham Huggan writes that literary magic(al) 

realism is a “commodified, increasingly formulaic aesthetic” (71). With regard to Isabel 

Allende’s 1998 novel Daughter of Fortune, Eileen Battersby describes magic(al) realism as 

the “most exhausted of literary genres”, and reading novels by Zakes Mda, Derek Alan Barker 
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frets the “tyranny of magic realism” (11).3 More specifically, Barker argues that the tendency 

to apply the designation of magic(al) realism to any work that incorporates elements of magic 

functions to make interchangeable and so mystify specific and otherwise different works of 

fiction. Taken together, these comments indicate that magic(al) realism is itself prone to cliché 

while critical accounts of the mode tend to a kind of bot-like indifference. In this thesis, I intend 

to interrogate and ultimately to overcome these and other perceptions of magic(al) realism. 

 In the 2004 work Magic(al) Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers states that literary magic(al) 

realism is a response to and a “version of literary realism. Its distinguishing feature from 

literary realism is that it fuses the two opposing aspects of the oxymoron (the magical and the 

realist) together to form one new perspective” (3-4). Bowers insists that literary magic(al) 

realism offers a “way to discuss alternative approaches to reality to that of Western 

philosophy”, and Bowers goes on to say that magic(al) realism is “suited to expressing 

postcolonial issues such as cultural distortion and displacement”: 

First, due to its dual narrative structure, magical realism is able to present the 

postcolonial context from both the colonized peoples’ and the colonizers’ perspectives 

[…] . Second, it is able to produce a text which reveals the tensions and gaps of 

representation in such a context. Third, it provides a means to fill in the gaps of cultural 

representation in a postcolonial context by recuperating the fragments and voices of 

forgotten or subsumed histories from the point of view of the colonized. (1; 97) 

Bowers allows that literary magic(al) realism (or at least its influences) might be “traced to 

European literature, particularly of the modernist period at the beginning of the twentieth 

century”, but maintains that magic(al) realism is most at home in “Latin America and the 

postcolonial English-speaking world” (9; 4). In Ordinary Enchantments: Magical Realism and 

the Remystification of Narrative (also 2004), Faris assumes a position similar to that of Bowers. 

Faris observes that literary magic(al) realism “occupies a pivotal position, both reflecting the 
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cultural moment of postcolonialism and achieving substantial work within it” (1). Faris repeats 

the qualification that literary magic(al) realism is “not just a postcolonial style”, but like 

Bowers and with postcolonial theories in mind, Faris affirms magic(al) realism’s “power as a 

postcolonial narrative style” (2; 4). In fact, Faris claims that literary magic(al) realism 

“constitutes a point of convergence between postmodernism and postcolonialism” (2). Theo L. 

D’haen goes so far as to speak of that “strain of postmodernism we call magic realism” (194). 

All of this is to say that critics of magic(al) realism tend to theorize the mode in terms of (a 

particular relationship between particular forms of) postcolonialism and postmodernism. This 

approach to magic(al) realism is not baseless, but it is problematic. 

 The concept of literary magic(al) realism entered academic dialogue in the early 1980s, 

and critical accounts of magic(al) realism proliferated through the 1990s into the early 2000s. 

To be sure, variations on the term ‘magic(al) realism’ existed before critics identified the 

literary mode, and as Bowers puts it, the “consensus amongst the majority of contemporary 

critics, such as Amaryll Chanady, Seymour Menton, Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy Faris, 

is that the German art critic Franz Roh introduced the term to refer to a new form of post-

expressionist painting during the Weimar Republic” (9). I discuss magic-realist painting below 

and throughout this thesis, but suffice it to say for now that the origins of magic(al) realism in 

visual art are only nominal in dominant accounts of the mode. Indeed, many of the works that 

are canonical in magic(al)-realist literary studies, such as Miguel Angel Asturias’ 1949 novel 

Men of Maize and Gabriel García Márquez’s 1967 novel One Hundred Years of Solitude, 

originate in Latin America in the 1940s, 50s, 60s, and 70s, but it was not until the 1980s and 

only after their translation into English that these works came to be popular in the Anglosphere. 

The emergence of literary magic(al) realism as a popular and globally accessible mode 

coincides with at least three moments that are significant in the historical development of 

literary criticism and the humanities and social sciences, and I want briefly to outline two of 
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these moments now and the third (the formalization of the academic field of postcolonial 

studies) later below. 

 First, poststructuralism emerged as an increasingly influential philosophical framework 

for understanding cultural and social phenomena. A critical mass of mostly French academics, 

who were first reacting against the orthodoxy of linguistic structuralism and then responding 

to historical events such as the unrest of May 1968 in France, the collapse of the Berlin Wall 

in 1989, and the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, developed theories regarding 

discursive and dominant constructions of reality and hegemonic sources of power. Second, the 

events that I note above and others, including the disintegration of a coherent and united 

feminist movement, advances in communications and online technologies, and the rise of post-

industrial economies and forms of labour, signalled (or at least to some) a material transition 

from modernity to postmodernity and so a cultural transition from modernism to 

postmodernism. Whereas modernism consists in the pursuit of reason and universal theories of 

existence, postmodernism introduces and seems to delight in deconstruction, delegitimation, 

dispersion, and so on. In the 1979 work The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, 

Jean-François Lyotard defines postmodernism in terms of “incredulity toward metanarratives” 

and a more general “ability to tolerate the incommensurable” (xxiv; xxv). An aphorism that 

critics sometimes attribute to Paul Feyerabend captures the mood of postmodernism this way: 

“The only absolute truth is that there are no absolute truths” (quoted in Pigliucci 253). This 

aphorism is reductive to say the least, and yet the notion that postmodernism constitutes the 

end of stable meaning (the death of the author, the prison-house of language) remains popular, 

and it continues to produce certain accounts of magic(al) realism and other cultural and literary 

phenomena.4 Of course in literature, postmodernism relates to certain conventions and devices, 

and D’haen suggests that the “following features are generally regarded as marking [literary] 

postmodernism: self-reflexiveness, metafiction, eclecticism, redundancy, multiplicity, 
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discontinuity, intertextuality, parody, the dissolution of character and narrative instance, the 

erasure of boundaries, and the destabilization of the reader” (192-193). Critics perceive all of 

these features in literary magic(al) realism. However, my sense is that the connections between 

magic(al) realism and cultural and literary postmodernism have as much, maybe more to do 

with the historical moment at which magic(al) realism entered academic dialogue as the 

particular motifs and techniques that are common in specific works of the mode. 

 The designation of literary magic(al) realism denotes an otherwise realistic narrative 

that is set against familiar and widely recorded historical events, but that also incorporates what 

Faris terms “‘irreducible elements’ of magic” (“Scheherazade’s Children” 168 quoting Young 

and Hollaman).5 Indeed, Bowers describes the magic in literary magic(al) realism this way: 

[Magic] refers to any extraordinary occurrence and particularly to anything spiritual or 

unaccountable by rational science. The variety of magical occurrences in magic(al) 

realist writing includes ghosts, disappearances, miracles, extraordinary talents and 

strange atmospheres but does not include the magic as it is found in a magic show. 

Conjuring ‘magic’ is brought about by tricks that give the illusion that something 

extraordinary has happened, whereas in magic(al) realism it is assumed that something 

extraordinary really has happened. (20-21) 

According to Zamora and Faris, the magic in literary magic(al) realism is “not a simple or 

obvious matter, but it is an ordinary matter, an everyday occurrence—admitted, accepted, and 

integrated into the rationality and materiality of literary realism” (“Introduction” 3). For 

example, in One Hundred Years of Solitude, Úrsula Iguarán lives for an unusually long time 

(approximately 150 years), and the last Aureliano is born with the tail of a pig. In Allende’s 

1982 novel The House of the Spirits, Clara del Valle Trueba develops powers of clairvoyance 

and telekinesis. In Laura Esquivel’s 1989 novel Like Water for Chocolate, Josefita de la Garza 

cooks her emotions into food, and in Salman Rushdie’s 1981 novel Midnight’s Children, 
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Saleem Sinai preserves and exports in chutney his own version of historical events in the 

Republic of India post-Partition. For the majority of characters and narrators, these occurrences 

are indisputable and unremarkable matters of fact. Moreover, these occurrences coincide with 

real historical events: the Latin-American Wars of Independence in the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries, the founding of the independent Republic of Colombia in 1819, and 

the state-sanctioned massacre of striking banana workers in the Colombian town of Ciénaga in 

1928; the authoritarian regime of General Augusto Pinochet in Chile in the 1970s and 80s; the 

Mexican Revolution in the 1910s; and the partition of the Indian subcontinent in 1947. Both 

for Bowers and Faris, the effect of literary magic(al) realism is such that the “magical is 

presented as a part of ordinary reality” while the “real as we know it may be made to seem 

amazing or even ridiculous” (Bowers 67; Faris “Scheherazade’s Children” 168). This is the 

case in One Hundred Years of Solitude, for the pig’s tail with which the last Aureliano is born 

is all but ordinary while a version of the 1928 banana massacre is extraordinary to the point of 

disbelief. That critics connect literary magic(al) realism to postcolonialism and to cultural and 

literary postmodernism is understandable given that the mode resists and reinscribes rationalist 

versions of reality, versions that function to ‘rationalize’ colonization, imperialism, and 

Western and white supremacy. Yet, in this thesis, I argue that magic(al) realism exists and so 

requires an explanation beyond the so-called cultural moment of postcolonialism, beyond 

postmodernism. 

 Before I say more about the connections between magic(al) realism, postcolonialism, 

and cultural and literary postmodernism, I want briefly to summarize dominant accounts of the 

historical development of magic(al) realism. After they identified the literary mode, critics 

traced the term magic(al) realism to the German art critic Franz Roh. Having rehistoricized the 

term, critics settled on a tripartite account of the historical development of magic(al) realism. 

Indeed, the parenthetical term ‘magic(al) realism’ refers to three separate movements that span 
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visual art, cosmology, and literature: magic-realist painting in the Weimar Republic in the 

1920s and 30s; marvellous realism in Latin America in the 1940s and 50s; and magical realism 

in Latin-American and other postcolonial fiction in the 1960s, 70s, 80s, and beyond. In Chapter 

One, I detail each of these movements, but here I want to introduce the debate regarding the 

relationship between magic-realist painting and literary magic(al) realism. The majority of 

critics accept that, beyond their designations, there are few connections between magic-realist 

painting and literary magic(al) realism. However, Kenneth Reeds is one critic who argues 

against the “exclusion of Roh from the discussion and the suggestion that magical realism came 

into being in Latin America” (185). In this thesis and like Reeds, I trouble those accounts of 

magic(al) realism that “maintain Roh at a distance; either only mentioning him as the originator 

of the term and not including analysis, or in the worst cases, ignoring completely his 

contribution” (191). Unlike Reeds, who is primarily concerned to remember, but not 

necessarily to reconcile magic-realist painting and literary magic(al) realism, I argue that these 

movements are part of the same tradition. 

 In the 1925 essay “Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism”, Roh identifies a new style of 

painting that is “thoroughly of this world, that celebrates the mundane” (17). Roh designates 

this style magischer realismus, or magic realism. Indeed, Roh defines magic-realist painting in 

terms of its use of unlikely configurations of objects and improbable lines of sight. Roh 

observes that the objects of magic-realist painting (buildings, machines, railroads, and so on) 

are invariably ordinary, and in fact, Roh suggests that magic realism consists in the unexpected 

commingling of otherwise ordinary objects. Roh describes the effect of magic-realist painting 

this way: 

[Magic realism] offers us the miracle of existence in its imperturbable duration: the 

unending miracle of eternally mobile and vibrating molecules. [… It] is something 

more than the simple respect for the objective world in which we are submerged. In 
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addition, we see juxtaposed in harsh tension and contrast the forms of the spirit and the 

very solidity of objects, which the human will must come up against. (20; 22) 

For Roh, magic-realist painting constitutes a kind of intervention, it pauses to recognize the 

continuous, if vibrant fact of matter, specifically in the context of modernity. In so doing, 

magic-realist painting reveals the relationship between, the material basis for abstract notions 

of history, power, and progress and lived experiences of reality. For this reason, Roh speculates 

that magic-realist painting might function to reconcile “art and the people” (18). “History”, 

says Roh, “always shows that the bottom layer of the population, which experiences the 

monotony of hard labor, is more easily touched by discrete and prudent works than by lofty 

and inspired ones”. The idiomatic emphasis on ordinary, but always vibrant matter in magic-

realist painting is consistent with Faris’ claim that, in literary magic(al) realism, the “material 

world is present in all its detailed and concrete variety, as it is in realism—but with several 

differences, one of them being that objects may take on lives of their own and become magical 

in that way” (“Scheherazade’s Children” 170). Yet, Faris also concludes that the objects of 

literary magic(al) realism are “principally markers that tell us not any particular information 

but simply that this story is real” (169). It is my position that the particular postcolonial 

framework that coordinates magic(al)-realist literary studies and related anxieties regarding the 

extent to which it is or is not appropriate to compare ‘European’ and ‘non-European’ creative 

traditions disposes critics to reduce the material objects of the mode to a strictly mimetic role, 

to mystify specific works and so the broader tradition of magic(al) realism and, in the worst 

cases, to patronize postcolonial and otherwise marginal forms of magic(al) realism. 

 I indicated above that the emergence of literary magic(al) realism (or at least its 

designation in academic dialogue) coincided with three moments that are significant in the 

historical development of literary criticism and the humanities and social sciences. Indeed, it 

is time now to take up the third moment to which I refer. That is, the formalization of the 
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academic field of postcolonial studies. I posit that the formalization of the field in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s is the reason that critics have neglected to examine in proper detail the 

relationship between magic-realist painting and literary magic(al) realism. This problem of the 

disputed, but in every case undertheorized relationship between magic-realist painting and 

literary magic(al) realism is not singular in its consequences for theories of the mode. Given 

that, in magic(al) realist literary studies, there is no accepted method for connecting magic-

realist painting and literary magic(al) realism beyond their names, critics are forced to construct 

marvellous realism (the second movement to which the parenthetical term magic(al) realism 

refers) in ways that misrepresent the influence and politics of certain individuals, namely Alejo 

Carpentier and Jorge Luis Borges, but that pretend to provide a sense of historical continuity. 

In the 2011 work The Postcolonial Unconscious, Neil Lazarus writes of postcolonial studies 

that, “before the late 1970s, there was no field of academic specialisation that went by this 

name”: 

This is not, of course, to say that before the late 1970s there was no work being done 

on issues relating to postcolonial cultures and societies. […] In every academic 

discipline, there were presses specialising in the publication of material relating to 

postcolonial issues. […] The word ‘postcolonial’ occasionally appeared in this 

scholarship, but it did not mean then what it has come to mean in ‘postcolonial studies’. 

[…] ‘Postcolonial’, in these usages from the early 1970s, was a periodising term, an 

historical and not an ideological concept. It bespoke no political desire or aspiration, 

looked forward to no particular social or political order. Erstwhile, territories that had 

been decolonised were ‘postcolonial’ states. It was as simple as that. (10-11) 

 While the term postcolonial initially signified a particular historical material condition 

and not an aesthetic or specifically political scheme, Lazarus explains that postcolonial studies 

emerged alongside, even as a supplement to poststructuralism and eventually aligned with 
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cultural and literary postmodernism. When in Ordinary Enchantments, Faris observes that 

literary magic(al) realism reflects the “cultural moment of postcolonialism”, it is fair to assume 

that Faris means the historical moment at which postcolonial studies was formalized as an 

academic field and the more general popularity of postcolonial literature thereabouts, since 

there is no one historical moment at which specific territories became postcolonial in the 

material sense of the word (1). Lazarus claims that, as a result of its coemergence with 

poststructuralism and postmodernism, postcolonial studies inherited a number of unconscious 

biases, and Lazarus characterizes the field (in the late 1970s and now) in terms of a 

“combination of post-Marxist and anti-nationalist philosophical discourse, identity politics, 

postmodernism, and multiculturalism (the whole ensemble sometimes leavened by post-

structuralist epistemology)” (101). In fact, this combination of preferences and presuppositions 

was not an immediate problem for critics of magic(al) realism reading written works of fiction 

in the 1980s. Indeed, postcolonialism inflected by an identity-political and post-Marxist 

postmodernism seemed to account for literary magic(al) realism’s origins in Latin America, its 

use of postmodernist conventions and devices, and its favour amongst diasporic and other 

marginal authors writing from within the West. However, it is critical to understand that many 

of the works of magic(al) realism that were written and published in Latin America in the 1960s 

and 70s, through which other works were and still are read, were responding to the conditions 

of modernity and not postmodernity. While these works might make use of conventions and 

devices that are associated with literary postmodernism, they are not necessarily consistent 

with the material transition from modernity to postmodernity and so the cultural transition from 

modernism to postmodernism that is taken for granted when critics of magic(al) realism 

theorize the mode simply in terms of postcolonialism and postmodernism. In magic(al) realist 

literary studies, issues of conflation and ‘inexactitude’ are often put down to the fact that the 
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mode subverts notions of causation and linearity, but as I see it, such ‘evasions’ function to 

mythologize what is an otherwise and in fact constitutively demythological mode. 

 As a materialist critic of postcolonial studies, Lazarus seeks explicitly to contest some 

of the “particular ideas and assumptions predominant in postcolonial studies” (1). Says 

Lazarus, “I have sought, in general, to call into question concepts and theories that have seemed 

to me to lack accountability to the realities of the contemporary world-system that constitutes 

their putative object”. To be sure, other critics, such as Timothy Brennan and Benita Parry have 

launched interventions in postcolonial studies with a view to proposing “alternative critical and 

reading practices more attentive to historical circumstances and socio-material conditions” 

(Parry i). Key to materialist interventions in postcolonial studies are the following claims: that 

colonization is a historical-material phenomenon tied to modern modes of production, namely 

capitalism, and not simply a cultural project; and that works of fiction that critique colonization 

can and do take issue with particular historical material conditions and not just the cultural or 

representational problems of colonization. Bowers contends that literary magic(al) realism in 

a postcolonial context functions to redress issues of “cultural representation” (97). By contrast, 

materialist critics of postcolonial studies look beyond representation to material experiences 

and explanations of postcolonial realities. This thesis follows materialist interventions in 

postcolonial studies (or at least in the first instance) insofar as it seeks to explain, by way of 

migration and other historical-material conditions and modes of production, the movement of 

magic(al) realism from Europe to Latin America and elsewhere. It also aims to reconnect 

particular details and motifs consistent across specific works and the broader tradition of 

magic(al) realism to the particular geohistorical contexts out of which they emerged. That said, 

this thesis combines historical- and new-materialist methods and theories. 

 As a broad field of academic inquiry that originates in feminist philosophies of science, 

the new materialisms focus on the more-than-human agency of matter as well as the 
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interdependence of nonhuman matter and human modes of interpretation, organization, and 

production. In the 2014 work Material Ecocriticism, Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann 

submit that “new materialist thinkers invite us to reconsider the categories of the world”: 

Their main claim is that discourses about the living world, though necessary, are per se 

insufficient, if separated from their broader material substratum of inanimate 

substances and apersonal agencies. In other words, not everything that happens in this 

world and interferes with living systems is ‘alive’ in the biological sense. […] Agency, 

therefore, is not to be necessarily and exclusively associated with human beings and 

human intentionality, but it is a pervasive and inbuilt property of matter […] . From 

this dynamism, reality emerges as an intertwined flux of material and discursive forces. 

(3) 

Donna Haraway’s 1988 article “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and 

the Privilege of Partial Perspective” is key to new-materialist criticism, and I refer to it 

throughout this thesis. Responding to feminist critiques of science, Haraway insists that, while 

feminists are right to problematize the relationship between structural masculinity and the 

production of scientific knowledge, humans and their nonhuman cohabitants still require 

notions of materiality, of objectivity in order to function and for the purposes of accountability. 

Haraway stresses that women cannot cede their claims to real worlds simply because scientific 

notions of disembodied objectivity are dubious and gendered. To this effect, Haraway proposes 

a model of ‘partial perspectives’ and ‘situated knowledges’, which holds that all knowledge is 

produced by a knowingly partial self in conversation with a particular material environment. 

“The knowing self”, says Haraway, “is partial in all its guises, never finished, whole, simply 

there and original; it is always constructed and stitched together imperfectly, and therefore able 

to join with another, to see without claiming to be another” (586). Haraway pursues an 

empirical reality while recognizing the contingency inherent in that reality and in accounts of 
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it. In this thesis, I employ a new-materialist mode of reading not because the new materialisms 

are in vogue, but because they are vital to my account of magic(al) realism. On the one hand, 

the new materialisms are an inescapable fact of historical materialism: the cultural, economic, 

and political conditions that affect humans are cocreated by and also affect nonhumans. On the 

other hand, they provide a framework for understanding the agentic, vibrant, and otherwise 

magic(al) matters that are consistent across specific works and the broader tradition of 

magic(al) realism. 

 In terms of structure, this thesis comprises five chapters, the first of which is titled “The 

Art of Cartography: Mapping Magic(al) Realism”. In this chapter, I plot key coordinates in the 

historical development of magic(al) realism, from the Weimar Republic in the 1920s and 30s, 

to Latin America in the 1940s, 50s, 60s, and 70s. Brennan observes in literary criticism and 

specifically in postcolonial studies a “return to favour of sociologies of literature”, including 

“mappings of literary content” (“Re-Imagining Postcolonial Studies” 106). I follow this trend 

insofar as I recover the geohistorical and other material ‘stuff’ of magic(al) realism,6 or the 

matter in and through which magic(al) realism originates and circulates. Indeed, I argue that 

dominant accounts of magic(al) realism do not realize so much as reconstruct historical detail 

in ways that presuppose identity-political theories of the mode. In order to map magic(al) 

realism across the colonial divide, and the origins and movements of magic(al) realism in the 

twentieth century require such a mapping, I read artworks by Carl Grossberg, Franz Radziwill, 

and Georg Schimpf, and written works, including essays, novels, and short stories, by Franz 

Roh, Alejo Carpentier, Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriel García Márquez, and José Saramago. As I 

see it, these works use unlikely configurations of objects and improbable lines of sight to 

demythologize historical-material conditions. In so doing, they discover a common reality in 

matter. For this reason, I insist that magic(al) realism’s guiding principle is in fact solidarity 

and not the solitude of absolute difference and cultural unintelligibility that marks magic(al)-
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realist literary studies. In order to develop this position, I introduce my own magic(al)-

materialist mode of reading, which I use to theorize (first in and later outside of specific works 

of fiction) interactions between humans and nonhumans, including nonhuman organic and 

inorganic matter, that reveal the ‘magic’ by which things are made and so establish a ‘solid’ 

platform from which to communicate across different geohistorical contexts and subject 

positions. By recasting magic(al) realism along historical- and new-materialist lines, and by 

plotting routes between and not simply the locations in which magic(al) realism occurs, I aim 

to provide a ‘responsible’ and useful account of the mode, to make space for new works and 

theories of magic(al) realism. 

 Chapter Two is titled “The Angel of History: Magic(al) Realism in Central and Eastern 

Europe”. In this chapter, I read works that are excluded from the designation of magic(al) 

realism on the basis of where, by whom, and after what influences they are produced. More 

specifically, I consider magic(al) realism in and after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. 

Lazarus states that “most of those who found themselves subject to its domination experienced 

the USSR precisely as a colonial order” (“Spectres Haunting” 119). While I am not prepared 

to settle the debate as to whether or not or to what extent it is appropriate to theorize post-

Sovietism in terms of postcolonialism, I am interested in what a comparative reading of 

colonial/postcolonial and Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism means for critical accounts of 

the mode. In this chapter, I read novels by Mikhail Bulgakov, Günter Grass, and Milan 

Kundera, and a film by Wim Wenders, and I use these works to plot the historical development 

of magic(al) realism in Europe and parallel to its development in Latin America. In so doing, I 

refute the critical distinction between ‘ontological’ and ‘epistemological’ magic(al) realism. 

Chapter Three is titled “Good Bones: Magic(al) Realism, Feminism, and Gender”, and in this 

chapter, I read works of magic(al) realism by and about women, including novels by Isabel 

Allende, Laura Esquivel, and Angela Carter, and a documentary film by Patricio Guzmán. In 



Introduction 

 15 

magic(al)-realist literary studies, women are considered analogous to colonized people insofar 

as they are dominated by and use magic(al) realism to resist a “predominantly male and white 

Western elite” (Bowers 68). However, I argue that identity-political theories of magic(al) 

realism, which pretend to centre, but actually reduce difference to so many interchangeable 

expressions of otherness, also mystify the particular ways in which women experience 

historical-material conditions and hegemonic structures of power. As I see it, magic(al) realism 

by and about women, albeit to greater or lesser degrees, does not critique patriarchy in isolation 

so much as situate (experiences of) gender and specifically gendered and sexual violence in 

broader historical-material conditions. Of course, issues of gender, sex, and other essentialisms 

continue to divide the ‘old’ (historical) and new materialisms, so I necessarily confront what 

Heidi I. Hartmann terms the “unhappy marriage of Marxism and feminism” (1). 

 Chapters Four and Five mark a more reconstructive approach on my part. In Chapter 

Four, which is titled “Alien Encounters: Magic(al) Realism in North America”, I explore the 

relationship between magic(al) realism and science and fiction, and I read novels by Nnedi 

Okorafor, Kurt Vonnegut, and Tom Robbins. Having moved past (or at least to some extent) 

identity-political issues of who produces, who reads, who critiques magic(al) realism, and so 

on, I focus on what magic(al) realism actually does, and I consider the complementary ways in 

which magic(al) realism and science fiction recast narratives of encounter. In this way, I 

demonstrate that materialist theories of magic(al) realism allow the mode to add to even as it 

benefits from theories of science fiction and other literary genres. Chapter Five is titled “A 

Measured Appraisal: Magic(al) Realism, Intention, and Indeterminacy”. In this chapter, I 

finally confront Salman Rushdie. In fact, the object of my criticism is not Rushdie so much as 

the scholar of literature whose role (at least insofar as I argue it) is to situate specific works of 

fiction in relation to prevailing historical-material and political conditions, even as some works 

of fiction might defer to ambiguity, irony, or other such evasions. Chapter Five concludes in 



Introduction 

 16 

my hometown of Ōtautahi-Christchurch, Aotearoa-New Zealand, where in 2010 and 2011, I 

experienced earthquakes of magnitudes 7.1 and 6.3. To be sure, earthquakes are not the same 

as war or colonization, but they need not be in order to produce experiences from which to 

realize the magic(al) materialism of such events. Haraway advocates for those “who would still 

like to talk about reality with more confidence than we allow to the Christian Right when they 

discuss the Second Coming and their being raptured out of the final destruction of the world” 

(577). Notwithstanding the Christian Right, this thesis affirms that magic(al) realism does and 

so its critics should stake claims to material realities, to solidarity lest they mystify the 

experiences of war, colonization, gendered and sexual violence, and natural disasters that frame 

specific works and so the broader tradition of magic(al) realism. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Art of Cartography: Mapping Magic(al) Realism 

In that Empire, the Art of Cartography attained such Perfection that the map of a single 

Province occupied the entirety of a City, and the map of the Empire, the entirety of a 

Province. In time, those Unconscionable Maps no longer satisfied, and the 

Cartographers Guilds struck a Map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire, 

and which coincided point for point with it. The following Generations, who were not 

so fond of the Study of Cartography as their Forebears had been, saw that that vast Map 

was Useless, and not without some Pitilessness was it, that they delivered it up to the 

Inclemencies of Sun and Winters. In the Deserts of the West, still today, there are 

Tattered Ruins of that Map, inhabited by Animals and Beggars; in all the Land there is 

no other Relic of the Disciplines of Geography. 

Jorge Luis Borges, “On Exactitude in Science” (325). 

Introduction 

In the 1946 short story “On Exactitude in Science”, Jorge Luis Borges inadvertently anticipates 

and allegorizes the predicament facing contemporary (and would-be) critics of magic(al) 

realism: our maps, myopically specific, and yet unconscionably vast, are no longer or else not 

entirely useful. While magic(al)-realist literary studies has been in decline since the late 1990s 

and early 2000s, critical accounts of magic(al) realism have continued to emerge, albeit 

intermittently, into the present decade. In 2009, Christopher Warnes published Magical 

Realism and the Postcolonial Novel: Between Faith and Irreverence, and Jesús Benito, Ana 

Ma Manzanas, and Begoña Simal copublished Uncertain Mirrors: Magical Realisms in US 

Ethnic Literatures. Eva Aldea’s Magical Realism and Deleuze: The Indiscernibility of 

Difference in Postcolonial Literature followed in 2011, and Taner Can’s 2015 work Magical 

Realism in Postcolonial British Fiction: History, Nation, Narration is a more recent addition 
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to magic(al)-realist literary studies. To be sure, other critics, such as Stephen M. Hart, Jo 

Langdon, Maria Takolander, and Lois Parkinson Zamora, have contributed to various academic 

publications articles that read specific works and the broader tradition of magic(al) realism. 

These critics can and do bring new insights, themes, and vocabularies to magic(al)-realist 

literary studies, and yet the geohistorical and literary coordinates they use to structure their 

accounts of magic(al) realism are familiar to say the least: Jorge Luis Borges, Alejo Carpentier, 

Gabriel García Márquez, and Salman Rushdie reign supreme.1 Meanwhile, new works and 

increasingly interdisciplinary forms of magic(al) realism have continued to succeed in 

undercharted terrains: the Polish activist and author Olga Tokarczuk’s 1996 novel Primeval 

and Other Times is set in the mythical village of Primeval and retells events leading up to and 

after World War I, the Mexican-American author Salvador Plascencia’s 2005 novel The People 

of Paper follows a former monk turned origami surgeon who uses paper to fold into existence 

a woman named Merced de Papel, the 2015 film The Lure is directed by the Polish filmmaker 

Agnieszka Smoczyńska and depicts a situation in which two mermaids are employed to 

perform in a Varsovian nightclub, and the Argentine author Mariana Enriquez’s 2016 

collection of short horror stories The Things We Lost in the Fire invokes Borges and the Latin-

American magic(al)-realist tradition. To the would-be critic of magic(al) realism, it certainly 

seems as if there is a kind of disconnect between critical (or at least dominant) accounts and 

contemporary works of magic(al) realism, between magic(al) realism’s maps and its 

territories.2 It is precisely this sense of disconnection and these related questions that I intend 

to interrogate in this chapter: Why do dominant accounts of magic(al) realism seem to rely on 

the same authors or else specific works of fiction at the expense of others? Why do these 

accounts seem disinclined to consider magic(al) realism beyond what, in the 2004 work 

Ordinary Enchantments: Magical Realism and the Remystification of Narrative, Wendy B. 

Faris terms the “cultural moment of postcolonialism” in the 1980s (1)? Following historical-
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materialist interventions in postcolonial studies and new-materialist criticism, this thesis starts 

with and then follows the geohistorical and other material ‘stuff’ of magic(al) realism in order 

to replot key coordinates in the mode’s historical development and so make space for new 

works and theories of magic(al) realism. 

 While I do not suggest that a replotting of magic(al) realism’s key coordinates should 

overlook the mode’s canonical works (many of which figure throughout this thesis), a thorough 

reexamination of these works and the relationships between them is in order. To this effect, I 

start my replotting in the Weimar Republic and with a style of painting designated magischer 

realismus, or magic realism. According to Irene Guenther, magic-realist painters in the Weimar 

Republic used unlikely configurations of objects and improbable lines of sight to realize and 

make ‘reasonable’ the unheimlichkeit or uncanniness “inherent in their modern technological 

surroundings” (36). From the Weimar Republic, I follow magic(al) realism to Latin America, 

the putative birthplace of magic(al) realism, where I address Carpentier’s concept of lo real 

maravilloso, or marvellous realism, a cosmological paradigm that is supposedly 

‘territorialized’ in Latin America. I compare and try to account for Carpentier’s (alleged) 

cultural nationalism and Borges’ cosmopolitanism, after which I read Carpentier’s 1949 novel 

The Kingdom of This World and García Márquez’s 1967 novel One Hundred Years of Solitude, 

which is often taken as the model of realismo mágico, or magical realism and so the measure 

of literary magic(al) realism. From one side of the Latin-American Wars of Independence to 

the other, I conclude this chapter by reading the short stories “The Chair” and “Embargo” and 

the 1995 novel Blindness by José Saramago. Whereas dominant accounts of magic(al) realism 

focus on issues of difference, identity, and representation at the expense of issues of reality as 

a lived and material experience, I turn to matter, to solidarity to coordinate my account of 

magic(al) realism and its historical development. Following Donna Haraway, I construct a map 

that is ‘responsible’ and useful precisely because it is ‘situated’ in and subject to matter as it is 
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theorized in the ‘old’ and new materialisms. The point of this chapter is ultimately to recast 

from a materialist point of view key coordinates in the historical development of magic(al) 

realism and so reveal some of the assumptions—the “political unconscious”, as Neil Lazarus 

puts it—that seem to limit magic(al)-realist literary studies in a contemporary context (The 

Postcolonial Unconscious 1). 

Magischer Realismus 

In the 2004 work Magic(al) Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers states that the “consensus amongst 

the majority of contemporary critics, such as Amaryll Chanady, Seymour Menton, Lois 

Parkinson Zamora and Wendy Faris, is that the German art critic Franz Roh introduced the 

term [magic realism] to refer to a new form of post-expressionist painting during the Weimar 

Republic”, which is the name given to the German state as it existed between 1919 and 1933 

(9). In the 1925 essay “Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism”, Roh designates and describes 

magischer realismus or magic realism as a “new style that is thoroughly of this world, that 

celebrates the mundane” (17). Unlike surrealism, which depicts and explores “cerebral and 

psychological” realities, magic-realist painting is characterized in terms of its “focus on the 

material object and the actual existence of things in the world” (Bowers 12). Bowers admits 

that magic-realist painting and literary magic(al) realism are related, but does not pursue the 

exact nature of the relationship, and Irene Guenther, to whom Zamora and Faris defer in the 

1995 collection Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, concludes that Roh’s “actual 

influence” on literary magic(al) realism is “debatable, so transmuted have his pictorial 

formulations become” (61). In fact, Guenther does all but submit to the “doubtful possibility 

of establishing clear parallels” across literature and visual art (62). Kenneth Reeds summarizes 

the situation this way: critics of magic(al) realism “maintain Roh at a distance” (191). Indeed, 

beyond the words ‘magic’ and ‘real’, the relationship between magic-realist painting and 

literary magic(al) realism is unclear and undertheorized, partly because it annoys the 
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interpretive and methodological practices of various academic disciplines, specifically art 

history and literary criticism. However, it is precisely this relationship that I intend to develop 

in this section and throughout this thesis. By reading magic-realist painting as a formal 

expression of particular historical-material conditions (and from the point of view of a scholar 

of literature and not an art historian), I aim to demonstrate that magic-realist painting and 

literary magic(al) realism are not simply related in name, but are formally, genealogically, and 

ideologically consistent. 

 Roh argues that the “phases of all art can be distinguished quite simply by means of the 

particular objects that artists perceive, among all the objects in the world, thanks to an act of 

selection that is already an act of creation” (“Magic Realism” 16). Guenther notes that the 

particular objects that are depicted in magic-realist painting include the “city square, the 

metropolis, [and] still lifes […] . Clearly, it was not the subject matter that made this art so 

different. Rather, it was the fastidious depiction of familiar objects” (36). After the “emotional 

fervor of Expressionism” and following Germany’s loss in World War I and the subsequent 

November Revolution in 1918 and 1919, magic-realist painters sought to “develop new 

techniques” in order to see “more intensively and correctly” (37). These painters used unlikely 

configurations of objects and improbable lines of sight to realize the unheimlichkeit or 

uncanniness inherent in their “modern technological surroundings”, to reflect the fact that 

matter could be recombined to produce new and strange realities (36). “Sober” and “severe”, 

magic-realist painting constituted a “new way of seeing and rendering the everyday” (Roh 

German Art 113; Guenther 36). The German painter Grethe Jürgens describes magic-realist 

painting this way: 

It is the discovery of a totally new world. One paints pots and rubbish piles, and then 

suddenly sees these things quite differently, as if one had never before seen a pot. One 

paints a landscape, trees, houses, vehicles, and one sees the world anew. One discovers 
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like a child an adventure-filled land. One looks at technological objects with different 

eyes when one paints them or sees them in new paintings. (quoted in Guenther 36) 

The German painter Otto Dix, whose artworks Roh associates with magic realism, holds that, 

in magic-realist painting, the “object remains primary”, the “how has to develop out of the 

what” (quoted in Guenther 49).3 Between 1919 and 1933, the Weimar Republic, already 

economically enfeebled by the reparations imposed on Germany after World War I, 

experienced a number of crises that transformed the lives and so informed the artistic and 

cultural practices of its people: food shortages, hyperinflation (in 1924, “one American dollar 

was worth more than 40 trillion marks”), and political and paramilitary violence (Guenther 43). 

At the same time, moves toward democracy, industrialization, and urbanization (in short, 

modernity) continued to produce new communities, modes of contact and exchange, and 

configurations of objects in the home and at work. From Germany’s impoverishment after 

World War I, to the relative prosperity of the Golden Twenties, to the Great Depression and 

the rise of Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist German Workers’ (Nazi) Party, disproportions, 

extreme dichotomies, and extraordinary juxtapositions were seemingly natural conditions of 

life in the Weimar Republic, and magic-realist painters simply documented and so tried to 

‘rationalize’ these conditions. 

 In the 1958 work German Art in the Twentieth Century, Roh lists the defining elements 

of magic-realist painting, many of which can be summarized in terms of two distinct, but 

interrelated techniques: the semi-photorealistic depiction of unlikely configurations of objects, 

and the casting of improbable lines of sight. Guenther observes that Roh does not provide a 

“concise definition” of magic-realist painting and instead depends on various adjectives, lists 

of artists, and reproductions of artworks to demonstrate the features of magic-realist painting 

(34). Guenther speculates that the absence of a clear and reliable definition in Roh’s writings 

is the reason that the term ‘magic realism’ proceeded to fall out of favour in art-historical 
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circles. In fact in 1925, the German art historian and museum director Gustav F. Hartlaub 

staged an exhibition entitled “Neue Sachlichkeit”, or New Objectivity, which featured many of 

the artists and artworks that Roh associates with magic-realist painting (41). Roh helped 

Hartlaub to produce the exhibition, and after its success, Roh increasingly used the term new 

objectivity in place of magic realism. The collocation new objectivity is pertinent, but also a 

problem for my account of the relationship between magic-realist painting and literary 

magic(al) realism. On the one hand, it captures and forecasts the fundamental role of vibrant 

matter in producing and giving meaning to the magic in literary magic(al) realism. On the other 

hand, it interrupts the historical continuity of magic(al) realism as a mode that starts in visual 

art in the Weimar Republic and migrates to literature and other creative forms in Latin America 

and elsewhere. My point is that the term new objectivity, by separating magic-realist painting 

from the term magic realism, functions to separate magic(al) realism from its historical- and 

specifically new-materialist elements. Moreover, it suggests a kind of split genealogy, whereby 

magic(al) realism is taken up by Latin-American and other postcolonial writers while new 

objectivity continues on in Europe. I address this problem of an apparent split genealogy in 

Chapter Two, but suffice it to say for now that this thesis maintains that magic-realist painting 

and literary magic(al) realism are consistent and part of the same tradition. In order to support 

this position, I want to read three artworks by artists that Roh associates with magic-realist 

painting. My intention is to identify details and motifs that are also present in literary magic(al) 

realism, and which I might use to develop my own magic(al)-materialist mode of reading later 

in this and other chapters. 

 Carl Grossberg’s 1929 artwork Composition with Turbine (see fig. 1) depicts a 

decontextualized and relatively elaborate water turbine in front of a plainly geometric built 

background. The turbine’s semi-circular dark-grey wheel stands out against straight lines and 

soft pastel colours. Contrasting shapes suggest a kind of spiral that draws the viewer’s eye to a 



The Art of Cartography 

 24 

Fig. 1: Grossberg, Carl. Composition with Turbine. 1929. “Carl Grossberg in Context”. 

Harvard Art Museums, 2020. Accessed on Thursday the 23rd of July 2020. Electronic. 

 

Fig. 2: Radziwill, Franz. Back Buildings in Dresden. 1931. Fuhrmannek, Wolfgang. 

“Hinterhäuser in Dresden”. Franz Radziwill. Accessed on Thursday the 23rd of July 2020. 

Electronic. 
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Fig. 3: Schrimpf, Georg. Railroad Crossing. 1932. “Die Nationalgalerie zeigt ihre vergessenen 

Schätze-2”. Berlin Nachrichten, 2016. Accessed on Thursday the 23rd of July 2020. Electronic. 

 

Fig. 4: Waxman, Olivia B. “Why Auschwitz Plays Such a Central Role in Holocaust 

Remembrance”. Time, 2019. Accessed on Thursday the 23rd of July 2020. Electronic. 
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point in the distance at which a small tunnel terminates. Optically, the viewer is encouraged to 

look both at and beyond the turbine. As machines, turbines function to produce energy, and yet 

Grossberg’s turbine is eerily still precisely because it is alienated from and independent of the 

industrial and technological modes of production that give it a ‘purpose’ and so ‘meaning’. In 

its equivocacy and quietude, the turbine exemplifies Roh’s claim that magic-realist painting 

expresses “simple respect” for the “very solidity of objects, which the [human] will must come 

up against” (“Magic Realism” 22). Franz Radziwill’s 1931 artwork Back Buildings in Dresden 

(see fig. 2) is a busier painting. It depicts a multidimensional streetscape over which an 

unidentified aeroplane flies. A lone tree stands in the foreground, and a tall dark wall looms to 

the right. It bears the word ‘colosseum’. Again, the viewer’s eye is drawn to a central point at 

which the ancient Greek words ‘Rheian Kosmea’ are inscribed on the front of a building. 

Rheian is an adjectival word that relates to the Titaness Rhea, Mother of Gods and sister-wife 

to the Titan Cronus, Father of Time. Kosmea can be translated as balance, harmony, or simply 

order. Radziwill’s inscription is ambiguous. In Greek mythology, Cronus castrates his father 

Uranus and, fearing a similar fate, eats five of his six children to Rhea. Rhea protects her 

youngest son Zeus, who eventually dispenses to Cronus an emetic that causes him to expel 

Zeus’ siblings. Sigmund Freud’s theories of psychoanalysis were popular in the Weimar 

Republic in the 1920s and 30s, and Radziwill’s reference to Rhea might signify feelings of 

castration anxiety and emasculation in Germany after World War I (perhaps it is an appeal to 

Rhea to protect the Weimar Republic, the surviving child of a war amongst men, from acts of 

preemptive violence). It might also bespeak the appropriation of the “ancient past, its canonical 

texts, ideas, and civilizations” by German nationalists, who used classical mythologies to 

fabricate their own “heroic myth[s] of race” (Chapoutot 5; 9). In the 2016 work Greeks, 

Romans, Germans: How the Nazis Usurped Europe’s Classical Past, Johann Chapoutot 

explains that, for German nationalists, the “lessons of antiquity served as a warning: Greece 
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and Rome fell because they were incapable of protecting the purity of their blood against 

mixing and infiltration” (fourth cover). Once a member of the revolutionary November Group, 

an association of artists on the political left, Radziwill joined the Nazi Party in 1933. This 

movement from left to right is typical of magic-realist painters (sometimes by will, sometimes 

by force). 

 Georg Schrimpf’s 1932 artwork Railroad Crossing (see fig. 3) depicts a bifurcated 

railroad. One set of tracks passes under two rectangular bridges and continues into the distance 

while the other veers to the left and out of sight. The artwork is washed in amber and sepia 

tones, which suggest life and warmth, and yet the railroad itself is still, as if everything has 

been “arrested, immobilized, like a stopped clock” (Roh German Art 117). A red light signals 

to an absent carriage. Indeed, as in other magic-realist paintings, there is no sign of human 

activity, without which it is difficult to ascribe a purpose and meaning to the objects that figure 

on the canvas. As I see it, magic-realist painting disconnects otherwise ordinary objects from 

their practical functions and use-values. In so doing, it actually emphasizes the extent to which 

humans employ objects to instrumental ends. What is a turbine without something to power? 

What is a railroad without something to transport? The effect of magic-realist painting is such 

that it demonstrates that reality is not simply given or prescribed, but it occurs as a result of 

particular interactions between humans and nonhumans, including nonhuman organic and 

inorganic matter. Put simply, the inherent properties of matter cause humans to read and work 

with it in particular ways. Guenther remarks that initially the majority of magic-realist painters 

were associated with communist organizations, specifically the Association of Revolutionary 

German Fine Artists (ARBKD) and the Red Group, and these groups’ explicit intention was to 

“promote the class struggle”, their art was made to “correspond in style and content to the needs 

of workers” (ARBKD in Guenther 48). To be sure, the depiction of industrial and technological 

objects devoid of the human labour that is required to make them ‘work’ does highlight a 
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number of basic socialist principles.4 However, magic-realist painters also sought to apprehend 

ordinary objects beyond their relationship to humans and their work. In pursuit of this form of 

(new) objectivity, magic-realist painting favoured a technique that would ultimately see it 

coopted by the “cultural ideologues of the Nazi party” (55). 

 In order to encourage the viewer to see the material object beyond its practical function 

and use-value, magic-realist painters used a technique that Roh articulates as the “effacement 

of the painting process” (German Art 113). In other words, these painters used a semi-

photorealistic style so as not to distract from the particular objects depicted on the canvas. In 

the 1957 work Mythologies, Roland Barthes writes that “myth is constituted by the loss of the 

historical quality of things: in it, things lose the memory that they once were made” (142). 

Insofar as magic-realist painters tried to avoid (or at least in formal terms) any signs that their 

artworks once were made, they engaged in a kind of myth-making that suited the Nazi Party’s 

own mythic constructions—their romantic visions of an “idealized and heroic realism” 

(Guenther 54). Indeed, the Nazi Party advanced a blut und boden, or blood and soil doctrine, 

whereby the material products of labour are attributed not to the process of making so much as 

the essential purity and symbiosis of nonhuman nature and Aryan blood. Infrastructure, 

rationalized this way, is simply the result of a natural alliance that allows things to be as they 

should, and not a contingent outcome of hegemonic structures of power, so there is no need to 

consider the instrumental ends to which matter is employed (see fig. 4). As I intend to argue it, 

magic(al) realism is plagued by this problem of a kind of magic that is related to essentialisms 

of culture, nation, and race on the one hand, and the historical-material magic of making across 

nations on the other. As I see it, it is the role of the critic to provide sufficient context to equip 

the reader (or viewer) to differentiate between these two explanations of magic and so of 

magic(al) realism. 
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Inter/nationalism 

While critics seem to sense that magic-realist painting expresses a kind of material magic that 

is also present in literary magic(al) realism, the majority of critics accept that the term’s origins 

in visual art in the Weimar Republic are separate from, maybe immaterial to the postcolonial 

origins of literary magic(al) realism in Latin America. For this reason, the question of whether 

or not (and if so how) magic(al) realism migrated from the Weimar Republic in the 1920s and 

30s to Latin America in the 1940s and 50s is rarely asked, let alone answered in magic(al) 

realist literary studies. When this question does arise, critics generally point to two individuals, 

the Cuban musicologist and writer Alejo Carpentier, and the Argentine author and translator 

Jorge Luis Borges.5 Carpentier lived in France in the 1920s and 30s and, as Maggie Ann 

Bowers puts it in Magic(al) Realism, Carpentier was “strongly influenced by European artistic 

movements” (14). Between 1938 and 1967, Borges translated into Spanish “eighteen texts (or 

fragments of texts)” by the German-Czech author Franz Kafka, and Bowers considers that 

Kafka’s 1915 short story “Metamorphosis” anticipates literary magic(al) realism. It might be 

true that two individuals are responsible for the importation of aspects of magic(al) realism 

from Europe to Latin America or else the reinvention of the term apart from magic-realist 

painting as some critics suggest. However, Irene Guenther posits a more compelling account 

of the arrival of magic(al) realism in Latin America: 

Introduction of Roh’s Magic Realism to Latin America occurred through the Spanish 

translation and publication of his book [Nach-Expressionismus, Magischer Realismus: 

Probleme der neuesten europäischen Malerei] by the Revista de Occidente in 1927. 

Within a year, Magic Realism was being applied to the prose of European authors in 

the literary circles of Buenos Aires. The unprecedented cultural migration from Europe 

to the Americas in the 1930s and 1940s, as the muses fled the horrors of the Third 
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Reich, might also have played a role in disseminating the term. Over one-fifth of the 

500,000 exiles who fled Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Austria between 1933 and 

1941 settled in Central and South America. (61) 

This (somewhat) historical-materialist explanation of the movement of magic(al) realism from 

Europe to Latin America is uncharacteristic of dominant accounts of the mode and its historical 

development. Indeed, Bowers simply states that Carpentier is “widely acknowledged as the 

originator of Latin American magic(al) realism” while Borges is a “precursor to magical 

realism” (14; 17). In the 1949 essay “On the Marvelous Real in America”, Carpentier invents 

the term lo real maravilloso, or marvellous realism to describe the “improbable juxtapositions 

and marvelous mixtures [that] exist [in and] by virtue of Latin America’s varied history, 

geography, demography, and politics” (Zamora and Faris “Editors’ Note” 75). Says Carpentier, 

“what is the entire history of America if not a chronicle of the marvelous real?” (“On the 

Marvelous Real” 88). In this section, I intend to read Carpentier’s concept of marvellous 

realism (or at least critical accounts of it) and Borges’ 1951 essay “The Argentine Writer and 

Tradition” in terms of (and ultimately to recast) the tension between discourses of cultural 

nationalism and cosmopolitanism in magic(al) realist literary studies. 

 Carpentier observes that the marvellous “inheres in the natural and human realities of 

time and place” (Zamora and Faris “Editors’ Note” 75). Marvellous realism (the second 

movement to which the parenthetical term magic(al) realism refers) is ontological insofar as it 

is an intrinsic property of particular configurations of objects, and cosmological insofar as it is 

a concept of reality that exists before its expression in specific works of fiction. Carpentier 

situates marvellous realism against the “tiresome pretension” of European creative traditions, 

namely surrealism, in which so-called “bureaucrats” try to mimic the marvellous by “invoking 

traditional formulas” (“On the Marvelous Real” 84; 85). Indeed, it is fair to say that Carpentier 

is critical of European traditions that seek to engineer a form of marvellous realism through 
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“manufactured combinations of images” (Zamora and Faris “Editors’ Note” 75). By definition, 

marvellous realism cannot be staged, it must arise “from an unexpected alteration of reality 

(the miracle), from a privileged revelation of reality” (“On the Marvelous Real” 86). In 

magic(al) realist literary studies, Carpentier’s concept of marvellous realism is understood in 

terms of an ideology of cultural nationalism that precludes non-Latin-American marvellous 

realism, that ‘territorializes’ marvellous realism in Latin America. In Magical Realism: Theory, 

History, Community, Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris perceive that Carpentier’s 

concept of marvellous realism is “aggressively American”, and in Magical Realism in 

Postcolonial British Fiction: History, Nation, Narration, Taner Can affirms that the 

“promotion of cultural nationalism” is a “key element” of Carpentier’s writing (Zamora and 

Faris “Editors’ Note” 75; Can 32). However, in the same texts that critics of magic(al) realism 

use to support this alleged notion of cultural nationalism, Carpentier identifies marvellous 

realism in non-Latin-American geohistorical contexts: 

I found myself in the Soviet Union where, despite my inability to speak the language, 

my sense of incomprehension was entirely alleviated. […] I knew those columns. I 

knew those astragals. […] In Leningrad, in Moscow, I found once again in the 

architecture, in the literature, in the theater, a perfectly intelligible universe, intelligible 

despite my own deficiencies in technical and mechanical understanding of what is 

situated outside my own cultural territory. […] But that’s not all. Though the 

Reformation and Counter Reformation are present in the stones of Prague, its buildings 

and spaces also speak to us of a past forever suspended between the extreme poles of 

real and unreal. (“On the Marvelous Real” 79-81) 

Contrary to the notion of ‘territorialization’, Carpentier appreciates marvellous realism in non-

Latin-American creative traditions and material landscapes, and yet in magic(al) realist literary 

studies, Carpentier’s concept of marvellous realism is considered antithetical to the ideology 
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of cosmopolitanism (sometimes internationalism) of Borges, the other ‘father’ of Latin-

American magic(al) realism—Guenther writes that magic-realist painting is a “child [with] … 

two names” (magic realism and new objectivity), and similarly Latin-American magic(al) 

realism is a child with two “presumptive father[s]”, whose ideologies are considered 

fundamentally incompatible (Guenther 41; Grass 198). 

 Bowers claims that Borges is not a ‘true’ magic(al) realist writer, but instead, the “father 

of modern Latin American writing and a precursor to magical realism” (17). Indeed, critics of 

magic(al) realism often refer to Borges’ 1932 essay “Narrative Art and Magic” in which Borges 

maintains that magic is “ruled by all of the laws of nature as well as those of the imagination”, 

which is to say for now that the magic in literary magic(al) realism is ‘reasoned’, if not strictly 

‘rational’ (80). I am not interested in the extent to which Borges is or is not a true magic(al) 

realist writer so much as what Borges’ writing has meant for critical accounts of the mode. In 

“The Argentine Writer and Tradition”, Borges refutes the notion that Argentine writing should 

“abound in differential Argentine traits and Argentine local colour” (214). Borges criticizes 

cultural nationalists, who “pretend to venerate the capacities of the Argentine mind but want 

to limit the poetic exercises of that mind to a few impoverished local themes, as if we 

Argentines could only speak of orillas and estancias and not of the universe” (216). With 

regard to Ricardo Güiraldes’ 1926 novel Don Segundo Sombra: Shadows on the Pampas, 

Borges argues that cultural nationalists “tell us that Don Segundo Sombra is the model of a 

national book; but if we compare it with the works of the gauchesque tradition, the first thing 

we note are differences”: 

Don Segundo Sombra abounds in metaphors of a kind having nothing to do with 

country speech but a great deal to do with the metaphors of the then current literary 

circles of Montmartre. […] When I make this observation, I do not wish to lessen the 

value of Don Segundo Sombra; on the contrary, I want to emphasize the fact that, in 
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order that we might have this book, it was necessary for Güiraldes to recall the poetic 

technique of the French circles of his time and the work of Kipling which he had read 

many years before; in other words, Kipling and Mark Twain and the metaphors of 

French poets were necessary for this Argentine book, for this book which, I repeat, is 

no less Argentine for having accepted such influences. 

Borges rejects the notion that Argentine and other postcolonial writing should appeal to and 

incorporate essentially ‘local’ creative traditions in order to be Argentine and postcolonial. 

Indeed, Borges stakes claims to European traditions, but also subverts the notion that creative 

traditions belong to any one nation or race: “Anything we Argentines can do successfully will 

become part of our Argentine tradition, in the same way that the treatment of Italian themes 

belongs to the tradition of England through the efforts of Chaucer and Shakespeare” (219). For 

these reasons, Borges is considered archetypical of the internationalist dimensions of magic(al) 

realism, of the extent to which literary magic(al) realism reflects the lived and material realities 

of “transnational and transcultural lives” (Bowers 49). 

 The majority of critics of magic(al) realism accept that the mode is not a “Latin 

American monopoly”, and yet critics seem to sense that there are locations in which magic(al) 

realism is more or less ‘at home’ (Zamora and Faris “Introduction” 2). Indeed, Bowers uses 

the terms ‘ontological’ and ‘epistemological’ magic(al) realism to differentiate between 

specific works of fiction on the basis of where and by whom they are produced.6 Ontological 

magic(al) realism incorporates “beliefs or cultural practices” that are consistent with those of 

the author or else the particular geohistorical context in which the work is set (Bowers 91). By 

contrast, epistemological magic(al) realism is inspired by “sources which do not necessarily 

coincide with the cultural context of the fiction, or for that matter, of the author”. In practice, 

these terms are simply more diplomatic labels for ‘non-European’ and ‘European’ works of 

magic(al) realism. The question of where and by whom magic(al) realism is rightfully produced 
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is the initial subject of Chapter Two, but suffice it to say for now that this problem of propriety 

can be traced to dominant accounts of magic(al) realism’s historical development in which the 

mode’s origins in Latin America are ascribed to two individuals (Carpentier and Borges) and 

so two apparently incompatible ideologies (cultural nationalism and cosmopolitanism). 

 In the 1988 article “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the 

Privilege of Partial Perspective”, Donna Haraway argues for a model of “situated and embodied 

knowledges” and against “various forms of unlocatable, and so irresponsible, knowledge 

claims. Irresponsible means unable to be called into account” (583). As I see it, Haraway’s 

concept of situated knowledges can be used to settle and so transcend the tension between 

discourses of cultural nationalism and cosmopolitanism in magic(al)-realist literary studies. As 

I indicate above, Carpentier does not ‘territorialize’ marvellous realism in Latin America so 

much as situate marvellous realism in particular historical-material conditions. Indeed, 

marvellous realism is not to be discovered through creative experimentation for its own sake, 

but it is a reflection of lived and material experiences of reality. To say that marvellous realism 

is inherent in “Latin America’s varied history, geography, demography, and politics” is not to 

say that marvellous realism cannot or does not exist in other geohistorical contexts (Zamora 

and Faris “Editors’ Note” 75). Read this way, Carpentier’s concept of marvellous realism is 

not so far from Borges’ ideology of internationalism. As Haraway puts it, the “only way to find 

a larger vision is to be somewhere in particular” (590). In fact, in the 2011 work The 

Postcolonial Unconscious, Neil Lazarus contends that in “works of [postcolonial] literature, 

anticolonial nationalism is seldom narrow, sectarian, or chauvinistic; it seeks instead to open 

the community up to the globe. The fostering of nationalism is also the fostering of 

internationalism and transcultural solidaristic affiliation” (65). With these ideas in mind, it 

seems possible to say that Borges simply develops Carpentier’s concept of marvellous realism 

by recognizing that the creative traditions and techniques that are used to render particular 
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historical-material conditions are not the possession of essentially singular nations and races. 

From the “temple at Mitla” to the “stones of Prague”, from the “gauchesque tradition” to the 

“metaphors of French poets”, Carpentier and Borges, while they might not be individually 

responsible for the movement of magic(al) realism from Europe to Latin America, work 

together to show that works of fiction and specifically works of magic(al) realism are products 

of cultural interactions and historical-material conditions and not some essential postcolonial 

nature (“On the Marvelous Real” 78; 81; “On the Argentine Writer” 216). 

The Kingdom of This World 

Alejo Carpentier’s “On the Marvelous Real in America” is a key coordinate in magic(al)-realist 

literary studies, and yet critics often overlook Carpentier’s The Kingdom of This World (also 

1949). In Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy 

B. Faris mention the novel only insofar as it includes as a preface part of “On the Marvelous 

Real in America”. When it does figure in critical accounts of magic(al) realism, The Kingdom 

of This World is generally read in terms of Carpentier’s concept of marvellous realism and the 

apparent problem of the ‘territorialization’ of magic(al) realism in Latin America. Indeed, 

Amaryll Chanady writes that the novel is emblematic of Carpentier’s “virulent territorialization 

of the [marvellous] imaginary” (130). The Kingdom of This World is set before, during, and 

after the Haitian Revolution, which started in the French colony of Saint-Domingue in 1791.7 

Following thirteen years of insurrection, the independent Republic of Haiti was declared in 

1804. While the Haitian Revolution succeeded in the formal abolition of slavery in Haiti, a 

system of forced labour was introduced shortly after the Revolution, and hundreds of thousands 

of ‘freed’ slaves were sent back to plantations or else conscripted to build fortifications across 

the Republic, including the Citadelle Laferrière. The novel ultimately demonstrates that the 

corvée system engaged and simply nationalized colonial modes of production. To this effect, 

Carpentier incorporates historical detail, which functions to situate the novel and its magical 
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occurrences: the poisoning of landlords and their livestock by Macandal and his subsequent 

execution, the uprising inspired by Bouckman, General Rochambeau’s regime of violence, and 

the reign of King Henri Christophe are all analogous to historical accounts of the Haitian 

Revolution and its aftereffects. However, some critics insist that The Kingdom of This World 

abbreviates, exploits, or else omits key historical events. Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert claims 

that Carpentier leaves “vital aspects of the tale in the shadows” (119). In fact, Paravisini-Gebert 

argues that Carpentier appropriates the Haitian Revolution in order to construct a reality that is 

consistent with the concept of marvellous realism. According to Natalie M. Léger, Carpentier 

“perceives Haiti and yet does not see it at all” (88). Because Carpentier’s concept of marvellous 

realism is understood in terms of an ideology of cultural nationalism, and because The Kingdom 

of This World uses the Haitian Revolution to appeal to the “universality of human existence”, 

critics seem to sense that the novel suffers from a terminal contradiction (101). Ironically, 

Carpentier is accused of repeating the blind formulas of the European creative traditions against 

which the concept of marvellous realism is situated and at the expense of “American 

innovation” and “local sensibilities and desires” (96; 92). However, for critics of magic(al) 

realism, Carpentier’s recasting of the history of the Haitian Revolution is not so problematic 

precisely because magic(al) realism is associated with the manipulation of chronological and 

other empirical accounts of history. As Chanady puts it, “historiographical ‘reality’ is only one 

of the infinite number of truths, and maybe not even the most effective one” (138). 

 Chanady is right to resist the notion that historiographical and other ‘verifiable’ realities 

are the only legitimate realities. From the bureaucratic entry criteria to which immigrants and 

refugees are subjected, which sometimes compel individuals to falsify genealogical and other 

official documents,8 to the evidentiary standards used to assess the credibility of claims of rape 

and sexual violence, the so-called ‘burden of proof’ often functions to police and silence 

already marginalized communities. However, it is as Donna Haraway might put it, 
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‘irresponsible’ to state without qualification that historiographical realities are constitutively 

equal to all other realities, and as I see it, Chanady treads carelessly close to this line of thought. 

Indeed, this construction in which all realities are plausible whether or not they are accountable 

and informed, simply recapitulates the choice politics that are inherent in neoliberalism and 

further rationalized through certain forms of cultural postmodernism. Of course, it is also 

unreasonable to assume, as do Paravisini-Gebert and Léger, that a single work of fiction is able 

to recount absolutely and unproblematically key historical events, such as the founding of a 

nation state. To expect this much is to presuppose a politics of position, whereby an ideally 

placed individual is authorized to account categorically for history, reality, and ‘truth’. I submit 

that such a perfectly (un)encumbered subject position does not exist. Nonetheless, the issue is 

this: if facts favour the singular voice of hegemony, and ‘alternative facts’ simply beget so 

many different realities,9 how is it possible to account for and do justice to history? For 

Carpentier, the answer is to demythologize the historical- and new-materialist modes of 

production that coalesce to frame lived experiences of reality. To be sure, The Kingdom of This 

World does accentuate and rescale historical events, but only in order to reveal the economic 

and other material dimensions of colonization and slavery. The novel is not a complete history 

of the Haitian Revolution—how could it be? On the contrary, it is a history of material 

encounters and entanglements in which colonization and slavery are embodied in and 

experienced through interactions between various humans, nonhuman animals, plants, and 

inanimate objects. As I intend to argue it, The Kingdom of This World exemplifies Fredric 

Jameson’s assertion that magic(al) realism is fundamentally organized around “modes of 

production, and in particular […] mode[s] of production still locked in conflict with traces of 

the older mode” (“On Magic Realism in Film” 190). 

 In the first chapter of The Kingdom of This World, the protagonist and slave Ti Noël 

accompanies his master Monsieur Lenormand de Mézy to the city of Cap Français, the capital 
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of what is then Saint-Domingue. Here, Ti Noël discovers four wax heads, which are displayed 

in the front window of a barber’s shop. In the next window along, Ti Noël observes “calves’ 

heads, skinned and each with a sprig of parsley across the tongue” (4). This coincidence amuses 

Ti Noël, and he pictures an “abominable feast” where “alongside the pale calves’ heads, heads 

of white men were served on the same tablecloth. Just as fowl for a banquet are adorned with 

their feathers, so some experienced, macabre cook might have trimmed the heads with their 

best wigs” (5). Carpentier’s juxtaposition effectively manifests in a material moment the 

economic imperative of colonization and slavery. Indeed, this moment functions to frame 

colonization in terms of trade and broader notions of objectification, commodification, and 

consumption. In the 2012 work A Concise History of the Haitian Revolution, Jeremy D. Popkin 

notes that, by the late 1780s, Saint-Domingue produced nearly half of the entire world’s 

supplies of coffee and sugar, and each year approximately thirty thousand African slaves were 

imported to the colony to service the plantation system (2). It is critical to understand that 

colonization is not only a cultural, but also an economic project that cannot be separated from 

issues of the expropriation of resources (including human ‘livestock’ and their labour) and so 

the accumulation of wealth by colonial powers. In the same way that magic-realist painters use 

unlikely configurations of objects to realize the ‘magic’ by which things are made, Carpentier 

arranges otherwise ordinary objects in ways that reveal the economic and other material 

dimensions of colonization and slavery. In other words, coffee, sugar, wax heads, and wealth 

are necessarily produced and do not appear out of thin air. Ti Noël’s carnivalesque vision 

anticipates the breakdown of the colonial system, which occurs later in the novel, and the 

subsequent restoration of a dominant social order. That former slaves introduced a corvée 

system testifies to the immateriality of the carnivalesque revolutionary moment. The first 

chapter of The Kingdom of This World ultimately sets the tone for the entire novel insofar as it 

demonstrates that colonization and slavery work through and are visible in matter. 
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 In postcolonial and specifically in magic(al)-realist literary studies, colonization is 

often theorized in terms of a form of cultural imperialism, as if the first thought and final result 

of colonization is simply the propagation of European beliefs and practices and not the pursuit 

of the raw materials needed to accumulate wealth. In Magic(al) Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers 

affirms that the “effects of colonialism were not just the imposition of one nation’s rule over 

another, but it included attempts to change colonized peoples’ ways of thinking” (96). In 

Ordinary Enchantments and like Bowers, Faris concludes that literary magic(al) realism 

functions to “reverse the process of cultural colonization” (29). However, Neil Lazarus 

contends that colonization is experienced in different ways across different classes. Indeed, 

Lazarus explains that colonial establishments did not seek to win the “ideological, moral, 

cultural, and intellectual support” of labouring classes (“Disavowing Decolonization” 77). 

Instead, these classes were subjected to “material, physical, and economic exaction” in the 

forms of “taxation, conscription, forced labor, eviction, dispossession”, and so on. “The explicit 

targets of colonial hegemonization”, says Lazarus, “were the national and (sometimes) regional 

elites”. Because Carpentier focuses on the experiences of slaves, cultural imperialism is not a 

prominent feature of The Kingdom of This World. In fact, in the novel, the anticolonial 

revolutionary actions of slaves are informed by and actually give new meaning to indigenous 

beliefs and practices. For example, the Revolution starts when Macandal launches a “campaign 

of poison” against landlords and their (nonhuman) livestock (Paravisini-Gebert 116). The 

witchwoman Maman Loi teaches Macandal about various native plants and their properties, 

and this knowledge empowers Macandal to carry out his “crusade of extermination”: “In the 

shadow of the silver crucifixes that moved up and down the roads, green poison, yellow poison, 

or poison that had no color went creeping along, coming down the kitchen chimneys, slipping 

through the cracks of locked doors” (30; 28-29). Not only do the slaves retain, they also adapt 

their beliefs and practices to the fact of colonization and so anticolonialism. All of this is to say 
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that, when critics of magic(al) realism assume that colonization functions primarily to suppress 

indigenous systems of thought, they fail to acknowledge the lived and material experiences of 

the majority of colonized people, for whom colonization was not an intellectual so much as a 

brutally physical encounter. As a result of this assumption, critics are fundamentally ill-

equipped to read specific works of fiction that are concerned to address the economic and other 

dimensions of colonization and slavery, and which are no less postcolonial for this concern. 

 In The Postcolonial Unconscious, Lazarus states that “colonialism as an historical 

process involved the forced integration of hitherto uncapitalised societies, or societies in which 

the capitalist mode of production was not hegemonic, into a capitalist world-system”, and this 

is precisely the process that Carpentier retells in The Kingdom of This World (37). After the 

Revolution and despite achieving formal independence from France, the Republic of Haiti, 

having been integrated into a capitalist system, relied on plantations and other colonial 

institutions to remain economically viable. For all of the rhetoric of the Revolution, the actual 

historical-material conditions that former-slaves were forced to confront made it implausible 

to realize the vision of freedom that had inspired slaves to revolutionary action in the first 

instance. Consequently, the tragedy of the novel is that, for Ti Noël, life does not change simply 

because his masters are no longer white. Indeed, after the Revolution, Ti Noël travels to Sans 

Souci Palace, where he is imprisoned and ultimately set to work as a labourer: 

[W]hat surprised Ti Noël most was the discovery that this marvelous world […] was a 

world of Negroes. Because those handsome, firm-buttocked ladies circling in a dance 

around a fountain of Tritons were Negresses; those two white-hosed ministers 

descending the main stairway with leather dispatch cases under their arms were 

Negroes; […] that high steward, with a silver chain around his neck, watching, in the 

company of the royal falconer, the rehearsals of Negro actors in an outdoor theater, was 

a Negro; those footmen in white wigs, whose golden buttons were being inspected by 
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a butler in green livery, were Negroes […] . A heavy blow landed across the old man’s 

[Ti Noël’s] back. Before he could utter a protest, a guard was herding him, […] he was 

led […] to the foot of Le Bonnet de l’Évêque, where great piles of building materials 

lay. He was handed a brick. (108-110) 

Ti Noël is thus conscripted to help build the Citadelle Laferrière, a stone fortress to which King 

Henri Christophe, himself a former slave, might retreat in the “event of any attempt by France 

to retake the island” (118). The narrator describes the Citadelle Laferrière in terms of its 

architectural detail: “Against a background of mountains violet-striped by deep gorges, rose a 

rose-colored palace, a fortress with ogival windows, rendered almost ethereal by the high socle 

of its stone stairway”; “That mass of fired brick, towering above the clouds in proportions 

whose perspective challenged visual habits, was honeycombed with tunnels, passageways, 

secret corridors, and chimneys” (107; 113). Like magic-realist painters in the Weimar 

Republic, who use unlikely configurations of objects and improbable lines of sight, Carpentier 

contrasts the “Cyclopean” Citadelle and so King Henri Christophe’s grand vision of a tower 

that gazes across the Republic with the “down below” view of the “sufferings involved in its 

building” (118). Like the initial moment in which Ti Noël discovers the wax heads, 

Carpentier’s depiction of the Citadelle Laferrière draws the reader’s ‘eye’ to a material point 

at which a grand vision of nation gives way to a material history of struggle, to the grim ‘magic’ 

of making. This sense of magic(al) materialism is developed when the labourers revolt again, 

this time against their new King Henri Christophe: Ti Noël recalled a “song that in other days 

he had sung […] A song that was all insults to a king. That was the important thing: to a king” 

(126). 

 When King Henri Christophe learns of the labourers’ plans to revolt, he flees to the 

Citadelle Laferrière, where he commits suicide and his corpse is subsequently interred in the 

half-set concrete of the fortress’ foundations, thus cementing the Citadelle as the “mausoleum 



The Art of Cartography 

 42 

of the first King of Haiti” (150). With King Henri Christophe dead, the labourers proceed to 

sack the Sans Souci Palace, and as a result, the ruined manor house in which Ti Noël resides is 

“bizarrely furnished”: 

An embalmed moonfish, the gift of the Royal Society of London to Prince Victor, lay 

on the tiles of a floor pushed up by grass and roots alongside a music box and a decanter 

whose thick green glass held bubbles the color of the rainbow. He had also carried off 

a doll dressed as a shepherdess, an armchair upholstered in tapestry, and three volumes 

of the Grand Encylopédie on which he was in the habit of sitting to eat sugar cane. 

(163; 164) 

Faris claims that the material objects of magic(al) realism are “principally markers that tell us 

not any particular information but simply that this story is real” (“Scheherazade’s Children” 

169). According to Bowers, literary magic(al) realism “relies on realism but only so that it can 

stretch what is acceptable as real to its limits” (22). These statements exemplify the extent to 

which critics of magic(al) realism reduce the mode’s material objects to a strictly mimetic role, 

whereby they function simply to naturalize and permit other elements of magic. As I see it, this 

approach to the material stuff of magic(al) realism is insufficient to the task of properly reading 

specific works of fiction, including The Kingdom of This World, in which objects are not simply 

devices used to naturalize other elements of magic, but rather, they are themselves the magical 

products of real historical- and new-materialist modes of production. 

 The Kingdom of This World is translated to English from its original Spanish. In 

Spanish, it is customary to capitalize only the first word in a novel’s title. For this reason, El 

reino de este mundo is commonly translated to The Kingdom of this World, where the word 

‘this’ is minuscular. To be fair, the original title does not indicate that it should be otherwise. 

Since it is presumably a matter of style or convention, critics do not acknowledge or address 

this translational nuance, and yet it signifies the extent to which scholars ignore or 



The Art of Cartography 

 43 

undertheorize the novel’s materialist politics and formal devices. Toward the end of the novel, 

Ti Noël concludes that in order to escape forced labour he must become something other than 

human. Because he has experienced forced labour under French colonists and former slaves, 

Ti Noël assumes that forced labour is an essentially human condition, and thus Ti Noël 

undergoes a series of metamorphoses. As a stallion, Ti Noël is chased by humans seeking to 

geld and break him; as a wasp, he tires “of the monotonous geometry of wax constructions”; 

as an ant, he finds himself “carrying heavy loads over interminable paths”; and as a goose, he 

is ostracized by a gaggle “tightly closed against anyone of a different caste” (172; 177). In the 

end, Ti Noël resumes his human form, and the narrator subsequently invokes the novel’s title: 

In the Kingdom of Heaven there is no grandeur to be won, inasmuch as there all is an 

established hierarchy, the unknown in revealed, existence is infinite, there is no 

possibility of sacrifice, all is rest and joy. For this reason, bowed down by suffering and 

duties, beautiful in the midst of his misery, capable of loving in the face of afflictions 

and trials, man finds his greatness, his fullest measure, only in the Kingdom of This 

World. (179) 

 The novel ends unambiguously. Ti Noël must endure the real and material human world 

even though it is marked by suffering and injustice. Carpentier does not absolve the reader by 

retreating to some abstract, magical, or otherwise unreal world where slavery does not exist 

and humans are free to rest. In other words, Carpentier does not imagine or offer to the reader 

a safe and minuscular ‘this’ world. Instead, Carpentier transmits to the reader “a cosmic 

weariness, as of a planet weighted with stones” (178). The reader thus becomes a bystander to 

history, and Carpentier forces the reader to see clearly and assume some responsibility for the 

material conditions and modes of production that exist in This world. For Jameson, magic(al) 

realism constitutes “a possible alternative” to the “logic of postmodernism” (177). This 

supposition directly contradicts dominant accounts of magic(al) realism, and yet it is 
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convincing. Whereas postmodernism “seeks to generate images and simulacra of the past”, 

thereby “producing something like a pseudo-past for consumption, magic(al) realism asks 

readers to pursue “change and praxis even in the most desperate historical circumstances” (289; 

185). Jameson describes the difference between magic(al) realism and postmodernism in terms 

of “the crucial distinction between the eye and the gaze” (192). It is fitting that both Jameson, 

an old materialist, and Haraway, a new materialist, use optical metaphors to discuss and 

advance a politics of accountability. Haraway insists that partial vision “allows us to become 

answerable for what we learn how to see” (583). Insofar as the novel observes and embeds 

colonization in material landscapes and seemingly magical configurations of objects, it irritates 

and thwarts the gaze, which is drawn to an uncomfortable point at which it cannot survey and 

indiscriminately consume the novel’s raw historical material. In this way, Carpentier compels 

the reader to see and understand colonization literally from a different perspective. This 

perspective is situated, accountable, and inassimilable. Perhaps Carpentier could have 

incorporated more (accurate) historical detail, but this would not necessarily preclude the 

reader from consuming the novel complacently and aloofly. By contrast, Carpentier’s 

materialist account of the Haitian Revolution demythologizes and does justice to a history that 

continues to inform and to haunt the present. 

One Hundred Years of Solitude 

Following the American, French, and Haitian Revolutions in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries and the advent of the Peninsular War in 1807, anticolonial struggles for 

independence sprouted in and spread rapidly across Latin America. By 1825, all but two of the 

Spanish colonies in North, Central, and South America had declared their independence and 

were negotiating the politics and practicalities of nation building. The Latin-American Wars of 

Independence necessarily created and crossed borders at once imagined and material, and 

myths of nation were propagated, played with, and problematized in and outside of literary 
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texts in Latin America throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Gabriel García 

Márquez’s 1967 novel One Hundred Years of Solitude is set in the mythical village of Macondo 

and spans seven generations of the Buendía family. Like The Kingdom of This World, One 

Hundred Years of Solitude draws on and ultimately demythologizes history and historical-

material modes of production. As Maggie Ann Bowers puts it in Magic(al) Realism, the novel 

celebrates the “diversity” of Latin America and captures the “excessive violence and 

confusion” of Latin American politics (39). More specifically, the novel references and retells 

aspects of the founding of the independent Republic of Colombia in 1819; the ensuing and 

persistent conflict between centralist and federalist forces; the 1928 massacre of striking 

banana workers in the town of Ciénaga (sixty kilometres north of García Márquez’s hometown 

of Aracataca); the insurgency and terror of La Violencia, which erupted in 1948 and lasted a 

decade; and the formation of the National Front coalition in 1956, whereby the Conservative 

and Liberal parties of Colombia agreed to establish and participate in a rotational presidential 

system. In a broader sense, the novel contextualizes and critiques the conditions and 

technologies of Latin American modernity. 

 One Hundred Years of Solitude is a foundational and paradigmatic magic(al)-realist 

text. In geohistorical terms, the novel’s publication coincides with and is characteristic of the 

emergence of realismo mágico or literary magical realism in Latin America in the 1950s and 

60s and the Latin American cultural boom in the 1960s and 70s. Formally, the novel exhibits 

and experiments with motifs and techniques that are idiosyncratic in literary magic(al) realism: 

it combines “irreducible elements of magic”, including clairvoyance, ghosts, and levitation; 

“verbal magic”, whereby figures of speech are literalized and realized; and “[d]escriptions 

[that] detail a strong presence of the phenomenal world” (Faris “Scheherazade’s Children” 168; 

176; 169). The novel also anticipates literary postmodernism, particularly insofar as it depicts 

and deconstructs teleological notions of linearity and progress. Put simply, One Hundred Years 
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of Solitude models and is a measure for literary magic(al) realism, and the novel figures 

prominently in magic(al) realist literary studies. In the context of this thesis, I do not intend 

radically to reread One Hundred Years of Solitude. Instead, I aim to identify and interrogate 

influences and ideas (in and outside of the novel) that are consistent in and across different 

forms of magic(al) realism, including modernity, politics of memory, and the nation state. 

Ultimately, I intend to plot coordinates for a magic(al) materialist mode of reading, which 

accounts for and adds to the magic(al) realist canon and moves beyond the strictly and 

sometimes selectively postcolonial schemas that are dominant in magic(al) realist literary 

studies. 

 Bowers identifies three distinct “sources” of magic in One Hundred Years of Solitude: 

a “confusion of time scales”; a “mixture of superstition, gossip and exaggeration”; and the 

“shock of the new” (40). According to Bowers, the first source of magic includes “characters 

who live for years beyond the usual [human] lifespan”, namely Úrsula Iguarán and Pilar 

Ternera. The second source of magic includes instances when “characters fear that their child 

will be born with a pig's tail as a result of incest”, and of course this fear is eventually realized. 

The third source of magic incudes the “scientific inventions brought to Macondo by 

Melquíades”. Whereas the first and second sources of magic involve fantastic phenomena, 

which are “admitted, accepted, and integrated into the rationality and materiality” of the text, 

the third source of magic involves and originates in the enchantment of otherwise ordinary 

objects (Zamora and Faris “Introduction” 3). Bowers explains that this third source of magic 

can be “associated with the ideas of Franz Roh since the attitude portrayed is one in which the 

magic of everyday things is emphasized” (41). For example, the novel begins with the founding 

of Macondo by José Arcadio Buendía and, shortly thereafter, the arrival of a family of gypsies 

led by Melquíades. The gypsies return to Macondo annually to display and to peddle scientific 

inventions, the first of which is a pair of magnets: 
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[Melquíades] went from house to house dragging two metal ingots and everybody was 

amazed to see pots, pans, tongs, and braziers tumble down from their places and beams 

creak from the desperation of nails and screws trying to emerge, and even objects that 

had been lost for a long time appeared from where they had been searched for most and 

went dragging along in turbulent confusion behind Melquíades’ magical irons. (2) 

The following year, the gypsies bring to Macondo a “telescope and a magnifying glass the size 

of a drum” (3). Melquíades places a “gypsy woman at one end of the village and set[s] up the 

telescope at the entrance to the [gypsies’] tent. For the price of five reales, people […] can look 

into the telescope and see the gypsy woman an arm’s length away”. “In a short time”, says 

Melquíades, “man will be able to see what is happening in any place in the world without 

leaving his own house”. Melquíades thus proclaims that science has “eliminated distance”. 

 The scientific inventions brought to Macondo by Melquíades stand for and actually 

constitute the ‘stuff’ of modernity: they are described in terms of their “novelty”, and this 

quality increases and regulates their exchange value; they are instruments of empirical 

observation, and thus they are emblematic of positivist accounts of reality; and, insofar as they 

pretend to compress and control the spaces between things, they are indicative of modernity's 

globalizing forces (17). To the naturally “enterprising” José Arcadio Buendía, the scientific 

inventions represent and promise to realize “progress” (9; 31). Like the objects that are charmed 

by Melquíades' magnets, José Arcadio Buendía is compelled to catch up to and keep up with 

modernity's innovations, and yet García Márquez demonstrates that the scientific inventions 

are sources of alienation and stasis. Having witnessed the power and potency of Melquíades’ 

magnets, José Arcadio Buendía imagines that he can use the “magical irons” to “extract gold 

from the bowels of the earth”, and he trades a “mule and a pair of goats for the two magnetized 

ingots” (2). José Arcadio Buendía’s attempts to conjure gold are unsuccessful, as are his 

attempts to build a “weapon of war” using the “gigantic magnifying glass” (3). When José 
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Arcadio Buendía bemoans the “failure of his project[s]”, Melquíades, in what is a kind of 

Mephistophelean bait-and-switch, offers José Arcadio Buendía a set of “Portuguese maps and 

several instruments of navigation”, including an astrolabe, a compass, and a sextant (4). José 

Arcadio Buendía abandons his “domestic obligations” and eventually masters the “use and 

manipulation of his instruments”. In so doing, and in “feverish” isolation, José Arcadio 

Buendía formulates a “notion of space” that allows him to “navigate across unknown seas, […] 

visit uninhabited territories, and […] establish relations with splendid beings without having 

to leave his study” (5; 4). While his family toil in the garden, tending “banana and caladium, 

cassava and yams, ahuyama roots and eggplants”,10 José Arcadio Buendía develops the habits 

of “talking to himself” and “walking through the house without paying attention to anyone” 

(4-5; 4). 

 The importation of the objects and scientific tools of modernity to the village of 

Macondo ultimately prefigures and supplies the impetus for a process of alienation, whereby 

the Buendías gamble on, become obsessed with, and gradually retreat to abstract, ahistorical, 

and otherwise immaterial realities, usually (if not always) at the expense of their wealth and 

wellbeing. For example, when José Arcadio Buendía discovers that the “earth is round”, a 

seemingly absurd revelation that enrages and exasperates his wife Úrsula, Melquíades affirms 

José Arcadio Buendía's finding and rewards his “intelligence” by gifting him the “laboratory 

of an alchemist” (5). José Arcadio Buendía unearths Úrsula’s cache of “colonial coins” and 

resolves to multiply the number of coins by as many times as he can “subdivide mercury” (7). 

“In risky and desperate processes of distillation”, José Arcadio Buendía fuses the coins with 

fat and various metals and, in so doing, reduces Úrsula's inheritance to a “large piece of burnt 

hog crackling” (8). Later in the novel, José Arcadio Buendía acquires a “daguerreotype 

laboratory”, which he attempts to use to “obtain scientific proof of the existence of God” (50; 

54). As usual, José Arcadio Buendía’s efforts are in vain, and in fact, he succeeds only in 
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distancing himself from the historical-material world. Indeed, after his alchemical and 

daguerreotypical misadventures, and following a lengthy period of delirious ‘solitude’, José 

Arcadio Buendía enters his son (Colonel) Aureliano Buendía’s workshop and asks Aureliano 

Buendía what day it is. Aureliano Buendía confirms that it is Tuesday: 

‘I was thinking the same thing,’ José Arcadio Buendía said, ‘but suddenly I realized 

that it’s still Monday, like yesterday. Look at the sky, look at the walls, look at the 

begonias. Today is Monday too.’ […] On the next day, Wednesday, José Arcadio 

Buendía went back to the workshop. ‘This is a disaster,’ he said. ‘Look at the air, listen 

to the buzzing of the sun, the same as yesterday and the day before. Today is Monday 

too’. (80) 

In his desire to be and stay modern, José Arcadio Buendía internalizes and learns to operate on 

a different scale of time. As a result, he is unable to perceive basic signs of progress in 

otherwise lively built and natural environments: the air, the sun, and the walls in his newly 

renovated house do not change or move as quickly as modernity’s innovations. The existential 

and temporal disjunction José Arcadio Buendía experiences, which is symptomatic of his 

passing from a historical-material reality to a mythological and perpetual present emptied of 

its historical gravity, causes him to fly into a violent rage, and he begins shouting in a “fluent 

but completely incomprehensible language”, which is later revealed to be Latin (81).11 

Aureliano Buendía ties José Arcadio Buendía to a chestnut tree, where he remains until (and 

even after) his death years later. When José Arcadio Buendía dies, a “light rain of tiny yellow 

flowers” falls from the sky (144). Throughout the novel, García Márquez uses the colour 

yellow to denote and foretell death, and this motif is developed and emphasized when an 

“innocent yellow train” and a not so innocent banana company arrive in Macondo (228). 

 In One Hundred Years of Solitude, characters’ lives are punctuated by moments of 

progress, which correspond to various conditions and stages of economic and technological 
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development. Whereas the importation of the objects and tools of modernity marks the moment 

at which Macondo’s inhabitants become modern (at least consciously so), the arrival of a train 

midway through the novel manifests a more industrialized and sophisticated capitalism. Each 

moment of progress is described in vibrant materialist terms and situated, both by characters 

and the narrator, in the context of the initial and increasingly fabled transactions between 

Macondo’s inhabitants, namely José Arcadio Buendía, and Melquíades’ gypsies: 

At that moment the town was shaken by a whistle with a fearful echo and a loud, panting 

respiration. During the previous weeks they [the inhabitants of Macondo] had seen the 

gangs who were laying ties and tracks and no one paid attention to them because they 

thought it was some new trick of the gypsies […] . But when they recovered from the 

noise of the whistles and the snorting, all the inhabitants ran out into the street and saw 

[…] the […] train that was to bring so many […] changes, calamities, and feelings of 

nostalgia to Macondo. (227-228) 

The train carries to Macondo gringos, who build a “separate town across the railroad tracks”, 

and a multinational banana company, which employs inhabitants of Macondo, including José 

Arcadio Buendía’s great grandson José Arcadio Segundo (233). Because they are subjected to 

“terrible working conditions” and paid in ‘scrip’, the banana company’s workers organize a 

labour strike and issue an extensive list of demands (305). The banana company enlists lawyers 

to dismiss the workers’ demands, and these prevaricating lawyers prove that the demands lack 

“all validity for the simple reason that the banana company [… does] not have, never [… has] 

had, and never [… will] have any workers in its service” (307). According to the lawyers, the 

workers simply do not exist. Outraged, the workers burn down the banana company’s 

plantations and attempt to tear up the railroad tracks, which the banana company uses to export 

its fruit. Soldiers are eventually deployed to Macondo, and the workers are summoned to the 

train station. Flanked by artillery emplacements, the soldiers officially end the labour strike 
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and instruct the workers to disperse, but the workers refuse to leave the train station. A 

commanding officer gives the “order to fire”, and the workers and thousands of spectators are 

subsequently and systemically gunned down (311). 

 José Arcadio Segundo is stunned (and in some as yet unknown way injured) by the 

gunfire. When he finally regains consciousness, José Arcadio Segundo realizes that he is riding 

on a train: 

Prepared to sleep for many hours, […] he made himself comfortable on the side that 

pained him less, and only then did he discover that he was lying against dead people. 

[…] 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, and those who had put them in the car had had time to pile them up in the same 

way in which they transported bunches of bananas. […] José Arcadio Segundo […] 

saw the man corpses, woman corpses, child corpses who would be thrown into the sea 

like rejected bananas. (312) 

The dead bodies are dealt with and disposed of expeditiously, like objects on a production line. 

At the same time, they literally corporealize the level of waste that is built into and tolerated 

by industrialized capitalism. In the 2007 work Mobile Modernity: Germans, Jews, Trains, 

which uses railroads to map German/Jewish modernity, Todd Samuel Presner recapitulates a 

“dialectic of modernity” that explains and engenders modernity’s “opposing possibilities”: 

“construction, progress, and emancipation” on the one hand,  and “destruction, regression, and 

enslavement” on the other (16; 17). Presner insists that railroads exemplify this dialectic, and 

I argue to a similar effect in my account of magic-realist painting. In the context of modernity, 

railroads serve to connect remote populations and facilitate “mass migration”, and yet they 

simultaneously reinforce national borders and provide the infrastructure for “mass 

deportations”. Following Hannah Arendt and Martin Heidegger, Presner theorizes railroads in 
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terms of modernity’s “factorylike production of mass death” (194). The Weimar Republic is a 

key location for Presner, and like magic realist painters living and working in the Weimar 

Republic, García Márquez uses railroads to call attention to modernity’s gravest contradictions. 

In other words, García Márquez demonstrates that the conditions and technologies that make 

progress possible also permit the “mass production of corpses”. In juxtaposing the stacking of 

bananas for export and the stacking of dead bodies for dumping, García Márquez clearly 

exposes the dilemmatic interconnections between modernity’s utopian ambitions and ideals 

and the material realities of exploitation and industrialized mass death in Latin America in the 

twentieth century. 

 José Arcadio Segundo disembarks the train and makes his way to the Buendía house. 

Before he arrives, José Arcadio Segundo enters three separate houses, where he rests and tries 

to relate his encounters with the dead. At each house, José Arcadio Segundo is told that there 

are no dead. In the weeks after the banana massacre, the same story is “repeated a thousand 

times and mangled out all over the country by every means of communication” (315). 

According to the “official version” of events, the “satisfied workers” simply left the train 

station and “returned home in peaceful groups” (314-315). Although the government maintains 

that nothing has “ever happened” in Macondo, soldiers are sent to “wipe out” any remaining 

union leaders (316). Because he is (or was) a union leader, José Arcadio Segundo takes to 

hiding in a disused room in the Buendía house. Soldiers arrive to arrest José Arcadio Segundo, 

and a commanding officer enters and searches the room in which José Arcadio Segundo is 

sheltered, but the commanding officer does not see José Arcadio Segundo. “It's obvious”, says 

the commanding officer, “that no one has been in [… this] room for at least a hundred years” 

(318). According to Stephen M. Hart, the commanding officer does not see José Arcadio 

Segundo because he is in fact a ghost, having been murdered during the banana massacre. Hart 

claims that, in magic(al) realist fiction, ghosts “operate as traces of subaltern trauma” and 
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highlight the “fact that what exists for one group does not exist for another” (118; 121). It 

makes sense to read José Arcadio Segundo’s presence in terms of the physical and 

psychological trauma of the banana massacre, but Hart’s conclusion that magic(al) realist 

ghosts demonstrate that different groups of people experience and subscribe to different 

realities is anticlimactic. José Arcadio Segundo’s experiences are disbelieved and actively 

denied. Since he has no historical-material basis for existence, whether or not José Arcadio 

Segundo dies is literally immaterial. What matters (and what endows him with a kind of matter) 

is that José Arcadio Segundo comes to represent imminent, but ultimately unrealized realities. 

On the one hand, José Arcadio Segundo memorializes the unacknowledged fact of the workers’ 

and others’ deaths. On the other hand, he ‘mourns’ the unfulfilled objectives of the workers’ 

labour strike. 

 In the 1884 work The Communist Manifesto, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels proclaim 

that a “spectre is haunting Europe—the spectre of Communism” (218). Following the collapse 

of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the disestablishment of the Soviet Union in 1991, Jacques 

Derrida reviews this remark in light of the apparent death of communism. In the 1993 work 

Spectres of Marx: The State of Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New International, Derrida 

considers what it might mean to say that communism is dead if it only ever existed ‘spectrally’ 

to begin with. Derrida contends that what is mourned (or celebrated) in the 1990s is not the 

death of communism so much as the death of a possible communist future, and so it is that 

Derrida coins the term ‘hauntology’, a ‘puncept’ that combines the words haunting and 

ontology to describe and discuss the various ways in which the spectres of lost futures, and 

specifically the spectres of modernity's lost futures, continue to haunt the present. Insofar as he 

(dis)embodies a reality that has happened and been suppressed (the banana massacre) and a not 

yet reality that could have been (the workers’ strike), José Arcadio Segundo is a hauntological 

figure, and almost all of the ghosts in One Hundred Years of Solitude represent realities that 
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are made possible and promised by modernity, but which modernity never actually delivers 

(19; 107). For example, José Arcadio Buendía’s “dead ghost” pines for progress, which is 

always already out of reach, and Colonel Aureliano Buendía’s “living ghost” regrets a radical 

political programme, which is sold out for the sake of power (263). When his anticonservative 

army begins to founder, the same lawyers who negotiate on behalf of the banana company, 

now in the service of the Liberal party, persuade Colonel Aureliano Buendía to renounce some 

of the more progressive and less popular aspects of his political platform: the “revision of 

property titles”, the “fight against clerical influence”, and the “aim of equal rights for natural 

and illegitimate children” (170). Disillusioned, Colonel Aureliano Buendía eventually returns 

to his workshop, where he fabricates “little gold fishes” (107). Each time he produces twenty-

five fishes, Colonel Aureliano Buendía “melt[s] them down and start[s] all over again” (270). 

In the 2014 work Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology, and Lost Futures, 

Mark Fisher associates modernity with stasis, but a stasis concealed by a “superficial frenzy of 

‘newness’, of perpetual movement”, and this is precisely the dynamic that comes to 

characterize the lives of the Buendías (6). Whether it is José Arcadio Buendía and his scientific 

inventions, Colonel Aureliano Buendía and his gold fishes, or José Arcadio Segundo and the 

train, a superficial sense of activity and movement is always underpinned by stasis. 

 Soon after the banana massacre, Macondo is beset by a series of plagues: it rains for 

“four years, eleven months, and two days”; a deluge of dead and dying birds floods the village; 

and the Buendía house is overrun by ants, moths, and weeds (320). If One Hundred Years of 

Solitude reacts to and reports on the conditions and technologies of Latin American modernity, 

and I argue that it does, then these plagues surely reflect the mass scale of modernity and its 

seemingly epidemical effects. More importantly, the plagues bring into focus and finally 

resolve the tension between two conflicting scales of time: a historical-material time, which is 

extrahuman and slow, and a distinctly modern time, which is restless, but ultimately 
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underwritten by inertia and even regression. The great irony of the novel is that it is precisely 

the material phenomena in and about which José Arcadio Buendía cannot perceive progress 

that eventually consign Macondo to a state of ruin from which it can never recover, and in the 

novel’s final chapter, Macondo is swept away by the “wrath of a biblical hurricane” (422). Like 

the last Aureliano, who successfully decodes Melquíades’ manuscripts, the reader experiences 

Macondo’s doom at the very moment it occurs. In this way, García Márquez situates the reader 

at the end of the fated Buendía line. Isabel Alvarez-Borland notes that throughout One Hundred 

Years of Solitude, the Buendías are unable to “interpret reality's clues”, and thus they are 

incapable of gaining “control of their destinies” (94; 96). Ironically, it is the reader who, at the 

end of the novel, faces the decision first encountered by José Arcadio Buendía one hundred 

years and 420 pages ago: whether or not to trade their ‘reales’ for the myths and fictions of the 

novel and of modernity (3). It is an important decision because, as García Márquez’s narrator 

warns, “races condemned to one hundred years of solitude [… do] not have a second 

opportunity on [This] earth” (422). 

Magic(al) Materialism 

In 1807 (shortly after the Haitian Revolution), Napoleon Bonaparte’s Grand Armée allied with 

Bourbon Spain to invade the Kingdom of Portugal, so starting the Peninsular War, which lasted 

almost a decade. While it is not a strictly colonial conflict, the Peninsular War is relevant to 

historical accounts of colonization and anticolonialism. The fact that Spain and other colonial 

powers were engaged in war in Europe created opportunities for successful anticolonial actions 

in the Americas, and the Peninsular War also affected (at least in the first instance) more than 

a century of civil unrest in Portugal, which culminated in the authoritarian regime of António 

de Oliveira Salazar in the 1930s, 40s, 50s, and 60s. Anticolonial struggles for independence 

were common in North, Central, and South America in the two to three hundred years before 

the advent of the Peninsular War, but it was not until colonial powers were at war with one 
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another in their own continent that these struggles (the Latin-American Wars of Independence) 

started to succeed. Of course, this is a fairly basic point, that it is not only will, but also 

particular historical-material conditions that influence the success of anticolonial and other 

political struggles, that the Peninsular War stretched the resources of colonial powers to the 

extent that they were effectively unable to stamp out anticolonial actions in their colonies. 

However, this point is important precisely because it suggests a relationship between colonized 

people and colonizers beyond the borders of specific colonies. Indeed, in this section, I intend 

to test the limits of the term ‘postcolonial’ against historical events in and involving Portugal 

in the twentieth century and through specific works of fiction by José Saramago. In the 1951 

work The Origins of Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt argues that colonization provides 

opportunities for colonial powers to develop techniques of control, which are subsequently 

imported back to and used against populations in colonial centres. While the Peninsular War 

is not the single (nor is it a straightforward) cause of Salazar’s authoritarian regime, it does 

mark the start of the decline of the Portuguese Empire, which necessarily affected events and 

people in and outside of Portuguese colonies. 

 In postcolonial and specifically in magic(al)-realist literary studies, the effects of 

colonization are generally (and unsurprisingly) situated in former colonies. However, in The 

Postcolonial Unconscious, Neil Lazarus explains that the term postcolonial initially signified 

a “period, a discrete historical moment, not a project or a politics” (11). By this definition, it is 

not unreasonable to assume that colonial powers can also be postcolonial insofar as they exist 

after and must negotiate the loss of specific colonies. To accept this possibility is not to forget 

or to minimize the effects of colonization on colonized people, but simply to acknowledge the 

often unmarked category of the self, in this case the colonizer, and so to relieve some of the 

burden for being postcolonial from formerly colonized people. As I intend to argue it, this 

notion of seeing and so assuming some responsibility for the effects of colonization beyond 
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former colonies guides a number of works by Saramago, including the short stories “Embargo” 

and “The Chair”, which are published in Saramago’s 1978 collection of short stories The Lives 

of Things, and the 1995 novel Blindness. In magic(al)-realist literary studies, there is a tendency 

either not to read or to read with caveats works that might annoy identity-political theories of 

postcolonialism. However, I contend that it is possible not only to retain, but also to realize in 

new ways, the postcolonial tradition of magic(al) realism by reading works that are less directly 

or not at all postcolonial, but which still continue some of same motifs and techniques that are 

consistent in postcolonial works of magic(al) realism. While Saramago is not a strictly 

postcolonial writer insofar as Portugal is a former colonial power, Saramago’s writing shares 

with the works that I read in this chapter so far the use of unlikely configurations of objects 

and improbable lines of sight to demythologize historical-material conditions. David Henn 

writes that Saramago “makes use, often in a spectacular fashion, of fantastical, inexplicable 

elements” and by “combining these with both historical and everyday reality, he develops 

narratives that belong in the literary realm of magical realism” (105). 

 Saramago’s short story “Embargo” is set in Portugal during the Portuguese Colonial 

War of the 1960s and 70s. At this time, Portugal’s African colonies started to resist colonial 

occupation and the United Nations and other international institutions placed embargoes on 

Portugal, which restricted the importation of weapons and other resources, including petrol, to 

Portugal. “Embargo” tells the story of a car that suddenly becomes autonomous from its driver 

and so journeys to various petrol stations where it queues for hours in the hopes of filling its 

tank: “But twenty metres further on his car veered to the left by itself and came to a halt at the 

end of the queue with a gentle sigh. What was happening? He had not intended to queue for 

petrol” (33). The car’s thirst for petrol is insatiable, and its driver can neither control nor escape 

the car: “What was happening was preposterous. No one had been imprisoned like this inside 

his own car, by his own car” (38). The short story ultimately ends when the car’s engine finally 
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dies, as does its driver. Indeed, the short story materializes the experience of being tied to and 

trapped by material needs as a result of colonial conflict elsewhere. All of this is to say that 

Saramago depicts colonial conflict as something that affects so-called colonizers and so 

demonstrates the extent to which colonies can “impact Europe, and not simply the opposite” 

(Lee 82). 

 In 1968, Salazar suffered a cerebral haemorrhage reportedly as a result of falling from 

a broken chair. While it was not fatal, the accident ended Salazar’s political career and so more 

than forty years of dictatorship in Portugal. Saramago’s short story “The Chair” is set in the 

moments (presumably seconds) before, during, and after a chair collapses beneath an “old 

man” (12). Saramago ‘labours’ the event of the chair falling, which occurs over some thirty 

pages, and during which the narrator considers all ‘matter’ of variables (the type of wood, the 

presence of rot, the distribution of the old man’s weight, and so on) that might cause a chair to 

fall just so. Says the narrator, “notwithstanding the thousands of times he [the old man] has sat 

in it, he has never looked closely, and that is his mistake, now as before, never to pay attention 

to the chairs in which he sits”. Whereas the old man encounters the chair only insofar as it 

exists for sitting—his is a vision of “rigid and inert substance”—the narrator emphasizes the 

agency, the fundamental materiality of the chair, which interacts with the old man to produce 

a fall that is “impossible to repeat” (Bennett xvii; Saramago “The Chair” 16). Indeed, the 

narrator reveals the extent to which the “unique” properties of matter influence human 

experience: “You may be sure that the name ironwood was given or weighed up by whoever 

had to carry it on his back” (16; 3). Salazar died two years after the real life fall that Saramago 

retells—a fall as “excellent as when Adam’s accomplishments were linked with the graces of 

Eve”—and the Carnation Revolution, which finally overthrew Salazar’s regime occurred in 

1974 (16). Not only did the Revolution end the Estado Novo and so lead to free elections in 

Portugal, it also influenced Portugal to withdraw from its colonies in North and West Africa, 
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thus ending the Portuguese Colonial War. While the specific chair that caused Salazar’s 

cerebral haemorrhage might not have directly caused these historical events, Saramago 

persuades the reader to ‘see’ the inescapable fact of matter at the heart of human experience. 

Saramago includes as an epigraph to The Lives of Things a quote that is attributed to Karl Marx 

and Friedrich Engels: “If man is shaped by his environment, his environment must be made 

human” (epigraph). In “The Chair” Saramago does not make matter human so much as 

discover a more-than-human material world in which the lives of humans are necessarily 

affected by the lives of things. 

 Whereas the short stories collected in The Lives of Things, including “Embargo” and 

“The Chair”, focus on the agency and the ultimate consequence of nonhuman matter in human 

life, the novel Blindness urges that it is not enough that nonhuman matter is agentic and vibrant, 

but it must also be ‘seen’ this way in order for humans to live responsibly and well. The novel 

starts with an inexplicable epidemic of blindness that spreads among humans living in an 

unnamed city. The epidemic is first encountered by an optometrist, who himself goes blind 

shortly after his appointment with a young boy, who is effectively patient zero. When the 

authorities learn that people are suddenly going blind and in order to preempt any civil unrest, 

those people affected by blindness are gathered and quarantined in a disused asylum. Not 

wanting to leave her husband to the authorities, the optometrist’s wife, who is not yet blind, 

feigns blindness in order to accompany her husband to the asylum, where the majority of the 

novel is subsequently set. Soldiers guarding the asylum coordinate food drops to the blind 

twice-daily, but otherwise the blind are left to fend for themselves, none of them knowing 

(except of course the optometrist) that there is a seeing person among them. Because the blind 

are unable to see their surroundings and its facilities, they quickly establish ways of living that 

are relatively easy, but not necessarily ideal. They stop using toilets, and instead relieve 

themselves wherever they feel the urge, partly because it is difficult to navigate the labyrinthine 
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hallways that lead to the toilets, partly because the blind assume that no one can tell who it is 

that is relieving themselves on the floor. Indeed, the sense of unaccountability intensifies and 

some of the blind start to steal more than their fair share of food and other rations, others make 

sexual advances, sometimes subjecting other blind people to sexual violence and rape, and in 

the end, the asylum becomes a kind of anarchistic war of all against all. When the food drops 

suddenly stop, the blind realize that the epidemic has spread to all parts of the city, including 

to the soldiers guarding the asylum, and those blind who are left alive break out of the asylum 

in search of food and other resources. The optometrist, his wife, who is still able to see, and 

some acquaintances made in the asylum shore up in an apartment, where they try to come to 

terms with a life without sight. As inexplicably as it started, the epidemic of blindness simply 

stops one day, and the group holed up in the apartment are able to look down at the city, which 

has now become one large rubbish dump, and yet remains a ‘sight for sore eyes’. Says the 

optometrist to his wife, “Do you want me to tell you what I think, Yes, do, I don’t think we did 

go blind, I think we are blind, Blind but seeing, Blind people who can see, but do not see” 

(309). 

 There is more to be read in and said for Blindness than this thesis allows. However, my 

intention is not to read (at least not fully) so much as follow to a critical conclusion the novel’s 

thematic coupling of sight and “responsibility” (Haraway 587). I indicate above that, in the 

asylum, the inmates rely on the assumption of blindness to absolve their feelings of shame and 

to justify their increasingly “inhumane” behaviours (154). The narrator observes that it is 

“impossible to walk through the inner courtyard without tripping over blind inmates getting rid 

of their diarrhoea”; the “small amount the inmates consumed and the vast quantity they 

excreted, perhaps thus showing that the famous relationship between cause and effect, so often 

cited, is not, at least from a quantitative point of view, always to be trusted” (153; 153-154). 

Indeed, this passage is indicative of the extent to which the novel uses a kind of “creaturely 
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life”, in this case of a scatological variety, to subvert “illusions” of respectability and virtue 

(Santner xiii; Saramago Blindness 119). In the 2006 work On Creaturely Life: Rilke, Benjamin, 

Sebald, Eric L. Santner describes the creaturely as an existential condition that occurs when 

historical-material conditions and specifically those of modernity are “materialized in cringed 

bodies” (25). Indeed, Saramago forces assumptions of human biological and cultural 

supremacy to confront the base materiality of human life, and the feeling of estrangement that 

this juxtaposition produces causes the reader and eventually the characters in Blindness to see 

reality from a different and more ‘responsible’ point of view. On route from the asylum to their 

old apartment, the optometrist and his wife pass a church in which the optometrist’s wife is 

shocked to find that “all the images in the church had their eyes covered, statues with a white 

cloth tied around the head, paintings with a thick brushstroke of white paint, and there was a 

woman teaching her daughter how to read and both had their eyes covered” (300). Says the 

optometrist’s wife: 

If the priest covered the eyes of the images, That’s just my idea, […] I imagine that 

man coming in here from the world of the blind, where he would have to return only to 

go blind himself, I imagine the closed doors, the deserted church, the silence, […] I see 

him going from one to the other, climbing up to the altars and tying bandages with a 

double knot so that they do not come undone and slip off, applying two coats of paint 

to the pictures in order to make the white night into which they are plunged still thicker, 

[…] coming here to declare that, ultimately, God does not deserve to see. (301) 

Like The Kingdom of This World, Blindness invokes religious imagery to situate the novel in 

This world. The assumption that the priest covered the images and statues in an affront to a 

God that can see, but is unwilling to take action cements the idea that sight carries with it the 

responsibility of action. In other words, having seen, there is no possibility to remain a 

bystander or else to retreat to the “Kingdom of Heaven” (Carpentier The Kingdom of This 
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World 197). Indeed, this is the didactic point to which the novel works. When the novel’s 

characters’ sight is restored, and after the optometrist declares that they are all “Blind people 

who can see, but do not see”, the optometrist’s wife looks “down at the street full of refuse […] 

Then she lifted her head up to the sky and saw everything white, It is my turn, she thought. 

Fear made her quickly lower her eyes. The city was still there” (309). Thus Blindness ends with 

a sense of relief at the sight of a city-turned-dump. The picture might not be beautiful, but the 

ability to see clearly the reality of This world leaves open the possibility for redemption. As 

this thesis progresses, I intend to demonstrate that magic(al) realism consists in the interplay 

of historical and vibrant matter, that it functions to demythologize particular historical-material 

conditions, and ultimately, that it begs the reader to see and so take responsibility for This 

world. To the mode of reading that I develop to describe these aspects of magic(al) realism, I 

give the name ‘magic(al)-materialism’. 

Conclusion 

This chapter is necessarily gestural insofar as it is not yet possible to settle all of the problems, 

critical and otherwise, that seem to limit magic(al)-realist literary studies in a contemporary 

context. Indeed, in later chapters, I turn to locations and specific techniques not addressed (or 

at least not fully) in this chapter in order to progress my account of magic(al) realism, its 

historical development, and its potential to provide ways through some of the cultural and 

theoretical impasses that are prevalent in and outside of literary criticism. Nonetheless, it is 

possible to summarize some working conclusions with which to proceed: magic(al)-realist 

literary studies inherits from postcolonial studies a ‘political unconscious’ that disposes critics 

to reproduce certain assumptions, and these assumptions influence dominant accounts of the 

historical development of magic(al) realism, from the Weimar Republic, to Latin America and 

elsewhere; dominant accounts of magic(al) realism focus on issues of difference, identity, and 

representation at the expense of issues of reality as a lived and material experience and so 
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preclude possibilities for solidarity across the colonial divide; recasting magic(al) realism along 

historical- and new-materialist lines reveals the extent to which the mode uses unlikely 

configurations of objects and improbable lines of sight to demythologize historical-material 

conditions, to realize the ‘magic’ by which things are made; and problems of genealogy, 

justice, memory, and nation are consistent across specific works and the broader tradition of 

magic(al) realism. Whereas Wendy B. Faris states that the material objects of magic(al) realism 

are “principally markers that tell us not any particular information but simply that this story is 

real”, I submit that it is precisely the mode’s material objects that constitute the magic in 

magic(al) realism (“Scheherazade’s Children” 169). From turbines and railroads to the 

Citadelle Laferrière, from magnets and gold fishes to a chair ready to fall, the otherwise 

ordinary objects of magic(al) realism, by virtue of their ordinariness and their particularity, 

emphasize the more-than-human processes by which extraordinary circumstances come to be 

as they are. In other words, these objects demonstrate that reality is not the product of essential 

beliefs so much as interactions between humans and nonhumans, including nonhuman organic 

and inorganic matter, in particular geohistorical contexts. Of course, magic(al) realism is not 

simply the existence of such matters, it also requires someone to ‘see’, and, as I argue it, the 

particular postcolonial framework that coordinates magic(al)-realist literary studies makes 

seeing difficult. 

 Faris attributes to literary magic(al) realism a kind of verbal magic, which occurs when 

a “metaphor is made real” (“Scheherazade’s Children” 176). I discuss verbal magic in more 

detail in later chapters, but suffice it to say for now that, in the process of confronting dominant 

accounts of magic(al) realism, I am reminded of the expression ‘even a broken clock is right 

twice a day’. Indeed, there are aspects of dominant accounts of magic(al) realism that are 

accurate, sometimes useful, but these are only aspects of accounts that are otherwise blind to 

the magic(al) materialism that is fundamental to the specific works that I read in this chapter, 
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and to those I am yet to read. For example, Faris is right to conclude that literary magic(al) 

realism functions to erode the “traditional separation between objects and subjects”, but this is 

not the case simply because magic(al) realism “calls into question the ‘common understanding 

of materiality as a rock-solid “something”’ that is a grounding against which representational 

practices are measured” (Ordinary Enchantments 195 quoting Kirby 61). On the contrary, in 

magic(al) realism, it is precisely the continuous fact of matter that establishes a solid platform 

from which to communicate across difference. If verbal magic literalizes otherwise 

metaphorical expressions, then surely it functions to foreclose the possibility of so many 

different interpretations of events and so discovers a common reality in matter? In this chapter, 

I seek to test materialist theories of magic(al) realism against the mode’s canonical works. In 

Chapter Two, I test these theories and my own magic(al)-materialist mode of reading against 

specific works that are excluded from the designation of magic(al) realism primarily on the 

basis of where and by whom they are produced. Like José Saramago, the authors of these works 

are situated in geohistorical contexts that are not strictly postcolonial (the Soviet Union and 

other former Soviet states). However, like Alejo Carpentier, I am prepared to follow magic(al) 

realism across the colonial divide (or at least into territories undercharted), from the “temple at 

Mitla”, to the “stones of Prague” (“On the Marvelous Real” 78; 81). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The Angel of History: Magic(al) Realism in Central and Eastern Europe 

A Klee painting named ‘Angelus Novus’ shows an angel looking as though he is about 

to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his 

mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history. His 

face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single 

catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. 

The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. 

But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence 

that the angel can no longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the 

future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. 

This storm is what we call progress. 

Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History” (257-258). 

Introduction 

In their introduction to the 1995 collection Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, 

Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris state that literary magic(al) realism is “not a Latin 

American monopoly” (2). In the 2004 work Magic(al) Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers admits 

that literary magic(al) realism might be “traced to European literature, particularly of the 

modernist period at the beginning of the twentieth century” (9). Bowers goes on to say that 

literary magic(al) realism is popular among authors whose “perspectives include varied and 

sometimes contradictory cultural influences” (83). While magic(al) realism crosses, even as it 

makes a point of cultural and national borders, critics are overly cautious when it comes to the 

existence of literary and other forms of magic(al) realism outside of specific postcolonial 

contexts. In Chapter One, I challenge the assumption that magic-realist painting and literary 

magic(al) realism are separate, if not totally unrelated movements. As I see it, there is an 
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identity-political dimension to the seemingly arbitrary claims that magic(al) realism has origins 

in European literary, but not in European artistic traditions. Simply put, critics seem to tolerate 

the ‘negative’, but not the ‘positive’ influence of European creative traditions. The premise that 

non-European and other marginal practitioners of magic(al) realism appropriate European 

traditions out of spite does not require that critics reconsider notions of essential difference or 

cultural unintelligibility, which are immanent in dominant accounts of magic(al) realism. 

However, the more constructive relationship between magic-realist painting and literary 

magic(al) realism, which allows that certain motifs and techniques are common across and 

beyond the colonial divide, suggests that non-European practitioners of magic(al) realism also 

appropriate European traditions in solidarity (and vice versa), and this premise troubles the 

particular postcolonial framework that coordinates magic(al)-realist literary studies. According 

to Bowers, it is “difficult for a Western reader to accept fully the dignity of a non-scientific 

belief system”, and for this reason, Bowers concludes that the popularity of literary magic(al) 

realism among Western readers “highlights several concerns: is it popular because it offers an 

exotic notion of life in the Third World; is it popular because it provides a means of escaping 

reality; is it popular because […] it can reinforce colonial thinking?” (126). But what if 

magic(al) realism is a mode that makes sense across different geohistorical contexts and subject 

positions? From this point of view, the problem is not who consumes or produces magic(al) 

realism so much as how, and this is a problem for which identity-political theories of 

postcolonial magic(al) realism are fundamentally ill-suited. My point is that the critical 

tendency to ‘territorialize’ magic(al) realism, not in Latin America, but in the “postcolonial 

English-speaking world”, prelimits the scope and so the interpretive powers of magic(al)-realist 

literary studies (4). 

 In this chapter, I intend to recast as constructive the relationship between 

colonial/postcolonial and so-called European or else simply non-postcolonial magic(al) 
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realism, and in order to do so, I read works of magic(al) realism produced in and about the 

Soviet Union. Neil Lazarus argues that the “tyranny and brutality of Soviet overlordship, 

coupled with its Russo-centrism and its consistent suppression of national aspirations for 

autonomy, meant that most of those who found themselves subject to its domination 

experienced the USSR precisely as a colonial order” (“Spectres Haunting” 119). Whether or 

not it is ‘right’ to theorize the Soviet Union in terms of colonialism is a matter of debate, and I 

am not in a position to settle this debate. My interest lies in what a comparative study of 

colonial/postcolonial and Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism might mean for critical 

accounts of the mode. In what ways might attention to the Second World, which complicates 

dichotomies of European/non-European and East/West reveal connections across or else 

particularities of different forms of magic(al) realism? To this effect, I read Mikhail Bulgakov’s 

1967 novel The Master and Margarita, Günter Grass’ 1959 novel The Tin Drum, Milan 

Kundera’s 1979 novel The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, and Wim Wenders’ 1987 film 

Wings of Desire. Of course, not all of these works are strictly Soviet/post-Soviet. Nonetheless, 

the Soviet experience constitutes a key coordinate through which I address issues of who is 

‘allowed’ to produce magic(al) realism, where, and after what influences. In terms of the 

“production of magic realist texts in mainland Europe throughout the twentieth century”, 

Bowers decides that Alejo Carpentier is “correct: European magic realism remains a narrative 

mode that is chosen for the purposes of literary experimentation and does not have its source 

in the writers’ mythological and cultural context” (65).1 In Chapter One, I argue that Carpentier 

does not territorialize marvellous realism in Latin America, so in this instance, I disagree with 

Bowers’ premise. Regardless, the point of this chapter is to refute from another direction the 

false dichotomy of ontological and epistemological magic(al) realism, to affirm that realism is 

not the sole possession of Europe, that magic is not an essentially non-European phenomenon. 

 



The Angel of History 

 68 

Warped Mourning 

Warped Mourning: Stories of the Undead in the Land of the Unburied is a 2013 work by the 

Russian cultural historian and literary critic Alexander Etkind. Its premise, simply put, is that 

“late-Soviet and post-Soviet culture has produced memorial practices that are worthy of 

detailed study” (2). Following the American literary historian and Shakespeare scholar Stephen 

Greenblatt and the Russian journalist and poet Dmitry Bykov, Etkind uses the concept of the 

‘fifty-year effect’ to frame some of the ways in which late-Soviet and post-Soviet (Russian) 

fiction confronts and recasts the terrors of the Soviet regime. “Fifty years, or two cultural 

generations”, says Etkind, “is how long it takes for literature to estrange the tragic past, process 

its experience, and elaborate a convincing narrative capable of gaining wide if not universal 

acclaim” (3; 2-3). In plainer terms, “mass graves for the generation of terror, trauma for the 

first postcatastrophic generation, and mourning for the second” (3). Etkind’s is a 

comprehensive contribution to late-Soviet and post-Soviet and contemporary trauma studies. 

However, in this section, I want to focus on two specific aspects of Warped Mourning: the 

material forms in which the Soviet regime remains; and Etkind’s concept of ‘magical 

historicism’, which is a counterpoint to magic(al) realism. Indeed, in the first chapter of 

Warped Mourning, Etkind introduces the object of the present-day five-hundred-rouble 

banknote (see fig. 5), which depicts the Solovetsky Monastery, a “magnificent edifice on an 

arctic island, one of the most cherished sanctuaries of the Orthodox Church. But look closer 

and you will spot an odd detail: instead of onion-shaped cupolas, the cathedral is topped with 

wooden pyramids” (5). Etkind explains that, in the 1920s and 30s, the Solovetsky Monastery 

was, in fact, a Soviet prison camp in which “convicts destroyed the leaking cupolas and built 

the pyramidal roofs, which survived until the 1980s, when the reconstruction started”. New 

cupolas have since replaced the pyramidal roofs, but as Etkind puts it, whether “millions of 

Russians of aware of this or not, it is the mournful images of the Soviet gulag that they carry 
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in their wallets, touch, handle, glance at, and exchange daily” (7). Says Etkind, “this site of 

memory is as warped as it is common”. 

Fig. 5: Etkind, Alexander. Warped Mourning: Stories of the Undead in the Land of the 

Unburied. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2013. Print. 

 The five-hundred-rouble banknote is an otherwise ordinary object that manifests and 

demythologizes historical-material conditions. Not only does it juxtapose, but the banknote 

also reconciles two seemingly incompatible realities: the Soviet gulag of the past, and a 

capitalist Russia in the present. As I see it, the banknote exemplifies my own concept of 

‘magic(al) materialism’. While it is not necessarily vibrant in the same way that other objects 

of magic(al) realism are vibrant (Carl Grossberg’s turbine, José Saramago’s chair), the 

banknote exerts a kind of agency insofar as it remembers a history ‘corrected’, or a traumatic 

past forcibly excised from the present. Etkind concludes that the “most realistic, down-to-earth 

way to understand this amazing banknote is to see it as a ghostly apparition”, and in this way, 

the banknote recalls the character of José Arcadio Segundo in Gabriel García Márquez’s 1967 

novel One Hundred Years of Solitude (7). In Chapter One, I theorize José Arcadio Segundo in 

terms of Jacques Derrida’s concept of ‘hauntology’, and indeed, the banknote is hauntological 
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precisely because it is a remnant of, even as it postdates a reality that no longer exists, that 

might not ‘officially’ exist at all. In Warped Mourning, the banknote functions to introduce the 

problem of how to access and so put to rest (not to get over so much as live after) a traumatic 

past for which there is little or no ‘rational’ evidence.2 In fact, the banknote provides a way 

through this problem. To the extent that it is concrete and ordinary, the banknote testifies to 

and situates individual remembrances of the Soviet experience, of trauma, and thus it forms 

part of a literal tradition of solidarity that tempers the burden of representation. By virtue of its 

exteriority, the banknote resists the kind of solitude that occurs when individuals are unable to 

communicate or corroborate their experiences, as is the case in One Hundred Years of Solitude 

when, after the banana massacre, the inhabitants of Macondo insist that the “myth of the 

workers hemmed in at the station and the train with two hundred cars loaded with dead people” 

is simply a figment of José Arcadio Segundo’s imagination (396). My point is that the banknote 

and other objects like it allow a degree of intelligibility across historical as well as cultural 

difference. 

 In terms of the technical work of mourning, Etkind argues that, in order for a specific 

work to process and not simply reproduce trauma, it must incorporate “markers of difference”, 

including elements of magic, humour, and historical analysis (21). Etkind adds that markers of 

difference function to “vary the serial re-presentations of the past” to which the traumatized 

subject obsessively returns. Indeed, Etkind borrows terms from, but also troubles some of the 

theories of Sigmund Freud. For example, Etkind notes that Freud “based his distinction 

between the healthy and the sick on the subject’s ability to acknowledge the reality of the loss. 

But this distinction did not work well in the terrorized Soviet Union”: 

Millions of victims were convicted for long terms of imprisonment ‘with no right of 

correspondence,’ and long silences followed their arrests. Many were shot before they 

ever reached a camp; others returned months, years, or decades later. For millions of 
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relatives and friends, the uncertainty was external and realistic rather than internal and 

pathological. […] In an indefinitely large part of the Soviet experience, death could not 

be recognized as death, and survival could not be relied upon as life. (17; 17-18) 

I mention Etkind’s critique of Freud for these reasons: in the same way that materialist critics 

of postcolonial studies emphasize the historical-material dimensions of colonization and its 

aftereffects, Etkind emphasizes the historical-material dimensions of trauma and so locates 

trauma outside of the “hearts and minds of Soviet citizens”; in so doing, Etkind affirms that the 

conditions of irrationality and unreality are inherent in the historical matter of the Soviet 

regime; and thus there is a material basis for Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism (30). In 

Chapter One, I challenge the false dichotomy of ‘ontological’ and ‘epistemological’ magic(al) 

realism, and I argue that this dichotomy assumes that colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism 

is intuitive and not ‘thought’ through. In this chapter, I aim to demonstrate that this dichotomy 

also obscures the ‘real’ origins of magic(al) realism produced in and about Europe and by 

Europeans, that such works do not simply engage in thought experimentation for its own sake. 

In other words, it is not enough only to challenge from one side the binaries of 

ontological/epistemological, cultural/intellectual, authentic/affected, and so on. 

 There are, of course, differences between and particularities of colonial/postcolonial 

and other traditions of magic(al) realism. For example, the specific works that I read in this 

chapter are not primarily concerned to supplant rationalist versions of reality so much as fill 

the void produced when the notion of reality is all but effaced from official historiographies. 

Put another way, these works do not ‘write back’ so much as ‘write’ in the most constructive 

sense of the word.3 Nonetheless, it is almost impossible to identify differences between and 

particularities of specific traditions and works of fiction without first admitting the possibility 

of a comparative study, and this is precisely the possibility that dominant accounts of magic(al) 

realism preclude. Before I consider Etkind’s concept of magical historicism, which expresses 
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precisely the particularity that I mention above, and before I proceed to read novels and a film 

by Mikhail Bulgakov, Günter Grass, Milan Kundera, and Wim Wenders, I want to outline 

another of Etkind’s concepts, that of ‘textual monuments’. Indeed, Etkind observes that, in 

Russia and Eastern Europe, “novels, films, and debates about the past vastly outpace and 

overshadow monuments, memorials, and museums”, and according to Etkind, this is due to the 

uncertain workings of the Soviet regime (176). What is a physical monument without the 

where, when, who, and even if of the traumatic past? In the absence of so-called hard 

monuments to the terrors of the Soviet regime, Etkind perceives in late-Soviet and post-Soviet 

fiction textual monuments that produce the same effect as “stone or bronze” (180). “The 

effect”, says Etkind, “comes from an unusual, unexpected stoppage of the narrative flow, 

creating a static image that becomes memorable and mournful precisely because of this contrast 

between its frozen, petrified fabric and the flow of the story that encircles it”. Etkind provides 

various examples of textual monuments, one of which is especially striking. In the 1995 

memoir Vospominaniia, the Russian linguist and ‘returnee’ Dmitry Likhachev recalls an “open 

car that removed the frozen corpses from the Leningrad streets during the siege of the city in 

1942”: 

The car that stuck in my memory was loaded with corpses, frozen into the most fantastic 

positions. It was as if they had been frozen in the act of giving speeches, screaming, 

grimacing, prancing. Raised hands, open glassy eyes. Some of the corpses were naked. 

One female corpse stuck in my memory, she was naked, brown, skinny, she was 

standing up in the car like a pillar, propping up the other corpses. (Etkind 181; 

Likhachev in Etkind 181)4 

 In One Hundred Years of Solitude, the narrator recalls the train on which José Arcadio 

Segundo regains consciousness after the banana massacre: 
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There was no free space in the car except for an aisle in the middle. 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, and those who had 

put them in the car had had time to pile them up in the same way in which they 

transported bunches of bananas. […] He [José Arcadio Segundo] recognized only a 

woman who sold drinks in the square and Colonel Gavilán, who still held wrapped in 

his hand the belt with a buckle of Morelia silver with which he had tried to open his 

way through the panic. (312) 

In both of these excerpts, corpses are frozen in ways that affect feelings of hesitation, horror, 

humour, and unreality.5 To be sure, the corpses are not funny, but they so defy any familiar or 

else rational frame of reference that the reader must pause to consider what, if any response is 

appropriate. For Etkind, it is precisely the combination of the hard and the soft, the material 

and the discursive, that makes textual monuments work. “The monumental hardware of cultural 

memory”, says Etkind, “does not function unless it interacts with discursive software. On the 

other hand, the software—public opinion, historical debates, literary imagery—would pass 

away with every subsequent generation or even fashion if it were not anchored by monuments, 

memorials, and museums” (177). Etkind’s concept of textual monuments is similar to my own 

concept of magic(al) materialism, which refers to literary or else extratextual moments in which 

nonhuman matter and human modes of interpretation, organization, and production coalesce 

to frame lived experiences of reality, to provide realistic and instructive accounts of how things 

have come to be as they are, however unreal the situation might seem. 

 In the last chapter of Warped Mourning, Etkind considers the question of whether or 

not the term ‘magic(al) realism’ captures the “unbridled peculiarity of post-Soviet Russian 

fiction” (233). Etkind admits that the term might “work in application to the east European 

literatures that have recently been emancipated from Soviet domination”, but maintains that 
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the “application of the concept of magical realism to recent Russian fiction requires a major 

theoretical revision”: 

These narratives are similar to and different from magical realist ones in several 

important respects. They are similar because they make extensive use of magic in full-

scale novelistic constructions. They also present an implicit critique of contemporary 

society by revising its historical foundations. They are different because they are self-

consciously distanced from the traditions of the realist novel that are so critical to 

magical realism. The post-Soviet novel does not emulate social reality and does not 

compete with the psychological novel; what it emulates and struggles with is history. 

[…] I coin the concept of ‘magical historicism’ to define the bizarre but instructive 

imagery that has evolved out of postcatastrophic, post-Soviet culture. 

The concept of magical historicism is suitably precise insofar as the specific works that Etkind 

reads (or at least according to Etkind) are primarily concerned to confront dominant 

constructions of history and not dominant constructions of reality. However, Etkind does not 

foreclose the possibility of a comparative study of works of magic(al) realism and magical 

historicism, and in fact, Etkind states that the “border between magical realism and magical 

historicism is a matter of emphasis rather than one of definitions” (235). Of course, my 

emphasis is matter, and the specific works that I read in this and other chapters emulate, 

struggle with, and recast notions of history as well as reality as a result of their attention to 

matter. 

The Master and Margarita 

In Warped Mourning, Alexander Etkind writes that the “only certainty about the Soviet 

catastrophe, apart from its massive scale, is its very uncertainty. We do not have anything like 

a full list of victims; we do not have anything like a full list of executioners; and we do not 

have adequate memorials, museums, and monuments” (10). In terms of its content and 
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distribution, Mikhail Bulgakov’s novel The Master and Margarita exemplifies this sense of 

uncertainty, of a traumatic past that is now fragmented in matter. Indeed, Bulgakov drafted the 

novel in Soviet Russia between 1928, the year of Joseph Stalin’s first five-year plan to build 

‘socialism in one country’, and 1940, the year of Bulgakov’s death, but it was not until the late 

1960s that the Russian literary magazine Moskva published a serialized and heavily censored 

version of Bulgakov’s surviving manuscripts. Around the same time, Bulgakov’s uncensored 

manuscripts were smuggled out of the Soviet Union and into France, where in 1967, the YMCA 

Press published the first complete version of the novel.6 In the Soviet Union, individuals printed 

and distributed by hand other versions of Bulgakov’s uncensored manuscripts as part of a 

practice designated samizdat, or what Friederike Kind-Kovacs and Jessie Labov describe as 

the “‘do-it-yourself’ underground publishing” of works censored or else suppressed by the 

Soviet regime (1).7 I mention these facts of distribution for two reasons: they demonstrate that 

literature is not simply thought into the world, but it relies on material routes from specific 

locations to others; and they recall the “concrete acts of legitimate support” that Gabriel García 

Márquez associates with the term ‘solidarity’ (“The Solitude of Latin America”). Neither 

Bulgakov nor the other individuals involved in distributing versions of The Master and 

Margarita were in a position to mourn the (ongoing) terrors of the Soviet regime, but they were 

able to preserve and share literary and other material fragments through which later generations 

might come to the cultural work of mourning. My point is that The Master and Margarita 

survived the Soviet regime and exists in a contemporary context thanks to acts of solidarity 

across nations and generations, across culture and history. 

 The Master and Margarita consists of two storylines, the first of which (at least in terms 

of chronology) is set in the Jerusalem of Pontius Pilate and retells events leading up to and after 

the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. It is worth stating outright that Bulgakov’s Christ is a historical 

and not a divine figure, a prophet only insofar as he preaches the inherent goodness of humans. 
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Shortly after he arrives in Jerusalem and for his “mad utopian talk”, the “vagrant philosopher” 

Christ is detained and delivered to the Roman procurator Pontius Pilate, whose task it is to 

confirm the sentence of death passed by the Lesser Sanhedrin (29). Christ and Pilate share a 

kind of dialectical exchange, whereby each man tests the other’s beliefs: “‘And now tell me, 

why is it that you use the words ‘good people’ all the time? Do you call everyone that, or what?’ 

‘Everyone,’ the prisoner replied. ‘There are no evil people in the world.’ ‘The first I hear of it,’ 

Pilate said, grinning” (28). Due to the circumstances surrounding Christ’s and his companion 

Bar-Rabban’s arrests, custom dictates that one of the two prisoners be “released in honour of 

the great feast of Passover” (37). The Lesser Sanhedrin recommends that Bar-Rabban be 

released, but Pilate argues that Bar-Rabban’s “guilt is more considerable” since Christ, by 

virtue of his seemingly untenable idealism, is “obviously an insane person”. The Lesser 

Sanhedrin maintains its position to which Pilate ultimately yields, but having confirmed the 

sentence of death, Pilate is struck by a strange feeling of anguish. He senses that there is 

“something he had not finished saying to the condemned man, and perhaps something he had 

not finished hearing” (38). While he disagrees with Christ’s beliefs, Pilate suffers the loss of 

his romantic double, his equal and opposite, without whom he is fated to a kind of stasis. 

 Bulgakov’s depiction of Christ, a man “completely alive, the once-existing Jesus, 

though, true, a Jesus furnished with all negative features”, constitutes a critique of the state 

atheism of the Soviet Union (5). In the 1983 work Marxist-Leninist ‘Scientific Atheism’ and 

the Study of Religion and Atheism in the USSR, James Thrower explains the philosophical basis 

for atheism in the Soviet Union: “Religious man is alienated man, for religious man, the true 

creator, makes that which is his own creation—God—into an authority over himself, thus 

throwing away his natural sovereignty” (12). Indeed, in the Soviet Union, atheism was 

‘rationalized’ in terms of the rejection of institutions of bourgeois reaction and the affirmation 

of the self-determination of humans. In other words, atheism expressed the humanist 
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rationalism of Marxism specifically and the Enlightenment more broadly. As Karl Marx puts 

it in the 1844 work Critique of Hegel’s ‘Philosophy of Right’, the only emancipation that is 

“practically possible” is emancipation based on the “theory which holds that man is the 

supreme being for man” (142). While religion was not ‘officially’ banned in the Soviet Union, 

the Soviet regime was unequivocally anti-religious, and sectarian violence was common in the 

Soviet Union, as was the expropriation of church properties (the Solovetsky Monastery was 

expropriated by the Bolsheviks in 1921). In The Master and Margarita, the character of 

Mikhail Alexandrovich Berlioz represents the opinion of the Soviet regime on matters of 

religion: “Jesus, as a person, simply never existed in the world, and all the stories about him 

were mere fiction, the most ordinary mythology” (6). However, the novel challenges this 

position. Not only does it affirm the existence of, but The Master and Margarita also suggests 

that there are lessons to be learned from the historical figure of Christ, and these lessons of the 

ultimate humanity and vital inseparability of good and evil connect the novel’s two storylines. 

 The second storyline in The Master and Margarita is set in Soviet Moscow and starts 

with the arrival of a “cursed foreigner at the Patriarch’s Ponds” (105). Berlioz and his comrade 

Ivan Nikolaevich Ponyrev, or the poet ‘Homeless’ first encounter the foreigner during a debate 

regarding the existence of the historical figure of Christ: 

‘May I sit down?’ the foreigner asked politely, and the friends somehow involuntarily 

moved apart; the foreigner adroitly sat down between them and at once entered into the 

conversation: ‘Unless I hear wrong, you were pleased to say that Jesus never existed?’ 

the foreigner asked, turning his green left eye to Berlioz. ‘No, you did not hear wrong,’ 

Berlioz replied courteously, ‘that is precisely what I was saying.’ ‘Ah, how interesting!’ 

exclaimed the foreigner. ‘What the devil does he want?’ thought Homeless. (8-9) 

In terms of magic(al) realism, the last line in this excerpt is an example of verbal magic, or 

what Wendy B. Faris describes as a “closing of the gap between words and the world”, for the 
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foreigner is, in fact, the Devil come to wreak havoc in Moscow (“Scheherazade’s Children” 

176). Indeed, the Devil introduces himself as Professor Woland, a “specialist in black magic” 

who is visiting from some remote place: “‘You’re German?’ Homeless inquired. ‘I? …’ the 

professor repeated and suddenly fell to thinking. ‘Yes, perhaps I am German …’” (16). Over 

the course of the novel, Woland and his retinue, which consists of the fanged and wall-eyed 

heavy Azazello, the red-haired ex-choirmaster Koroviev, and the bipedal and talking black cat 

Behemoth, unleash and delight in all matter of chaos. The group conjures foreign money or 

else disappears official documents to extort and frame various individuals, including the 

Chairman of the House Committee Nikanor Ivanovich Bosoy and the Director of the Variety 

Theatre Stepan Bogdanovich Likhodeev, through whom the group secures a flat on Sadovaya 

Street and a gig at the Variety Theatre. 

 The magic show at the Variety Theatre is the first instance of magic that is witnessed 

by more than one or two individuals. On a stage and in front of an audience, Woland and his 

assistants Koroviev and Behemoth conjure money and other commodities, which the audience 

rushes to collect: 

And all at once the floor of the stage was covered with Persian carpets, huge mirrors 

appeared, lit by greenish tubes at the sides, and between the mirrors—display windows, 

and in them the merrily astonished spectators saw Parisian ladies’ dresses of various 

colours and cuts. In some of the windows, that is, while in others there appeared 

hundreds of ladies’ hats, with feathers and without feathers, and—with buckles or 

without—hundreds of shoes, black, white, yellow, leather, satin, suede, with straps, 

with stones. Among the shoes there appeared cases of perfume, mountains of handbags 

of antelope hide, suede, silk, and among these, whole heaps of little elongated cases of 

gold metal such as usually contain lipstick. [… W]omen tore on to the stage, and off 
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the stage the lucky ones came pouring down in ball gowns. […] Women hastily grabbed 

shoes without trying them on. (154-157) 

Indeed, the carnivalesque mood of the magic show recalls Alejo Carpentier’s 1949 novel The 

Kingdom of This World and specifically the sacking of the Palace of Sans Souci by which the 

slave Ti Noël comes to possess an embalmed moonfish, a music box, a glass decanter, and so 

on. However, this moment in The Master and Margarita also differs from that in The Kingdom 

of This World insofar as it is the result of so-called ‘conjuring’ magic and not the unlikely, but 

‘real’ result of particular historical events. Of course, the magic show satirizes real historical-

material conditions, including the limited importation of foreign goods to the Soviet Union and 

so the ‘black market’ economy through which such goods were exchanged, and yet, by 

dominant accounts, it is not (or at least would not be were critics to read it) an example of 

magic(al) realism precisely because it involves sleight of hand. In fact, when the audience exits 

the theatre, the conjured commodities suddenly vanish into thin air, leaving women “running 

around in the street looking quite indecent” (226). Like Cinderella after midnight, the audience 

is thus ‘exposed’ for its will to indulgence. 

 In Magic(al) Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers states that the “variety of magical 

occurrences in magic(al) realist writing includes ghosts, disappearances, miracles, 

extraordinary talents and strange atmospheres but does not include the magic as it is found in 

a magic show” (21). Bowers disqualifies so-called conjuring magic from the designation of 

magic(al) realism on the basis that, in magic(al) realism, “magical things must be accepted as 

a part of material reality” (31). As I see it, Bowers’ distinction between conjuring and real 

magic simply recapitulates the false dichotomy of ontological and epistemological magic(al) 

realism, as if there are types of magic that are more or less authentic, more or less meaningful. 

Indeed, as I argue it, the matter is not necessarily the type of magic that occurs so much as to 

what effect. In The Master and Margarita and after the magic show, the bookkeeper Vassily 
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Stepanovich Lastochkin arrives at the Commission on Spectacles and Entertainment of the 

Lighter Type to report the outrageous antics of the magician Woland. Stepanovich enters the 

“office of the chairman of the commission, and here he was definitively dumbfounded”: 

At a huge writing desk with a massive inkstand an empty suit sat and with a dry pen, 

not dipped in ink, traced on a piece of paper. The suit was wearing a necktie, a fountain 

pen stuck from its pocket, but above the collar there was neither neck nor head, just as 

there were no hands sticking out of the sleeves. The suit was immersed in work and 

completely ignored the turmoil that reigned around it. Hearing someone come in, the 

suit leaned back and from above the collar came the voice, quite familiar to the 

bookkeeper, of Prokhor Petrovich: ‘What is this? Isn’t it written on the door that I’m 

not receiving?’. (232; 233) 

This Kafkaesque moment is, of course, satirical, from the overly specific name given to the 

commission to the literally faceless and pencil pushing bureaucrat Petrovich, but beyond the 

verbal magic by which Bulgakov materializes the metaphor of a ‘suit’ going about ‘business 

as usual’, this moment, if it were considered by critics, probably would not qualify as magic(al) 

realism. In the first instance, the suit is a result of Woland’s sleight of hand, and moreover, 

other characters, while they accept that it occurs, do not accept this moment as an “ordinary 

matter, an everyday occurrence” (Zamora and Faris “Introduction” 3). However, I consider this 

moment an instance of magic(al) materialism. On the one hand, the suit is an example of vibrant 

matter (or at least matter made vibrant) that functions to demythologize historical-material 

conditions. On the other hand, it serves to realize the absent referent of the real magic of the 

Soviet regime. That is, the seemingly incompatible facts of incessant bureaucracy, and yet also 

the uncertainty, the sheer lack of a paper trail for convictions, deaths, disappearances, and so 

on. 
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 The (expropriated) apartment in which Woland and his retinue reside is another 

example of the extent to which the conjuring magic in The Master and Margarita is based in 

the realities of the Soviet experience. When the titular character of Margarita first climbs the 

stairs to the apartment, the narrator comments that she is “struck that the front hall of an 

ordinary Moscow apartment could contain this extraordinary invisible, yet quite palpable, 

endless stairway” (310). “But the most striking thing”, thinks Margarita to herself, “is the size 

of the place … How could it all be squeezed into a Moscow apartment? There’s simply no way 

it could be!” (311). In the 1994 work Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia, 

Svetlana Boym describes the Soviet phenomenon of the ‘communal apartment’ this way: 

The communal apartment was not merely an outcome of the post-revolutionary housing 

crisis but also of a revolutionary experiment in living. […] Only a few weeks after the 

October Revolution of 1917 Lenin drafted a plan to expropriate and resettle private 

apartments. […] A minimum living space of about 10 square metres per person and 13 

square metres per family was established. […] A person, or rather a statistical unit […] 

was not entitled to a room or to a private space but only to a number of square metres. 

The space is divided mathematically or bureaucratically as if it were an abstract 

problem in geometry, not the real space of existing apartments. As a result, most of the 

apartments in the major cities were partitioned in an incredible and often unfunctional 

manner, creating strange spaces, long corridors, and so-called black entrances through 

labyrinthine inner courtyards. (124-125) 

Recalling the character of José Arcadio Buendía in Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred 

Years of Solitude, whose “devilish jargon” translates to a relatively sophisticated account of 

the fourth dimension, Azazello explains that the extraordinary apartment on Sadovaya Street 

is the “most uncomplicated thing of all!” (312). “For someone well acquainted with the fifth 

dimension”, says Azazello, “it costs nothing to expand space to the desired proportions. I’ll say 
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more, respected lady—to devil knows what proportions!”.8 Notwithstanding the connections 

to One Hundred Years of Solitude, it seems that Bulgakov’s depiction of space in the apartment 

on Sadovaya Street is not a fantastic invention so much as a realistic account of the organization 

and experience of residential space in the Soviet Union. 

 The problem of belief and specifically the credibility of accounts of conjuring magic is 

not only a problem for critics, but also for characters in The Master and Margarita. As Woland 

terrorizes Moscow, those individuals who bear witness to the chaos, having tried to report or 

else share their experiences, are invariably committed to a mental institution, where they are 

sedated and ultimately diagnosed as being mentally ill. For example, Homeless’ testimonies 

are rationalized in terms of alcoholism and schizophrenia. However, the reader understands 

that, in the context of the novel, it is precisely those characters who are labelled as mentally ill, 

most of whom are writers, who are most in touch with the reality that the novel depicts. While 

I am more interested in the events involving Woland and his retinue and specifically the ways 

in which Woland uses conjuring magic to vitalize ordinary objects that demythologize 

historical-material conditions, it is worth stating that The Master and Margarita is deeply 

influenced by the German legend and specifically Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s 1808 and 

1832 versions of Faust in which the scholar Faust makes a deal with Mephistopheles, an agent 

of the Devil, whereby he trades his soul for unlimited knowledge. The extent to which The 

Master and Margarita restages or else inverts aspects of Faust is a matter of debate, and I am 

not in a position to contribute to this debate. However, I do want to suggest that The Master 

and Margarita affirms the Faustian and indeed the romantic quest for knowledge and the role 

of the author in this pursuit. While the characters in The Master and Margarita are (at least to 

some extent) powerless to confront or else to stop Woland and his retinue, it is precisely those 

characters who still commit to recording the novel’s events who are able to come to terms with 

and find peace in a world where things are not always rational. For example, at the end of the 
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novel, the Master, whose life work is based in his manuscript retelling the events leading up to 

and after the crucifixion of Christ (another event that he is ultimately powerless to change 

except insofar as he endows it with cultural meaning), and his lover Margarita leave Moscow 

with Woland and his retinue and are transported, not to the Kingdom of Heaven, but to a place 

in which they might enjoy what they were “not given in life—peace” (479). There is a certain 

ambivalence to the way in which The Master and Margarita ends, with Christ and Pilate 

reunited and the Master and Margarita free from the burdens of This World, but while this 

sense of ambivalence cannot be reconciled, it can be situated in the fact that Bulgakov drafted 

the novel and died before the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Indeed, thinking back to Etkind’s 

theories regarding the cultural work of mourning, it would be extremely unreasonable to expect 

Bulgakov to provide a neater ending, to imagine a resolution in the material world of the Soviet 

Union, given that its terrors were alive and well at the time that The Master and Margarita was 

written. Instead, Bulgakov suggests that sometimes the best an author can do, perhaps even the 

obligation of an author, is to record in the most realistic way possible unreal events so that later 

generations might understand what things were like, how their own circumstances came to be, 

and what their responsibility is in imagining a future that is accountable to the traumatic past. 

The novel certainly does not complete the work of mourning, but it salvages material forms 

through which that work might be taken up, it writes in solidarity with a future beyond the 

terrors of the Soviet regime. 

The Tin Drum 

Günter Grass’ 1959 novel The Tin Drum is based in what is first the Free City of Danzig (later 

Gdańsk) and follows the protagonist and narrator Oskar Matzerath. In Magic(al) Realism, 

Maggie Ann Bowers notes that extraordinary talents are common in literary magic(al) realism, 

and indeed, Oskar is born with and develops such talents. As a baby, Oskar is able to scream 

at a pitch that shatters glass, and over the course of the novel, he sharpens this ability—what 
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he terms “singshattering”—to a point where he is able to cut through or else etch into glass 

with absolute precision (66). On his third birthday for which he receives his first tin drum, 

Oskar decides to arrest his own physical development (ostensibly) in order to avoid future work 

as a grocer: “So as not to have to rattle a cash register, I stuck to my drum and didn’t grow a 

finger’s breadth from my third birthday on, remained the three-year-old, who, three times as 

smart, was towered over by grown-ups” (49). Later, Oskar learns to beat his drum in ways that 

allow him and others to access, as if to relive (traumatic) memories.9 Yet, for all of these 

extraordinary talents, critics do all but exclude The Tin Drum from the designation of magic(al) 

realism on the basis that, in the novel’s present, Oskar is an “inmate in a mental institution” 

and so an unreliable narrator (3). As Bowers puts it, there is “no external commentary to the 

narrative to signal to the reader to what extent his perception of reality may be disturbed” (63). 

Bowers also troubles the novel’s status as a work of magic(al) realism on the basis that Grass 

cites “fairy tales as his inspiration for his form of narrative” (63-64). According to Bowers, 

“fairy tales are not ‘magical realist’, since the stories take place on another plane of reality from 

our own” (104). That the fairy tale tradition might form part of Grass’ “mythological and 

cultural context” is not a possibility that Bowers considers (and here, I am referencing the false 

dichotomy of ontological and epistemological magic(al) realism) (65). In this section, I aim to 

demonstrate that The Tin Drum is a work of magic(al) realism, albeit one that appropriates 

elements of the German romantic tradition. 

 Before I read The Tin Drum against dominant accounts of magic(al) realism, I want to 

situate the novel in the context of Oskar’s (and Grass’) birthplace of the Free City of Danzig. 

Elizabeth M. Clark writes that, after World War I, the Free City was “established as a 

compromise between Polish economic needs and German nationalist claims”; it was “not a part 

of Poland, but an autonomous region, nominally protected by Poland and the League of 

Nations” (24; 25). Like the Weimar Republic in which magic-realist painting originates, the 
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Free City was a kind of “oddity, an experiment”, and its constitutive transnationalism made it 

a site of geopolitical contestation (24). Having exploited ethnic tensions between native 

Germans and Poles, Nazi Germany annexed the Free City in 1939. At this time, the Soviet 

Union was bound by a non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany, but it followed and sought to 

influence events in the Free City as it considered Poland a possible enemy. In 1941, Nazi 

Germany launched an invasion of the Soviet Union, thereby nullifying the non-aggression pact, 

and Soviet troops ultimately captured the Free City in 1945. As a result, Poland incorporated 

the Free City as Gdańsk, and in the decades after World War II, Poland became an effective 

satellite state of the Soviet Union. To the extent that it was a stage for Nazi-Soviet relations 

before and during World War II, the Free City of Danzig/Gdańsk is analogous to those 

territories in Central and South America in which the Cold War played out by proxy. In fact, 

from its double origins to its occupation by different states, the Free City of Danzig/Gdańsk 

exemplifies historical-material conditions that span different forms of magic(al) realism, 

including magic-realist painting, colonial/postcolonial, and Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) 

realism. Says Clark, “Germans and Poles were, in the case of the Free City, ordinary people, 

under extraordinary pressures” (35). 

 Like Saleem Sinai in Salman Rushdie’s 1981 novel Midnight’s Children, Oskar is 

“handcuffed to history”, and his arrested development, albeit self-imposed, parallels the 

arrested sovereignty of the Free City of Danzig (9). Indeed, The Tin Drum is concerned to 

address issues of genealogy, and like the Free City, Oskar’s origins are at once German and 

Polish. Throughout the novel, Oskar refers to the problem of his “two presumptive fathers”: 

Alfred Matzerath is Agnes Koljaiczek’s (Oskar’s mother’s) husband and a native Rhinelander, 

and Jan Bronski is Agnes’ cousin and lover and of Kashubian descent (197). Alfred and Jan 

are opposites insofar as Alfred is a Nazi sympathizer and a stereotypically repressed Protestant 

while Jan is a supporter of Poland and a hyperemotional Catholic. Since he cannot prove his 



The Angel of History 

 86 

paternity one way or the other, Oskar variously identifies with and rejects both Alfred and Jan, 

and Oskar’s decision to arrest his own physical development reflects his state of genealogical 

and so vocational uncertainty (in the immediate sense, this decision arises from Alfred’s 

assumption that Oskar will ‘grow into’ the family business). Over the course of the novel, 

Oskar tries, but fails to ‘outrun’ the problem of his paternity, and in fact, the red-and-white tin 

drum from which Oskar is never apart and through which he tries to make sense of his life is a 

token of his double origins. As Katharina Hall puts it, Oskar’s drum is “not only reminiscent 

of Nazi ideology and pictures of the Hitlerjugend playing similar drums at rallies”, but its 

colours “also embody the Polish spirit of resistance” (76). The motif of genealogy is common 

in colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism. For example, in Gabriel García Márquez’s One 

Hundred Years of Solitude, Colonel Aureliano Buendía campaigns for the “rights of 

illegitimate children”, and for this, the state ultimately assassinates the Colonel’s own 

illegitimate children (the seventeen Aurelianos) (98). Moreover, the last Aureliano is born with 

the tail of a pig, presumably as a result of the incestuous relationship of José Arcadio Buendía 

and Úrsula Iguarán. In colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism, the motif of genealogy often 

figures in terms of an archetypically transgressive union such as that of colonizer and 

colonized, which produces actual and cultural ‘bastards’. That this motif functions to a similar 

effect in The Tin Drum demonstrates that some of the concerns of postcolonial authors, 

including those that relate to identity, extend beyond specific postcolonial contexts. While it 

recalls other (more accepted) works of magic(al) realism, the motif of genealogy in The Tin 

Drum also works in ways that are particular to the novel’s cultural and geohistorical context. 

More specifically, the novel uses the motif of genealogy to critique elements of the German 

romantic tradition. 

 If Alfred and Jan stand for a kind of dialectical problem of genealogy, then Oskar, like 

the Free City of Danzig, exists as a possible, albeit arrested ‘synthesis’. Indeed, The Tin Drum 
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incorporates and ultimately subverts the romantic notion of the unity of opposites insofar as 

Oskar seesaws between different ‘theses’, or different versions of himself in and of the world, 

without ever outgrowing (or at least not before the novel ends) his state of arrested 

development. In the 2001 work Going Beyond the Pairs: The Coincidence of Opposites in 

German Romanticism, Zen, and Deconstruction, Dennis McCort defines the German romantic 

tradition in terms of the assumption that “any pair of opposites, if known intimately enough, 

will resolve itself into unity”, and this is precisely the way in which Mikhail Bulgakov treats 

the relationship between good and evil in The Master and Margarita (21). For having come to 

realize the ultimate (maybe vital) unity of opposites, Pontius Pilate, the Master, and Margarita 

receive what they were “not given in life—peace” (479). However, in The Tin Drum, there is 

no such peace for Oskar, despite his journeys, his very origins in contradiction. Throughout the 

novel, Oskar defers to his two inner voices of Rasputin and Goethe, the “faith healer and the 

know-it-all” (78). Like Pontius Pilate and Jesus Christ in The Master and Margarita, like 

Alfred and Jan, Rasputin and Goethe represent the equal, but opposite forces of modernity, the 

equal, but opposite tendencies of the romantic psyche. Unlike The Master and Margarita, The 

Tin Drum does not resolve opposites into unity, and in fact, Oskar’s likens his inner voices to 

an endless carousel ride: 

I wanted to get off but couldn’t. [… T]here was Rasputin, laughing and biting the coin 

for the next ride with his faith-healer’s teeth; there was Goethe, prince of poets, 

plucking coins from his finely embroidered purse, each one stamped with the profile of 

Our Father, then Rasputin drunk, then Herr von Goethe sober. A little craziness with 

Rasputin, then for reason’s sake a little Goethe. The extremists with Rasputin, the forces 

of order with Goethe. The masses in revolt with Rasputin, calendar mottoes from 

Goethe. (393) 
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Stephen Slemon argues that, in literary magic(al) realism, 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 one can 

fully come into being, and each remains suspended, locked in a continuous dialectic” (409). 

As I see it, Oskar embodies this state of dialectical suspension, and as a forever three-year-old, 

forever three feet tall, Oskar experiences the powers and perils of a so-called third way of 

being. It is worth noting that, in magic(al)-realist literary studies, critics debate the extent to 

which magic(al) realism suspends or else resolves dialectical tension. Whereas Slemon affirms 

that literary magic(al) realism forestalls dialectical resolution, Bowers claims that literary 

magic(al) realism creates a “third space, which is constituted from neither one nor the other of 

the opposing world views” (83). I want to suggest that the problem of dialectical tension in 

magic(al) realism has origins in and so requires an account of magic-realist painting. 

 In the 1925 essay “Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism”, Franz Roh describes various 

developments in visual art in terms of the dialectical relationship between the “man who 

contemplates” and the “man of action” (23). For Roh, ‘progress’, artistic and otherwise, is a 

result of “sensuality and highly structured schematics”, or of “exalted idealism and ingenuous 

realism”. Yet, Roh speculates that magic-realist painting might correspond to a “third class of 

man who, without losing anything of his constructivist ideals, nonetheless knows how to 

reconcile that desire with a greater respect for reality, with a closer knowledge of what exists, 

of the objects he transforms and exalts”. “This kind of man”, says Roh, “is neither the 

‘empirical’ Machiavellian politician nor the apolitical man who listens only to the voice of an 

ethical ideal, but a man at once political and ethical”. Oskar seems to exemplify, but also 

troubles Roh’s third man of magic-realist painting, who exists between “two chasms on the 

right and left”. In The Tin Drum, Oskar is variously a member of the Hitler Youth, an anti-

fascist, a tombstone engraver, a life model, a famous musician, and a convicted murderer, and 
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in all of these experiences, Oskar tries to reconcile a kind of romantic reflection with the 

realities of historical matter. However, Oskar’s ability to recognize interactions between 

nonhuman matter and human modes of interpretation, organization, and production does not 

automatically equate to an ability to affect reality. In Chapter One and following José 

Saramago’s 1995 novel Blindness, I argue that magic(al) realism (or at least magic(al) 

materialism) must be ‘seen’ in order for its demythological effect to work. In fact, magic(al) 

realism demands that, having seen, humans move to act, but Oskar struggles to move from a 

position of seeing to one of action. In this way, The Tin Drum emphasizes the problem of 

bystandership and its role in the terrors of Europe in the twentieth century. My point is that the 

novel combines elements of magic(al) realism and the German romantic tradition (a 

combination that is nascent in Roh’s account of magic-realist painting) to mourn particular 

historical events, to treat issues of historical responsibility, and such issues are consistent across 

different forms of magic(al) realism. 

 In this thesis, I argue that magic(al) realism uses unlikely configurations of objects and 

improbable lines of sight to demythologize historical-material conditions, and I develop the 

concept of ‘magic(al) materialism’ to theorize this particular form of juxtaposition. The Tin 

Drum incorporates various instances of magic(al) materialism, one of which (in fact, it is a 

series of such instances) demonstrates the possible relationship between magic(al) materialism 

and the cultural work of mourning. Midway through the novel and as Soviet troops arrive to 

capture the Free City of Danzig, Oskar and others take shelter in a cellar beneath Alfred’s shop. 

Hearing the troops above and outside, Alfred removes a Nazi pin from his lapel and eventually 

tries to swallow it. At the exact moment that the troops enter the cellar, Alfred starts to choke 

on the pin, and thinking this suspicious, one ‘Kalmuck’ opens fire, killing Alfred before he can 

“choke to death” (376). The troops disperse shortly after Alfred dies, leaving Oskar and a 

neighbour to scavenge materials (the cellar door, Vitello margarine crates) out of which to 
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construct a makeshift coffin. When he buries Alfred and as he focuses on the “letters of the 

word Vitello”, Oskar experiences a sense of revelation, which is a result of the sudden and 

seemingly magical continuity of otherwise ordinary objects and broader historical-material 

conditions (386). In other words, the actual matter of Alfred’s death is that of fascism, 

geopolitics, wartime scarcity, and so on, and having come to realize this much, Oskar is moved 

to drop the question of “Should I or shouldn’t I?” and instead decides “It must be so!”. Oskar 

throws his drum into Alfred’s grave, and says Oskar, “sand gathered on my drum, piled higher 

and grew—and I too began to grow, which was announced by a violent nosebleed” (387). 

Having experienced an instance of magic(al) materialism, Oskar resolves to bury and so ‘grows 

out of’ the circumstances of his birth. However, Oskar’s period of growth is short-lived, and 

he ultimately falls back into his state of arrested development.10 I indicate above that this 

instance of magic(al) materialism demonstrates the possible relationship between my concept 

and the cultural work of mourning, and it is a possible relationship, for while magic(al) 

materialism can reveal insights that might aid the cultural work of mourning, it cannot force 

individuals to act after such insights. 

 Toward the end of the novel and by his own account, Oskar falsely confesses to the 

murder of a nurse named Sister Dorothea, and for this, the authorities sentence Oskar to the 

mental institution from which he ultimately narrates The Tin Drum. Like his decision to arrest 

his own physical development, Oskar’s false confession is symptomatic of his tendency to 

ambivalence insofar as he perceives that, in the mental institution, he might escape the “grown-

up world”, or the constant pressure to ‘pick a side’ (49). Since Oskar is either “playfully 

deceptive” or else “mentally ill”, Bowers doubts the veracity of his account of events and so 

the magic(al) realism of his extraordinary talents (64). In fact, Bowers’ position is not 

unequivocal so much as implied: “Can a narrator who is providing a distorted view of reality 

provide the recognizable realistic elements of the narrative upon which magical realism relies 
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at least in part?”. Bowers does not answer this question in plain terms. Of course, there are 

other works of magic(al) realism in which the narrator is unreliable. For example, in Midnight’s 

Children, Saleem Sinai admits that, as a narrator, he “selects, eliminates, alters, exaggerates, 

minimizes, glorifies, and vilifies” (211). Yet, Bowers concludes that Saleem’s unreliable 

narration reflects the ‘truth’ that all accounts of history are constructed: “Rather than dismiss 

history or attempt to enforce an authoritarian version of historical truth in his novel, Rushdie 

embraces the very postmodern aspect of attempting to recreate history with fragments and 

uncertainty” (77-78). In this way, Bowers provides an affirmative answer to the question posed 

in relation to The Tin Drum. My point is that Bowers seems to sense that there are instances in 

which the ‘rules’—that magic(al) realism cannot “simply be the imaginings of one mind”—do 

not apply or require further elaboration, and so it is in the case of The Tin Drum (31). Whether 

or not Oskar’s confession is false, he is guilty of a degree of bystandership. Whether or not 

Oskar’s account of events is ‘true’, it points to the ultimate and inescapable consequence of 

historical matter and should not be dismissed as the “insanely exaggerated fantasies of a lonely, 

ugly child” (Rushdie 200). 

 Not only does Bowers distance The Tin Drum from the designation of magic(al) realism 

on the basis that Oskar is an unreliable narrator, but also because he references the fairy tale 

tradition. For Bowers, such references suggest that the novel is set ‘once upon a time, in a land 

far away’ and not in the “material world of recognizable reality” (31).11 As I see it, Oskar’s 

references to the fairy tale tradition do not negate the otherwise realistic elements of the novel. 

Regardless, I want to argue that The Tin Drum does not use the fairy tale tradition for its content 

so much as its familiar code of reading. In the 1983 work Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion: 

The Classical Genre for Children and the Process of Civilization, Jack Zipes theorizes the fairy 

tale tradition in terms of its didactic functions. Zipes explains that, in literature, the fairy tale 

tradition emerged as a kind of “discourse about mores, values, and manners”, and was later 
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appropriated by German romantic authors, who sought to relate the fairy tale tradition to the 

“very real world of their immediate surroundings” (3; 108). The Tin Drum ends on the eve of 

Oskar’s thirtieth birthday, which is also the eve of his release from the mental institution, and 

in anticipation of these events, Oskar invokes the fairy-tale figure of the Black Cook: 

I’ve run out of words now, but still have to think over what Oskar’s going to do after 

his inevitable discharge from the mental institution. […] These days all the possibilities 

offered to a man of thirty must be considered, and how else but with my drum? So I’ll 

drum out the little song that’s become more and more real to me, more and more 

terrifying, I’ll conjure up the Black Cook, consult her, so that tomorrow morning I can 

tell my keeper Bruno what sort of life the thirty-year-old Oskar plans to lead […] . For 

what was once behind my back, […] is now and forever coming towards me. (562-563) 

As I see it, the Black Cook stands for all of those things that Oskar tries to avoid, to outrun, 

from the problem of his paternity to the question of his guilt, active and otherwise. Oskar 

concludes that the Black Cook “was always there”; in “all the songshattered glass” in “all the 

groceries: flour and sugar”; in “all things mixed in concrete, the juice of onions” (563). By 

reinscribing the Black Cook so that she is part of This and not “another plane of reality”, Oskar 

imports the didactic functions of the fairy tale tradition to the ‘real’ problem of historical 

responsibility (Bowers 104). Moreover, Oskar affirms that, even in a world of fairy tales, there 

is no outrunning the Black Cook: “And now she comes towards me at last all in black” (563). 

The Book of Laughter and Forgetting 

Milan Kundera’s 1979 novel The Book of Laughter and Forgetting is set in communist 

Czechoslovakia and consists of a series of vignettes (or seven parts) on the twin topics of 

memory and forgetting. Like Alexander Etkind’s Warped Mourning, which starts with the 

object of the present-day five-hundred-rouble banknote, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting 

also starts with an instance of magic(al) materialism. In the novel’s first chapter, Kundera’s 
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semiautobiographical narrator recalls a “crucial moment in Czech history”, which involves the 

communist officials Klement Gottwald and Vladimír Clementis (12). This real historical 

moment occurs shortly after the 1948 coup staged by a Soviet-backed Communist Party of 

Czechoslovakia: 

In February 1948, Communist leader Klement Gottwald stepped out on the balcony of 

a Baroque palace in Prague to address the hundreds of thousands of his fellow citizens 

packed into Old Town Square. […] Gottwald was flanked by his comrades, with 

Clementis standing next to him. There were snow flurries, it was cold, and Gottwald 

was bareheaded. The solicitous Clementis took off his own fur cap and set it on 

Gottwald’s head. The Party propaganda section put out hundreds of thousands of copies 

of a photograph of that balcony with Gottwald, a fur cap on his head and comrades at 

his side, speaking to the nation. […] Four years later Clementis was charged with 

treason and hanged. The propaganda section immediately airbrushed him out of history 

and, obviously, out of all the photographs as well. […] All that remains of Clementis is 

the cap on Gottwald’s head. (12-13, see fig. 6) 

The image that the narrator recalls (the moment, the photograph) is an instance of magic(al) 

materialism insofar as the fur cap is a product of and also demythologizes historical-material 

conditions, including nonhuman environmental conditions, for in this moment, the fur cap is 

as much a product of snow flurries as revolutionary socialism. More specifically, the fur cap 

resists the practice of state-enforced forgetting. In The Book of Laughter and Forgetting and 

following the fur cap, the narrator considers all matter of remains that escape and inadvertently 

subvert mythological images curated by the state and by the self. Each part is a lesson in the 

perils of forgetting, of selectively remembering, of becoming alienated from historical-material 

forms of reality. 
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Fig. 6: Správy, Zahraničné. “Komunisti sa chopili moci v Československu pred 70 rokmi: 

Slováci ale nechceli, aby vládli”. Nový Čas, 2018. Accessed on Thursday the 23rd of July 2020. 

Electronic. 

 The Book of Laughter and Forgetting comprises (is ‘dispersed’ over) seven parts, its 

narrator is conscious of the act of literary construction, and in fact, issues of authorship 

constitute the novel’s primary concern. For these reasons, Wendy B. Faris concludes that the 

novel exemplifies the alliance of magic(al) realism and literary postmodernism. Indeed, Faris 

reads The Book of Laughter and Forgetting in terms of a “war on totality” insofar as it affirms 

the “non-co-optability of people, events, laughter, love, objects, even images” (Lyotard 82 

quoted in Faris “Scheherazade’s Children” 186; Faris 179). To be sure, the novel demonstrates 

that objects (the fur cap, works of fiction, ugly women and their bodies) exist beyond and have 

the power to betray the authoring self. Whereas Faris focuses on the discursive effect of such 

objects—or the extent to which they form part of a “language that asserts its rights of opacity, 

of resistance to referentiality”—I want to consider some of the ways in which The Book of 

Laughter and Forgetting uses objects to resist discursive contingency. As I see it, the novel 

recognizes, but it does not rejoice in the “linguistic nature of experience” (176). As Ellen Pifer 
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puts it, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting urges recognition of the author’s “obligations to 

a world of referents beyond the self and language” (62). To be clear, I do not mean to suggest 

that the novel does not incorporate elements of literary postmodernism, that it is not based in 

the notion of discursive contingency. My point is that The Book of Laughter and Forgetting 

does not celebrate discursive contingency so much as those objects that are external to and so 

frustrate the authoring self. 

 In “Part One: Lost Letters”, the former intellectual Mirek obsessively regrets his past 

affections for a woman named Zdena. The narrator explains that Mirek pictures himself as a 

kind of author with the “inalienable rights” to rework and delete parts of and from the novel of 

his life, and yet Zdena insists on “remaining part of the opening pages of the novel” (25). 

Indeed, Mirek is ashamed of having once loved an “ugly woman”, and he resents the shadow 

that Zdena’s “big nose” casts over his life (41; 26).12 While Mirek tries to “do away with all 

traces” of Zdena, she continues to “speak about him anywhere, everywhere, at the drop of a 

hat”. Like the fur cap, Zdena betrays Mirek’s idealized self-image and so deprives him of his 

“prerogative as an author” (25). For this reason, Mirek seeks to retrieve from and destroy old 

love letters to Zdena. In the process of travelling to Zdena’s apartment, Mirek realizes that a 

pair of undercover agents is tailing his car, and it occurs to Mirek that there are other letters—

evidence of his “cutting political remarks”—stored in his own apartment (24). Mirek considers 

that he should do “something about getting rid of those incriminating papers”, but feels a more 

urgent need to “settle the Zdena problem” (23; 14). Mirek ultimately fails to retrieve the love 

letters, and when he returns to his apartment, Mirek discovers that it has been ransacked by the 

undercover agents. The agents confiscate “letters from Mirek’s friends, documents from the 

early days of the Russian occupation, analyses of the political situation, minutes of meetings, 

and a few books”, and as a result, Mirek, his son, and several of his friends are sentenced to 

prison (44). Unfortunately, Mirek is right to fret the fragments that he leaves behind, he is 
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simply wrong about which fragments constitute the more pressing liability. “Part One” is 

relatively cynical insofar as it demonstrates the extent to which individuals internalize and 

reproduce or else simply allow in ‘lesser’ forms the authoritarian practices of the state. As the 

narrator puts it, Mirek is as “much a rewriter of history as the Communist Party” (41). However, 

this part also introduces these key ideas: that the act of negation is also an act of construction, 

that authors necessarily construct their own blind spots. In the same way that the propaganda 

section focuses on Vladimír Clementis to the point that it neglects the fur cap, Mirek focuses 

on Zdena’s big nose to the point that he neglects other threats to his own and to others’ safety. 

There is sadness in Mirek’s fate, but the narrator seems to find solace in the fact that what 

betrays Mirek is ultimately what betrays the authoritarian state. 

 In “Part Three: The Angels”, the teacher Madame Raphael instructs her students 

Gabrielle and Michelle to read and report back on the 1959 play Rhinoceros by Eugène 

Ionesco. Like José Saramago’s Blindness, Rhinoceros follows an inexplicable epidemic, which 

causes humans to turn into rhinoceroses. Matei Calinescu situates the play in the context of 

anti-Semitism in Ionesco’s native Romania at the time of the Iron Guard (the 1920s, 30s, and 

40s), but adds that its success owes to the “ability of its central metaphor to designate 

suggestively, memorably, and succinctly a range of political-moral phenomena” (399). In other 

words, Ionesco’s rhinoceros is a relatively open signifier. Indeed, Gabrielle and Michelle 

struggle to interpret the play, but the pair eventually concludes that the “symbol of the 

rhinoceros is meant to create a comic effect” (92). In their report to Madame Raphael’s class, 

Gabrielle and Michelle don cardboard horns in order to emphasize this effect, but other students 

sense that the pair has misread the play. A student named Sarah, who dislikes Gabrielle and 

Michelle, leaves her desk to confront the pair, and humiliated, Gabrielle and Michelle start to 

cry. Since Sarah is Jewish, Madame Raphael assumes that the interjection is part of a “carefully 

prepared student joke in the interest of getting closer to the work” (121). A comedy of errors 



The Angel of History 

 97 

ensues as Madame Raphael begins to laugh, which causes Gabrielle and Michelle to cry harder, 

but unable to see anything beyond the cardboard horns, Madame Raphael believes that the pair 

is laughing along with her. Gabrielle and Michelle’s tears soon turn to laughter when Madame 

Raphael joins the pair in a circle dance, and in the rapture of their miscommunication, the three 

characters rise up and out of an opening in the ceiling: “First their cardboard noses vanished, 

then only three pairs of shoes remained, and finally the shoes vanished as well, leaving the 

stupefied students with nothing but the brilliant, fading laughter of the three archangels from 

on high” (123). 

 The narrator interrupts the scene in which Gabrielle and Michelle deliver their report 

to discuss the difference between the laughter of angels and that of the Devil. According to the 

narrator, angels laugh to rejoice in a world that is “rationally organized, well conceived, 

beautiful, good, and sensible” while the Devil laughs at the ultimate “meaninglessness of 

things” (102). The narrator pictures an angel and the Devil “face to face, mouths open, both 

making more or less the same sound, but each expressing himself in a unique timbre—absolute 

opposites”. “There are two kinds of laughter”, says the narrator, “and we lack the works to 

distinguish them” (103). In this instance, the narrator affirms the extent to which it is the 

combination of form and context that produces meaning. It is worth relating this point to 

Etkind’s concept of ‘markers of difference’, for while elements of magic and humour might 

aid the cultural work of mourning, they might also insinuate degrees of abstraction, as is the 

case when Gabrielle and Michelle are misread misreading Rhinoceros. As I argue it, the power 

of magic(al) materialism lies in its ability to reconcile form and context. Sometimes magic 

inheres in nonhuman matter, sometimes it is the most realistic way to express experiences for 

which rationalist versions of reality are inadequate, and sometimes it is a strategy that allows 

authors to critique power in times of censorship and suppression. Instead of focusing on the 

‘type’ of magic (conjuring or real, ontological or epistemological), critics should focus on the 
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relationship between magic and the particular geohistorical context out of which it emerges or 

else in which it is read. When this relationship is unclear, as it might be in Rhinoceros, then it 

falls to the critic to provide whatever information is missing. Indeed, this critical responsibility 

is not limited to works of nonfiction, and in The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, the narrator 

assumes precisely this responsibility. Rather than acquiesce to discursive contingency, the 

narrator insists that discursive contingency is a condition that authors must “vigilantly oppose”, 

even if this opposition may “never wholly succeed” (Pifer 62). 

 In “Part Five: Litost”, the narrator satirizes the romantic figure of the artist and 

specifically the poet for whom abstraction is not a condition to be resisted so much as a choice 

based in narcissism. In this part, a student of philosophy and poetry summers in a small village, 

where he meets and starts a kind of romantic affair with an older married woman named 

Kristyna. To the student, Kristyna stands out against “butchers, mechanics, and pensioners”, 

and over the course of the summer, the student tries, but fails to persuade Kristyna to sleep 

with him (196). To Kristyna, the student is like an “angel, who had come down from a cloud 

where he hobnobbed with Schopenhauer” (189). Kristyna senses that there is an innocence 

about the student that she must preserve and so she resists his sexual advances. In fact, the 

narrator explains that Kristyna’s will to abstinence is not only based in her image of the student, 

but also in the material fact of her own body. As the narrator puts it, the “doctor who’d 

delivered her child had told her not to have any more—it could be dangerous to her health or 

even fatal”. When the summer comes to an end, both the student and Kristyna agree that they 

will “find it hard not to see each other for a whole year” (190). For this reason, Kristyna 

prepares to follow to student back to Prague for an overnight stay. When Kristyna arrives in 

Prague, the student is disappointed to find that, against the city’s “pretty students and 

hairdressers”, Kristyna appears the stereotype of a “provincial lady visiting the capital after a 

long absence”: “With her laughable beads and discreet gold tooth (in the upper left corner of 
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her mouth) she seemed to personify the antithesis of the youthful, jeans-clad beauty who had 

been rejecting him so cruelly for the past few months” (196-197). For her part, Kristyna is 

disappointed to discover that Prague is not much different from her small village, and 

frustrated, the pair decides that Kristyna will remain in the student’s apartment while he attends 

a meeting of the “best poets in the country” (195). 

 At the Writers’ Club, the student happily listens to the back-and-forth between a group 

of “great poets”, whom the narrator names Boccaccio, Goethe, Lermontov, Petrarch, Verlaine, 

Voltaire, and Yesenin (216). In fact, the poets do little more than argue over whose anecdotes 

are funnier, whose poetry is best, and which of them suffers from what particular psychological 

complex: 

‘Everybody knows about your complexes, Lermontov,’ and [Voltaire] went on to 

analyse his poetry, which lacked Goethe’s grace, Petrarch’s passion. He even began 

analyzing individual metaphors, arguing wittily that Lermontov’s inferiority complex 

was the font of his imagination and that it came from a childhood marked by poverty 

and the oppressive influence of an authoritarian father. Just then Goethe leaned over to 

Petrarch and whispered in a stage whisper that filled the room and was heard by 

everyone, including Lermontov ‘No, no. He’s got it all wrong. The trouble with 

Lermontov is he doesn’t get enough ass’. (215) 

Taking this as his cue, the student finally admits that he is courting Kristyna and that she is “no 

beauty. Besides, she’d come to Prague in the most ridiculous outfit. She’d walked all over the 

city wearing a string of beads around her neck and the kind of formal black pumps that had 

been out of style for ages” (219-220). “A mismatched outfit, a slightly defective denture, an 

exquisite mediocrity of soul”, says Goethe, “those are the details that make a woman real, 

alive” (220). Indeed, Goethe concludes that Kristyna is the “perfect woman for a poet”. 

Following Goethe, the student comes to (re)appreciate the image of Kristyna, but only insofar 
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as she makes sense as a symbol for something else entirely. That is, his own romantic view of 

the world. The irony here is that Goethe and the other great poets are not much different from 

the student, and whatever their particular poetics might be, all of these figures simply engage 

in acts of construction that do not function to achieve romantic insight, but quite the opposite. 

 The student finally returns to his apartment, where he tries again to initiate sex, but 

again Kristyna resists: “No, please don’t. It would kill me” (232). While Kristyna tries to find 

the words to explain that she physically cannot get pregnant, the student, like Gabrielle and 

Michelle before him, assumes that Kristyna is speaking figuratively, and he experiences a kind 

of “bliss” knowing that Kristyna “loved him so much she could die; she loved him so much 

she was afraid to make love to him; if she did, she would never be able to love without him, 

she would die of longing and desire” (232-233). In a final act of satire on Kundera’s part, the 

narrator explains that the student and Kristyna lie in the student’s bed all night while Kristyna, 

without making the “motions that would simulate the physical act he so longed for”, simply 

“held it in her hand like something rare, something precious, something to be preserved, kept 

stiff and hard for a long, long time”(234). Of course, “Part Five” does not only critique the 

various ways in which ‘poets’ objectify others, for in attending to details of Kristyna’s body, 

from her beads and gold tooth, to her outdated shoes, to her reproductive worries, the narrator 

(and so Kundera) actually demonstrates an alternative way in which the figure of the author 

can approach romantic motifs without falling victim to an ahistorical fantasy (a perpetual 

erection). Indeed, like the fur cap with which the novel starts, it is precisely those things about 

Kristyna that date her and for which she is considered ugly that serve to situate this particular 

part (like others) in a particular geohistorical context.13 While The Book of Laughter of 

Forgetting does seem to mourn (in the sense that it puts to rest) the impossibility of authorial 

control, it also demonstrates that what precludes individuals from authoring their own lives 

(the impossibility of authoring others) is what precludes authoritarian states from existing 
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forever in mythological totality. In the end, the novel affirms that salvation (or something close 

to it) inheres in those objects that frustrate, betray, and exist beyond the intentions of authors. 

Wings of Desire 

Wim Wenders’ 1987 film Wings of Desire is set in West Berlin shortly before the collapse of 

the Berlin Wall. The film follows the angels Cassiel and Damiel as they move through and 

observe the city and its human inhabitants. Like Milan Kundera’s The Book of Laughter and 

Forgetting, Wings of Desire incorporates and recasts romantic tropes, including romantic 

constructions of (the relationship between) magic, children, innocence, and timelessness. 

Unlike The Book of Laughter and Forgetting in which timelessness is a result of forms of 

historical amnesia, Wings of Desire ascribes timelessness to the angelic view of history, or 

what Donna Haraway describes as the “god trick of seeing everything from nowhere” (581). 

In both works, albeit for different reasons, characters are adrift and alienated from a historical-

material reality, and this lack of ‘situatedness’ ultimately precludes possibilities for intimacy, 

recognition, responsibility, and solidarity. Wings of Desire starts in black-and-white and with 

an apparently human hand (in fact, the hand belongs to Damiel) writing lines of poetry in a 

notebook: “When the child was a child, it walked with its arms swinging. It wanted the stream 

to be a river, the river a torrent, and this puddle to be the sea”.14 The film’s protagonist Damiel 

is a quintessentially romantic figure whose initial meditations on childhood and 

dis/enchantment invoke the ‘fall of man’, and indeed, Wings of Desire depicts (many) a fall. 

At the end of the film, Damiel decides to become human, but his literal fall is not the sorrowful 

loss of innocence that the film’s opening lines prime the viewer to expect. Instead, Wings of 

Desire affirms that ‘real’ romantic experience is necessarily based in the embodied and ‘partial’ 

perspectives of historical-material forms of reality. 

 Wings of Desire is ultimately concerned to explore the everydayness of life in one part 

of a divided Berlin. Cassiel and Damiel watch over and wander the streets of West Berlin 



The Angel of History 

 102 

invisible to the city’s adult population, but visible to children, and in so doing, they overhear 

the thoughts of and provide comfort to humans in distress. In an early scene, Damiel shadows 

and tunes in to the thoughts of a man travelling on an underground train: “Abandoned by 

parents, betrayed by wife. Friend in another town, your children only recall your stutter. You 

could hit yourself as you look in the mirror”. Damiel embraces the man, and at once, the man’s 

thoughts are transformed: “What’s this? What’s going on? I’m still there. If I want it, if I only 

want it. I must want it, then I can get out of it again”. In this instance, Damiel is able to support 

the man to realize a more ‘positive’ sense of possibility. However, the film demonstrates that 

the angels can at best educe and not change or prescribe the desires of humans. For example, 

in a later scene, Cassiel tries to persuade a suicidal man down from a building’s ledge, but this 

man is deaf to prayer, and Cassiel simply watches as the man falls from the building to his 

death. In this way and like Günter Grass’ The Tin Drum, Wings of Desire indicates that it is 

precisely the angels’ ‘innocence’, or their physical detachment from human affairs, that renders 

them guilty of bystandership and inaction. For all of their powers (of suggestion, of supposedly 

unencumbered sight), the angels are powerless to effect change in a world that is fragmented 

and forever falling. Indeed, the film depicts the particular fact and experiences of a divided 

Berlin in the broader context of the psychosocial ‘solitude’ of modernity. As a taxi driver thinks 

to himself, the “German people are divided into as many states as there are individuals. And 

these small states are mobile. Each one takes his own with him, and demands a toll when 

another wants to enter”. In his wanderings, Damiel encounters and eventually falls in love with 

a woman named Marion, who is a trapeze artist in a travelling circus. Like others, Marion is 

lonely and longs for connection and a sense of home. In fact, like Damiel, Marion perceives 

that she is really only visible to the children who attend the circus, and Marion’s existence as 

spectacle reflects the film’s theme of learning to see beyond a superficial reality of appearances. 
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In the end, it is Damiel’s desire to see and be seen by Marion (as adults, as equals) that inspires 

him to become human, to trade his golden armour and wings for a cardigan and trilby. 

 In Magic(al) Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers states that Wings of Desire is “unarguably 

magical realist”, and yet Bowers, like other critics of magic(al) realism, does not provide a 

detailed account of the film.15 To be sure, Wings of Desire recalls other works of magic(al) 

realism. Like Remedios the Beauty in Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of 

Solitude, the angels are literally above earthy affairs, and like Saleem Sinai in Salman 

Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, their telepathy is depicted as radio-like.16 Moreover, in Wings 

of Desire, the angels congregate in the Berlin State Library, as if to realize what, in the 1960 

“Poem about Gifts”, Jorge Luis Borges’ describes as paradise in a “library’s guise” (55). 

However, it is surprising that critics do not trouble the film’s status as a work of magic(al) 

realism given that the existence of the angels is not wholly corroborated. Beyond the self-

playing actor and ex-angel Peter Falk, the angels are only witnessed by children, and Wings of 

Desire ultimately suggests that children lack the experience required to differentiate between 

‘conjuring’ and real magic. Indeed, to the children who attend the circus, Marion’s performance 

in feathers and fake wings is all but equal to Damiel’s actual angelhood, and while they marvel 

at Marion’s performance, the children are oblivious to the backstage reality of the circus’ 

eviction and so Marion’s real experiences of mobility as homelessness and serial vagrancy. In 

this way, the film subverts the romantic notion that children are able to see through the artifices 

of culture and specifically modernity, even as it seeks to recover a child-like sense of wonder. 

I do not mention this issue of corroboration in order to distance Wings of Desire from the 

designation of magic(al) realism, but rather to reveal the extent to which the film is 

undertheorized in magic(al)-realist literary studies. As I see it, the magic(al) realism of Wings 

of Desire is that of magic-realist painting, but of course, critics distance magic-realist painting 

from literary and other forms of magic(al) realism. 
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 In terms of its visual composition, Wings of Desire recalls those magic-realist artworks 

by Carl Grossberg, Franz Radziwill, and Georg Schimpf that figure in Chapter One. More 

specifically, the film is based in multidimensional streetscapes that are real, but that in words 

taken from Franz Roh’s essay “Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism”, also reveal “new views 

of reality” (25). Indeed, Wings of Desire seems to confirm Roh’s position that the magic of 

making and so the power to make inheres in nonhuman historical matter. Roh concludes that 

magic-realist painting, in “holding to existing exteriority, wants to say clearly that we have to 

shape the world we find in front of us” (24). It is to a similar effect that Walter Benjamin 

theorizes the 1925 artwork Angelus Novus by the Swiss artist Paul Klee and so the concept of 

the ‘angel of history’ (see the epigraph to this chapter). For Benjamin, the angel of history is 

an allegory for two different experiences of history itself: angelic history as a preordained and 

undifferentiated catastrophe seen from above and in retrospect, and human history as a more 

situated chain of events in which all possible futures necessarily originate. When Cassiel and 

Damiel first arrive at the Berlin State Library, the viewer experiences (from the angelic 

perspective) a kind of babel as the thoughts of all of the library’s patrons intermix. After a 

moment, the name (the thought) Walter Benjamin cuts through the noise, and in this way, 

Wings of Desire stages a version of Benjamin’s notions of angelic (the noise) and human (the 

particular thought) experiences of history. In Warped Mourning, Alexander Etkind contrasts 

the acts of re-presenting versus remembering the traumatic past, and in the same way, Benjamin 

contrasts the acts of observing (as onslaught) versus seeing in and salvaging from history 

material and other fragments through which to ‘constellate’ new (dialectical) images of the 

future.17 A full account of Benjamin’s concept of the ‘dialectical image’ is beyond the scope of 

this thesis, but I want to suggest that there are significant similarities between what Roh terms 

magic realism, what Benjamin terms the dialectical image, and what I term magic(al) 
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materialism. All of these concepts are formed to express the possibility for humans to shape 

the future through attention to otherwise ordinary objects. 

 The angels in Wings of Desire are fundamentally ambiguous insofar as their role—“Do 

no more than look. Assemble, testify, preserve”—is depicted as necessary, but not enough to 

‘realize’ reality in all of its dimensions. Indeed, the angels cannot perceive colour (see fig. 7), 

nor can they “come up against” matter (Roh “Magic Realism” 22). For example, when Damiel 

first observes Marion in her caravan, he tries to grasp objects laid on Marion’s bureau (first a 

pebble, then a pencil), but Damiel’s hand simply passes through these objects. That one of the 

objects is a pencil is significant, for it suggests that, while Damiel can record events and even 

poetry in his notebook, the fact that his notes are not based in the experience of matter precludes 

his ever becoming the artist, who discovers both self and other through the reconciliation of 

words and the world. Of course, it is Damiel’s desire to confront otherness (matter, Marion) 

that inspires him to become human, and having made his decision, Damiel falls and lands hard 

in front of the Berlin Wall. Damiel touches his hand to a cut on his head, then to his mouth: “It 

has a taste. Now I begin to understand”. A man approaches Damiel to ask if he is alright to 

which Damiel responds: “Is this red?” (see fig. 8). Heather E. Sullivan writes that colours 

occurs when “light, objects, eyes, and perceiving beings engage”. Indeed, it is worth noting 

that Sullivan’s new-materialist account of colour is based in Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s 

1810 work Theory of Colours. That Damiel’s first experience as a human is in colour and about 

colour demonstrates the extent to which human experience is necessarily based in experiences 

of matter in time, that it is through their experiences of vibrant matter that humans might 

experience the state of being historical as opposed to simply watching history like the angels. 

As he sets off to find and meet Marion, a group of children asks Damiel for directions. 

Critically, Damiel’s remembers his angelic view of West Berlin and is able to provide the  
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Fig. 7: Wings of Desire. Directed by Wim Wenders. Basis-Film-Verleih, 1987. Film. 

 

 

Fig. 8: Wings of Desire. Directed by Wim Wenders. Basis-Film-Verleih, 1987. Film. 
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children with directions. Again, Wings of Desire makes a point of differentiating between a 

child-like sense of wonder at the world and actual children. That is, the film affirms that it is 

through the gaining of experience that humans might achieve ‘real’ romantic insight and not 

through a nostalgic longing for a childhood before experience. 

 This chapter is ostensibly about Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism. However, the 

Soviet city of East Berlin is all but absent from Wings of Desire, presumably as a result of the 

practical impossibility of filming across the Berlin Wall. In fact, it is suitably ironic that the 

film’s representation of the angelic gaze is subject to the historical-material fact of a divided 

Berlin. Yet, in the 2019 work Wings of Desire, Christian Rogowski theorizes the absence of 

East Berlin this way: 

Even without access to specific locations in the East, references to East Berlin locations 

would of course have been easy to include in the script, and scenes recording the inner 

musings of residents of East Berlin apartment buildings would have been easy to 

simulate in the studio. It would seem, then, that the film in a sense deliberately avoids 

looking beyond the Wall. It thus displays a decidedly Western perspective, prevalent in 

West Germany and other countries of the Western world at the time, that unconsciously 

takes the Western half of the city for the whole, with East Berlin occupying a blind 

spot. (13) 

I cannot resolve the problem of East Berlin in Wings of Desire, but I can see ways in which 

this problem is relevant to critical accounts of magic(al) realism. David Chioni Moore states 

that the “standard Western story about colonization is that it is always accompanied by 

orientalization, in which the colonized are seen as passive, ahistorical, feminine, or barbaric. 

However, in Russian-Central European colonization this relation is reversed” (121). Moore 

adds that the (cultural) capitals of Budapest, Berlin, Prague, and so on were “seen in Russia, at 

least by some, as prizes rather than burdens needing civilizing from their occupiers”. That 
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critics accept Wings of Desire as a work of magic(al) realism without troubling its relationship 

to East Berlin, to the East more broadly, demonstrates the extent to which magic(al)-realist 

literary studies is itself disposed to the “decidedly Western perspective” that Rogowski 

identifies in the film (13). Indeed, it demonstrates the extent to which a comparative study of 

colonial/postcolonial and Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism reveals particularities of 

colonial encounters that, if seen and properly considered, might result in more instructive and 

‘responsible’ accounts of colonial/postcolonial and other forms of magic(al) realism. 

Conclusion 

In the 1989 work The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures, 

Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin theorize postcolonial literature in terms of the 

“project of asserting difference from the imperial centre” (4). More specifically, the authors 

consider some of the ways in which postcolonial writers appropriate the English language to 

abrogate ‘from within’ the “categories of the imperial culture” (37). The Empire Writes Back 

is forward-thinking insofar as Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin acknowledge the (then) 

increasingly (now) hegemonic use of the term ‘postmodernism’ in postcolonial studies and the 

extent to which critics are disposed to reproduce certain essentialisms by focusing on issues of 

“‘authentic’ cultural experience” and “cultural purity” (40). Yet, the work’s premise, that 

postcolonial literature necessarily ‘writes back’ to colonial discursive traditions, presumes that 

postcolonial literature is always already ‘negative’. Of course, this negative (or at least 

polemical) position is evident and legitimate in some specific (maybe many) works of 

postcolonial fiction, including works of magic(al) realism. However, other works seem to 

accept or else realize a more ‘positive’, but not less critical tradition of solidarity across and 

beyond the colonial divide. Indeed, these works are doubly positive insofar as they emphasize 

construction over deconstruction. In this chapter, I argue for such a positive relationship 

between Soviet/post-Soviet and colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism. On the one hand, I 
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identify in specific works of Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism (and they are works of 

magic(al) realism) motifs and techniques that are common in colonial/postcolonial magic(al) 

realism. On the other hand, I use Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism to challenge and to recast 

dominant accounts of the mode. I do not settle the debate as to whether or not or to what extent 

it is ‘right’ to theorize post-Sovietism in terms of postcolonialism, but in fact, this debate is 

beside the point. As David Chioni Moore puts it, comparative studies of post-Sovietism and 

postcolonialism are not about judging whether “place X ‘is postcolonial or not’” so much as 

asking if “postcolonial hermeneutics might add richness to studies of place or literature X or Y 

or Z” (124). As I see it, this chapter does add ‘richness’ to magic(al)-realist literary studies. 

 To say that there is in fact a positive relationship between Soviet/post-Soviet and 

colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism is not to say that these traditions are not also distinct, 

that they do not originate in or relate to particular cultures and historical-material conditions. 

While there are real similarities between (experiences of) the Soviet and colonial regimes, the 

‘stuff’ of Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism is necessarily unique. For example, a reader will 

not find communal apartments or Vitello margarine crates in Latin-American magic(al) realism 

and rightly so: the objects of magic(al) realism function to a demythological effect precisely 

because they are particular and ‘situated’. Nonetheless, the point of this chapter is not simply 

to compare Soviet/post-Soviet and colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism, but also to 

demonstrate what such a comparison adds to and allows in magic(al)-realist literary studies. 

The relationship between magic(al) realism, trauma, and the cultural work of mourning is one 

example of what a comparative study of Soviet/post-Soviet and colonial/postcolonial magic(al) 

realism yields. Indeed, the notions that trauma can be ‘rational’, that magic can be the most 

realistic way to express and process trauma make it possible to read colonial/postcolonial 

magic(al) realism beyond an ‘obsessive return’ to the essential difference of colonized people, 

beyond the false dichotomy of ontological and epistemological magic(al) realism. My point is 
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that, while practitioners of magic(al) realism seem to ‘mourn’, critics seem to repeat the 

catastrophic moment of colonization and so presuppose the ‘arrested development’ of 

magic(al) realism, as if colonized people are forever fated to relive and not live after colonial 

encounters. In Chapter Three, I read works of magic(al) realism by and about women, and I 

deliberately structure this thesis so that my account of Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism 

breaks the otherwise (too) continuous transition from the colonial/postcolonial to the feminist. 

Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin state that the “parallel between the situation of post-colonial 

writing and that of feminist writing is striking” (7). In Magic(al) Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers 

claims that women use magic(al) realism to write back to and so appropriate the language of a 

“male and white Western elite” (68). To some extent, this chapter is itself a “marker of 

difference” insofar as I aim to use Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism to “vary the serial re-

presentations” of (the relationship between) colonial/postcolonial and ‘women’s’ magic(al) 

realism (Etkind 21). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Good Bones: Magic(al) Realism, Feminism, Gender, and Sex 

Life is short, though I keep this from my children. 

Life is short, and I’ve shortened mine 

in a thousand delicious, ill-advised ways, 

a thousand deliciously ill-advised ways 

I’ll keep from my children. The world is at least 

fifty percent terrible, and that’s a conservative 

estimate, though I keep this from my children. 

For every bird there is a stone thrown at a bird. 

For every loved child, a child broken, bagged, 

sunk in a lake. Life is short and the world 

is at least half terrible, and for every kind 

stranger, there is one who would break you, 

though I keep this from my children. I am trying 

to sell them the world. Any decent realtor, 

walking you through a real shithole, chirps on 

about good bones: This place could be beautiful, 

right? You could make this place beautiful. 

Maggie Smith, “Good Bones”. 

Introduction 

The majority of critics accept that the term magic(al) realism originates in Franz Roh’s account 

of magic-realist painting in the Weimar Republic in the 1920s and 30s, and yet the relationship 

between magic-realist painting and literary magic(al) realism is a matter of debate. In this 

thesis, I argue that there is a more-than-nominal relationship between magic-realist painting 
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and literary magic(al) realism, that these particular forms of magic(al) realism use unlikely 

configurations of objects and improbable lines of sight to demythologize historical-material 

conditions. However, my position does not preclude the possibility that magic(al) realism 

might develop beyond some of its ‘origins’ and so require new theories. In fact, this thesis 

posits that magic(al) realism originates in historical and vibrant matter, and since such matter 

is vibrant, the origins of magic(al) realism are subject to change. My concept of magic(al) 

materialism provides a way to ‘situate’ specific works of magic(al) realism in specific 

historical-material conditions, but it does not provide a preformed or ‘universal’ answer to the 

question of how otherwise ordinary objects come to be magical. In order to answer this 

question, I necessarily turn to actual historical-material phenomena: hyperinflation in the 

Weimar Republic, forced labour in postrevolutionary Haiti, communal apartments in Soviet 

Russia, and so on. As I see it, there are significant similarities between magic-realist painting 

and literary magic(al) realism, but I do not wish to pretend that Roh’s or other theories of 

magic-realist painting are sufficient to explain the particular realities of colonial/postcolonial 

magic(al) realism. Similarly, I disagree with those critics who assume that theories of 

colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism are sufficient to explain the particular realities of so-

called women’s magic(al) realism. In this chapter, I intend to challenge the too easy 

transposition of a particular postcolonial framework to works of magic(al) realism by and about 

women. In a way, I want the relationship between colonial/postcolonial and women’s magic(al) 

realism to be as much a matter of debate as the relationship between magic-realist painting and 

literary magic(al) realism, because as it stands, the ‘woman question’ in magic(al)-realist 

literary studies is not a question at all. 

 For the majority of critics, the relationship between magic(al) realism, feminism, and 

women is intuitive: women’s magic(al) realism is simply analogous to colonial/postcolonial 

magic(al) realism. In both cases (or so the logic goes), a marginalized other confronts and 
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subverts versions of reality constructed by and for the hegemonic self, a European, masculine, 

and rational subject. That the target, the implied source of women’s magic(al) realism might 

not always be European, masculine, or rational (let alone human) is not a possibility that critics 

seem to consider, and yet as I argue it, this is the reality of women’s magic(al) realism. In this 

chapter, I read Isabel Allende’s 1982 novel The House of the Spirits, Patricio Guzmán’s 2010 

documentary film Nostalgia for the Light, Laura Esquivel’s 1989 novel Like Water for 

Chocolate, and Angela Carter’s 1972 novel The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman. 

In so doing, I aim to demonstrate that women’s magic(al) realism, including 

colonial/postcolonial women’s magic(al) realism, does not always or simply react against the 

hegemonic self and its institutions, nor does women’s magic(al) realism always or simply 

represent codes of otherness. Rather than invert or else ‘lean in’ to binaries of self/other, 

European/non-European, masculine/feminine, and rational/irrational, the specific works that I 

read in this chapter, albeit to greater or lesser degrees, interrupt the discursive logic that 

correlates these and other binaries in the first instance. Moreover, these works reveal the extent 

to which gender is a product of and not simply a precondition for certain experiences. To be 

clear, I do not mean to suggest that critics should not compare colonial/postcolonial and 

women’s magic(al) realism, just that identity-political theories of colonial/postcolonial 

magic(al) realism are unfit to make sense of similarities and differences that matter. In fact, 

such theories function to reduce colonial/postcolonial and women’s magic(al) realism to so 

many interchangeable expressions of otherness. If women’s magic(al) realism is simply 

analogous to colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism, then how is it possible to differentiate 

between works of magic(al) realism by women who are also colonial/postcolonial subjects and 

works by those who are not? My point is that women’s magic(al) realism is based in alliances 

and conflicts that are more complicated than identity-political theories of colonial/postcolonial 

magic(al) realism allow. 
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The Woman Question 

“The Woman Question: From a Socialist Point of View” is an 1886 essay by the English 

biologist Edward Aveling and the German-English translator (and youngest daughter of Karl 

Marx) Eleanor Marx Aveling. In it, the Avelings argue that sexism is symptomatic of capitalist 

relations, that the “woman question is one of the organization of society as a whole” (209). Not 

only do the Avelings argue for a socialist account of sexism, but also against some of the more 

‘popular’ women’s movements of the late nineteenth century, for in these movements, the 

Avelings observe a bourgeois politics of identity that obscures the economic basis for sexism 

against women. Simply put, the Avelings contend that the suffragette and related movements 

for (limited) women’s rights are fundamentally based in the experiences and interests of 

women in the “well-to-do classes”, or in certain women’s claims to and of property and 

propriety—the enfranchisement of ‘propertied’ women, the ‘maternal vote’ (210). The 

Avelings conclude that these movements are “palliative, not remedial” precisely because they 

do not challenge the “capitalistic system of production”, and indeed the Avelings call for an 

alliance of women and working men against capitalism (211; 219). While they are critical of 

the institution of marriage in the context of capitalism, the Avelings speculate that socialism 

might produce marriages and other relationships between men and women that are more equal, 

less alienated than those that exist under capitalism: “Husband and wife will be able to do that 

which but few can do now—look clear through one another’s eyes into one another’s hearts” 

(222). 

 In the 1979 article “The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism: Towards a 

More Progressive Union”, the American economist Heidi I. Hartmann describes the political 

alliance of Marxism and feminism in terms of the “marriage of husband and wife depicted in 

English common law: marxism and feminism are one, and that one is marxism” (1). Says 

Hartmann, “we need a healthier marriage or we need a divorce”. On the relationship between 
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capitalism and patriarchy, Hartmann admits that “feminist analysis by itself is inadequate”, but 

maintains that the tendency of Marxism to “subsume the feminist struggle into the ‘larger’ 

struggle against capital” is itself a form of patriarchy that demonstrates the need for specifically 

feminist theories of capitalism, class, gender, and sex. In fact, Hartmann argues that patriarchy 

predates capitalism, and thus there is no reason to assume that the end of capitalism necessarily 

means the end of patriarchy. Yet, Hartmann also acknowledges that a particular (historical) 

“partnership of patriarchy and capitalism has evolved”, that while they are not one and the 

same, the woman question still relates to the question of capitalism by virtue of its hegemonic 

status (2). Both “The Woman Question” and “The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and 

Feminism” are works of ‘history’: the Avelings critique a nascent first-wave feminism, but of 

course, their work predates the separation of gender from sex; and Hartmann responds to the 

disintegration of second-wave feminism, but while elements of critical race theory are latent in 

Hartmann’s work, it predates contributions to theories of capitalism and identity by women of 

colour.1 However, both works are useful precisely because they are (consciously) historical. 

As I see it, the woman question is one of the relationship between different women’s lived and 

material experiences and historical-material modes of production, whether particular women’s 

experiences obscure, reproduce, or else reveal aspects of those modes of production. While 

they approach the woman question from different positions, both the Avelings and Hartmann 

consider the extent to which essentially ahistorical notions of ‘woman’ and ‘class’ function to 

mystify forms of material difference. By contrast, dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) 

realism suggest that women are essentially different, and in this way, they reduce the woman 

question to a kind of ahistorical woman answer. 

 In the introduction to this thesis, I suggest that dominant accounts of magic(al) realism 

are as much a product of the particular historical moment at which the mode entered academic 

dialogue as the specific works that constitute their objects. Indeed, I situate the emergence of 
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literary magic(al) realism (in the 1980s, in English) in the context of the proliferation of 

poststructuralist theories of discourse and power, the apparent material and then cultural 

transitions from modernity to postmodernity and modernism to postmodernism, and the 

formalization of the academic field of postcolonial studies, all of which coemerge with a kind 

of post-Marxist turn in the humanities and social sciences. In fact, the emergence of literary 

magic(al) realism also coincides with the transition from second- to third-wave feminism and 

so the reputed death of any universal notion of ‘woman’. Of course, in the 1960s and 70s, 

feminist activism and theory developed in major and meaningful ways, but by the 1980s, the 

prevailing sense of so-called second-wave feminism was that it had ‘run its course’ or else 

become an obstacle to its own aims. While it started to disentangle constructions of gender 

from biological sex, second-wave feminism also perpetuated forms of essentialism over which 

it ultimately fell apart. On the one hand, second-wave feminism struggled to reconcile some 

women’s ‘choices’ to engage in seemingly anti-feminist behaviours (housewifery, sex work), 

and on the other hand, it ignored or else actively resisted critiques of its own racial and other 

biases by differently marginalized women. For example, many African-American women 

troubled second-wave feminism’s goals (or at least its limited definitions) of equal employment 

and reproductive agency. They emphasized that African-American women had been working 

outside of their own homes since the time of slavery and not as a matter of freedom, that for 

them, the right to parent regardless of economic status and without undue intervention on the 

part of the state was at least as important as the right to abortion.2 In the 2000 work Feminism 

is for Everybody: Passionate Politics, bell hooks summarizes the situation this way: “By the 

early ‘80s, many women were moving away from feminism”; some women realized that 

feminism alone was ill-equipped to end “white supremacist capitalist patriarchy”; and as 

“feminist gains became commonplace and were therefore taken for granted, many women did 

not want to work hard to create and sustain solidarity” (33; 4; 16). All of this is to say that, by 
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the 1980s and as literary magic(al) realism entered academic dialogue, the woman question 

was one of difference. 

 The 1980s marks the effective end of a coherent and united feminist movement, and 

yet the disintegration of second-wave feminism also preceded an explosion in feminist critical 

theory. While feminist poststructuralists had already started to theorize the discursive 

construction and performative dimensions of notions of femininity, gender, and sex, it was not 

until the 1980s that indigenous and intersectional feminists, queer theorists, and others entered 

into academic discussions of the different ways in which different women ‘become’. To be 

clear, feminist activism and theory has always been highly heterogeneous, but in the particular 

combination of so-called French and Anglo-American feminisms that emerged in the 1980s, 

Nancy Fraser and Linda J. Nicholson identify some specifically “conflicting tendencies”: 

On the one hand, there is decreasing interest in grand social theories as scholarship has 

become more localized, issue-oriented, and explicitly fallibilistic. On the other hand, 

essentialist vestiges persist in the continued use of ahistorical categories like gender 

identity without reflection as to how, when, and why such categories originated and 

were modified over time. (33) 

In their pursuit of a “postmodern-feminist paradigm of social criticism”, Fraser and Nicholson 

trouble the apparent tendency of some French poststructuralist feminists to reject forms of 

essentialism through concepts of biological difference—Hélène Cixious’ écriture féminine, 

Luce Irigaray’s la mystérique, Julia Kristeva’s maternal abject, and so on (34).3 I am not 

primarily concerned to provide a full account of French and Anglo-American feminisms in and 

after the 1980s, and in fact, the extent to which these feminisms are themselves historically 

constructed is a matter of debate. My point is simply that there is a form of (transatlantic) 

feminist critical theory that coincides with the emergence of literary magic(al) realism, that 

intermixes with other assumptions and developments in the academic field of postcolonial 
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studies, that informs dominant accounts of (women’s) magic(al) realism, and this form of 

feminist critical theory is fundamentally based in the problem of essentialism. That is, the 

extent to which essential notions of femininity, gender, and sex are or are not meaningful, real, 

or potentially strategic. Indeed, the problem with dominant accounts of (women’s) magic(al) 

realism is not that they inherit elements of nor that they have not resolved particular (historical) 

debates and theories, but that they do not explicitly refer to such debates and theories. 

 In the previous paragraph, I refer to dominant accounts of (women’s) magic(al) realism, 

where the word ‘women’s’ is parenthetical, and I do so for this reason: the influence of forms 

of feminist critical theory on dominant accounts of magic(al) realism precedes the publication 

of specific works by and about women. Indeed, the most famous works of women’s magic(al) 

realism, many of which are also works of colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism, were 

published in the late 1980s and through the 1990s and so after the initial moment of literary 

magic(al) realism. Yet, in the context of the emergence of feminist theories of indigeneity and 

intersectionality, critics were already disposed to read works of magic(al) realism by men in 

terms of alliances of differently marginalized ‘others’, of their reactions not against singular 

issues of whiteness or masculinity, but against the total assemblage of the ontological ‘I’ in 

Western rationalism. I mention this fact because it seems to me that critics already had a general 

sense of works of women’s magic(al) realism, of their relationship to works of 

colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism before the works were even produced or received, and 

as such, these works when they did enter academic dialogue, were read in order to reinforce 

and not necessarily to develop an existing comparative reading of the conditions of women and 

colonized people. For example in the 1989 work The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice 

in Post-Colonial Literatures, which granted is not about magic(al) realism specifically (but that 

is the point), Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin state that women “share with 

colonized races and peoples an intimate experience of the politics of oppression and repression, 
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and like them they have been forced to articulate their experiences in the language of their 

oppressors” (172). When critics started to consider magic(al) realism, whether or not by 

women, the alliance of women and colonized people had already been established and so is the 

ahistorical starting point, not the product of specific works of magic(al) realism. For example, 

in the 2004 work Magic(al) Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers defines literary magic(al) realism in 

terms of a “vocabulary of otherness”, and Bowers adds that it is through the literary mode of 

otherness that the majority of writers of magic(al) realism critique a “predominantly male and 

white Western elite” (68). In Ordinary Enchantments: Magical Realism and the 

Remystification of Narrative (also 2004), Wendy B. Faris writes that, while “magical realism 

belongs in a sense to both genders”, it is possible to locate in the mode a “female spirit 

characterized by structures of diffusion, polyvocality, and attention to issues of embodiment, 

to an earth-centred spirit world, and to collectivity” (170). Bowers and Faris’ points are 

partially true, but they are not presented as such, which is to say that they do not situate their 

assumptions of the continuity of women’s and colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism in any 

particular historical-material context. 

 Dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) realism are not necessarily wrong, but they 

are necessarily ‘partial’. Indeed, the problem with such accounts, perhaps one reason that they 

seem not to have aged well, is that they do not explicitly ‘situate’ their own partiality. It is 

relatively easy to forgive the linguistic and other limitations of works such as “The Woman 

Question” and “The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism” precisely because they call 

attention to particular problems in relation to particular historical-material conditions. By 

contrast, the unqualified use of the word ‘female’, the unqualified assumption of an alliance of 

women and colonized people means that dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) realism 

seem ‘irresponsible’, and more so given that they come after certain developments in the 

relationship between neoliberalism, feminism, and other essential notions of identity and 
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otherness. That dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) realism focus on the essentially 

feminine magic of Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits without mentioning the extent to 

which the military dictatorship of General Augusto Pinochet was supported by the conservative 

government of Margaret Thatcher (a woman) seems an obvious example.4 Without reference 

to such matters, it is difficult to determine whether critics of magic(al) realism are simply 

unaware of or else choose not register those things that might trouble their own theories, and 

this sense of irresponsibility is only emphasized by present issues in the realms of feminism, 

identity politics, and neoliberalism. Simply put, dominant accounts of magic(al) realism do not 

help me, as a woman, to make sense of the fact that fifty-three percent of white women voted 

for Donald Trump in the 2016 United States election, or that at the time of writing, in New 

Zealand and elsewhere, the provision of trans-inclusive bathrooms, trans-inclusive spaces is a 

deeply divisive issue in feminism. My point is that there are circumstances in which dominant 

accounts of women’s magic(al) realism make sense, but those circumstances are not universal 

and nor are works of magic(al) realism by and about women. In this chapter, I ultimately aim 

to recast dominant accounts of magic(al) realism in order to demythologize both the critical 

accounts and the works of fiction that are their objects, to suggest that there are ways of reading 

women’s magic(al) realism that are more (and less) ‘responsible’. 

The House of the Spirits 

Isabel Allende’s 1982 novel The House of the Spirits is perhaps the most famous work of 

women’s magic(al) realism. The novel retells events leading up to, during, and after the 1973 

Chilean military coup, which resulted in the suicide of President Salvador Allende (Isabel 

Allende’s godfather and cousin) and the dictatorship of General Augusto Pinochet. Allende 

wrote and published The House of the Spirits while living in exile in Venezuela, and in 

Magic(al) Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers suggests that the “delicately political and threatening 

situation” of Allende’s exile is the first source of the novel’s magic(al) realism (72). As Bowers 
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puts it, The House of the Spirits is an “attack of the Pinochet government” in which Allende 

uses literary magic(al) realism so that the “evidently political content of the novel is placed in 

a clearly fictional context, which undermines a reading of the novel as direct political 

commentary against the Pinochet government”. If Allende uses magic(al) realism for strategic 

purposes (to establish a degree of plausible deniability, to preempt political reaction), then by 

Bowers’ definition, The House of the Spirits is a work of ‘epistemological’ magic(al) realism, 

or a work that constructs elements of magic to a certain narrative effect. If the novel is a work 

of epistemological magic(al) realism, then it does not necessarily substantiate the claim that 

women’s magic(al) realism consists in the ‘natural’ expression of feminine otherness. In fact, 

The House of the Spirits explodes the false dichotomy of ontological and epistemological 

magic(al) realism precisely because this dichotomy, like other theories of (women’s) magic(al) 

realism, is not made to explain specific works by or about women so much as preserve the 

assumption that works of colonial/postcolonial and European magic(al) realism are essentially 

different. In this section, I argue that The House of the Spirits is about survival, and survival is 

not a matter of cultural or existential purity, of the mutual exclusivity of being and knowing. 

As I see it, the novel argues for those particular and consciously political constructions of (the 

relationship between) femininity and magic that equip women to survive. 

 Before I read The House of the Spirits in terms of femininity, magic, and survival, I 

want to acknowledge some of the issues relating to the novel’s status as a work of 

colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism, for in fact, critics tend to admit or else trouble the 

novel’s magic(al) realism on the basis of its postcolonial ‘credentials’. In the 2009 work 

Magical Realism and the Postcolonial Novel: Between Faith and Irreverence, Christopher 

Warnes claims that it is in its “postcolonial incarnations that magical realism fulfils its creative 

and critical potential to the fullest” (28-29). On the question of whether magic(al) realism is a 

“universal aesthetic that unveils the supernatural core of the real anywhere” or else an 
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“aesthetic that belongs organically to non-Western, or rather marginal, cultures”, Mariano 

Siskind comments (without necessarily affirming) that the “coupling of magical realism and 

the postcolonial seems to have settled the dispute in favour of the latter definition” (834). 

Regardless of the origins of magic(al) realism outside of specific postcolonial contexts, critics 

seem to assume that magic(al) realism is ‘really’ (in application, if not also in essence) a 

colonial/postcolonial mode of expression, and as I argue it, this assumption influences 

dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) realism. For example, critics tend to judge the 

magic(al) realism of The House of the Spirits on the basis of the novel’s setting and its 

relationship to more ‘canonical’ works of the mode. Indeed, those critics who celebrate the 

novel’s magic(al) realism emphasize its cultural and political origins in Latin America and its 

literary origins in Gabriel García Márquez’s 1967 novel One Hundred Years of Solitude. Says 

P. Gabrielle Foreman, “Allende revises García Márquez’s master text by positing women as 

the site of the magical” (286). Foreman is not necessarily wrong, but I want to suggest that the 

‘unconscious’ function of such references to One Hundred Years of Solitude is to locate and so 

legitimize the magic(al) realism of The House of the Spirits in terms of the postcolonial. 

Similarly, albeit to a different effect, those critics who discredit the novel’s magic(al) realism 

do so precisely because it is not sufficiently colonial/postcolonial. According to Siskind, it is 

“hard to defend” the status of The House of the Spirits as a work of colonial/postcolonial 

magic(al) realism since the novel concerns the Pinochet regime and not colonization or its 

aftereffects (867). For this reason, Siskind concludes that the novel is an “acritical imitation of 

One Hundred Years of Solitude” that empties magic(al) realism of its “historically bound 

meaningfulness”. My position is that The House of the Spirits is a work of colonial/postcolonial 

magic(al) realism, but the novel need not be in order for its magic(al) realism to count as 

‘legitimate’. 
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 Throughout this thesis, I reference The Postcolonial Unconscious in which Neil 

Lazarus theorizes colonization (or at least ‘modern’ colonization) in terms of the “forced 

integration of hitherto uncapitalised societies, or societies in which the capitalist mode of 

production was not hegemonic, into a capitalist world-system” (37). While a full account of 

the political-economics of the Pinochet regime is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is worth 

noting that the Pinochet regime also functioned to reintegrate Chile into a globalized system of 

(neoliberal) capitalism. In the 2006 work From Pinochet to the ‘Third Way’: Neoliberalism 

and Social Transformation in Chile, Marcus Taylor positions the 1973 coup as the culmination 

of an alliance of the Chilean bourgeoisie and the United States government against the Marxist 

presidency of Salvador Allende. Indeed, this alliance sought to fix capitalist relations in order 

to destabilize Allende’s economic programme of nationalization, and according to Taylor, it 

did so by “cutting off production, investment and external markets, which amounted to a 

strategy of, in President Nixon’s words, ‘making the economy scream’” (27).5 Taylor goes on 

to discuss the role of neoclassical economists in formulating neoliberal economic policies in 

Chile after the coup, and in fact, in the 2007 work The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster 

Capitalism, Naomi Klein describes Pinochet’s Chile as a “laboratory for cutting-edge free-

market experiments” by the so-called Chicago Boys (59).6 All of this is to say that Siskind’s 

claim that the “conceptual limits of Latin American postcoloniality” do not extend to the 

“1970s dictatorships and their genocides” is based in a particular understanding of what it 

means to be postcolonial, and this understanding neglects the extent to which the “forced 

introduction of capitalism in the historical contexts of colonialism spawned the development 

of new classes and groupings, and of new forms of class struggle and domination” (Siskind 

867; Lazarus 39). The House of the Spirits might not be ‘about’ colonization, but it is about 

various matters that recall or else remain “unchanged ever since colonial times” (90). Simply 

put, it is in the context of and through the material and other remains of colonization that the 
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novel’s women survive. While I maintain that The House of the Spirits is a work of 

colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism precisely because colonization remains meaningful in 

and to the novel and its women, my position is also one of principle. Whereas dominant 

(favourable) accounts of the novel suggest that it is a work of colonial/postcolonial magic(al) 

realism that also incorporates aspects of feminism and (to a lesser extent) Marxism, I insist that 

the novel is a work of feminist, Marxist, colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism, for sometimes 

feminism and Marxism inform and are not extraneous to the conditions, the conscious state of 

being postcolonial. 

 The House of the Spirits follows the matrilineage of Clara del Valle Trueba, her 

daughter Blanca Trueba, and Blanca’s daughter Alba Trueba de Satigny. In the immediate 

sense, the novel’s ‘irreducible element’ of magic consists in Clara’s powers of clairvoyance 

and telekinesis, and while theirs are less pronounced, both Blanca and Alba inherit from Clara 

other magical abilities: Blanca communicates with Alba while she is in utero, and Alba 

communicates with Clara’s spirit after her eventual death. Like Foreman, Stephen M. Hart 

emphasizes the extent to which Allende “gives the world of magic realism a feminine touch, 

since it is the women who have a sixth sense and not the men” (119). Indeed, the majority of 

critics read The House of the Spirits in terms of the actual and discursive conflict between 

magical women on the one hand and rational men on the other. In this version of the novel, it 

is Clara’s husband (Blanca’s father, Alba’s grandfather) Esteban Trueba who embodies the 

oppressive forces of patriarchal rationality against which the novel’s women rebel. To be clear, 

it is possible to substantiate this reading of The House of the Spirits, and thus I do not wish to 

refute so much as to ‘annotate’ dominant accounts of the novel. As I see it, not all of the novel’s 

women are magical and, in the novel, a woman’s access to magic does not necessarily 

determine her ability to survive. Similarly, not all of the novel’s men are ‘rational’, not even 

Esteban. My sense is that dominant accounts of The House of the Spirits, of women’s magic(al) 
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realism suffer from a kind of confirmation bias, whereby critics focus on particular 

constructions of femininity, gender, and magic at the expense of others. In pursuit of a fuller 

and more ‘reliable’ account of the treatment of issues of femininity, gender, magic, and matter 

in women’s magic(al) realism, I aim to consider some of the ‘exceptions’ to the magical women 

versus rational men rule in The House of the Spirits. 

 The House of the Spirits starts when Clara is a child, and already she is able to 

“announce earthquakes in advance” and make “furniture move across the room”, but while she 

is born with unique powers, Clara is not the only magical woman in the del Valle family (8). 

Indeed, Clara’s eldest sister Rosa has “green hair and yellow eyes” and is “made from a 

different material from the rest of the human race”: 

The tone of her skin, with its soft bluish lights, and of her hair, as well as her slow 

movements and silent characters, all made one think of some inhabitant of the sea. 

There was something of the fish to her (if she had had a scaly tail, she would have been 

a mermaid). (4) 

Whereas Clara’s magical powers are indicative of her strong sense of the material world, of its 

agency and her apprehension of it, Rosa’s essential magic manifests in a kind of ‘angelic’ 

solitude. Rosa does not “stand firmly in reality” but instead spends her time “dreaming of new 

beasts to embroider on her tablecloth, creatures that were half bird and half mammal, covered 

with iridescent feathers and endowed with horns and hooves, and so fat and with such stubby 

wings that they defied the laws of biology and aerodynamics” (6; 5). While Clara comes to 

marry Esteban, it is Rosa who is first engaged to him, but of course, she dies before the marriage 

can occur. I mention above that my aim is not to refute so much as to annotate dominant 

accounts of The House of the Spirits, and indeed Rosa’s life and death exemplify the extent to 

which the novel might be read for or else against particular constructions of magical femininity. 

Simply put, Rosa dies when she consumes poisoned brandy meant for her father Severo, who 
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is standing for the Liberal Party in locals elections, so in one way, Rosa’s death is about the 

conflict between the magical world of femininity and the rational world of patriarchal politics, 

which is inhospitable to magical women. Yet, Rosa might also serve as a warning against those 

forms of magical femininity that are not concerned with the material realities of survival. To 

say that Clara’s ability to predict earthquakes is “quite useful” in comparison to Rosa’s 

supernatural ambivalence is not to say that one woman is better, more feminine, or more 

deserving of life than the other, but simply to say that some forms of magical femininity are 

more conducive to survival in particular geohistorical contexts (8). Mary-Garland Jackson 

states that, in The House of the Spirits, “female characters receive a spiritual inheritance from 

the matriarch [Clara], which allows them to transcend the baseness of their society in order to 

liberate themselves and others” (59). Jackson’s position exemplifies the confirmation bias that 

I perceive in dominant accounts of the novel, for Rosa is a magical woman, and yet she is not 

descended from Clara and nor does her magic function to liberate let alone protect her from 

society. My point is that The House of the Spirits is not about or for one kind of magical 

femininity, but instead the novel situates different forms of magical femininity in terms of 

survival. 

 That Clara’s marriage to Esteban is contingent on Rosa’s death is fitting, for The House 

of the Spirits regards the various ways in which women negotiate, work with, and so survive 

conditions that are not (or at least not initially) made by or for them specifically. Indeed, the 

titular house of the spirits is a case in point. During his engagement to Clara, Esteban 

undertakes the construction of what comes to be known as the “big house on the corner”: 

He hired a French architect and had part of the building material imported from abroad, 

so that his would be the only house with German stained-glass windows, moldings 

carved in Austria, faucets of English bronze, Italian marble floors, and special locks 
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ordered by catalogue from the United States, which arrived with the wrong instructions 

and no keys. (93; 92) 

Dominant accounts of The House of the Spirits tend to emphasize the extent to which Clara 

comes to renovate the big house according to her own magical sensibilities, and I discuss 

Clara’s renovations shortly below. For now, I want to argue that this house, which is built by 

a would-be “British colonizer” and filled with “colonial pieces”, is magical even before Clara 

enters it (55; 178). Like the ruins in which Ti Noël lives in Alejo Carpentier’s 1949 novel The 

Kingdom of This World, like the commodities conjured by Woland in Mikhail Bulgakov’s 1967 

novel The Master and Margarita, Esteban’s house is in fact a “jumble of modernity” that 

reveals the magic by which ‘situated’ matter reflects broader and seemingly more abstract 

modes of production (83). Against dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) realism, Maria 

Takolander and Jo Langdon contend that works of magic(al) realism by and about women 

“underline how magical realism ironizes discourse, exposing how what is true and real […] is 

decided in contexts authorized by power” (42). This is the case in The House of the Spirits, for 

in a way, the big house is no more or less magical before or after Clara renovates it; it is just 

that Esteban’s unlikely configurations of objects are more naturalized than are Clara’s, are 

rationalized through dominant modes of production. Indeed, this is what Takolander and 

Langdon term the ‘ironic function’ of women’s magic(al) realism, for The House of the Spirits 

does not simply position magical femininity against patriarchal rationality, but it also 

challenges the most basic assumptions of rationality. Later in the novel, Esteban who is at first 

a supporter of and then a candidate for the Conservative Party frets the spread of “Marxist 

cancer”, and one of his associates responds this way: “Marxism doesn’t stand a chance in Latin 

America. Don’t you know it doesn’t allow for the magical side of things? It’s an atheistic, 

practical, functional doctrine. There’s no way it can succeed here!” (306-307). That Esteban is 

comforted by this thought, that he pictures himself and his ideology in opposition to Marxism 
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constitutes another ironic admission insofar as it implies that Esteban’s conservative ideology 

is spiritual, impractical, and not ‘functional’. 

 The big house is first, but not forever a “solemn, cubic, dense, pompous house” (93). 

Thanks to Clara’s renovations, the house becomes one of “protuberances and incrustations, of 

twisted staircases that led to empty spaces, of turrets, of small windows that could not be 

opened, doors hanging in midair, crooked hallways, and portholes that linked the living 

quarters so that people could communicate during the siesta”. Jackson attributes the 

“labyrinthine structure of the house to Clara’s mind”, and indeed, other critics affirm that Clara 

renovates the house in order to reflect her own essentially magical femininity (63). As Ronie-

Richele García-Johnson puts it, Clara’s house is a “space that, rather than possessing a 

masculine, linear structure, is as complex as the intuition of a woman” (187). Yet, in The House 

of the Spirits, the narrators stress the extent to which Clara renovates the house in response to 

the “requirements of the moment”: “Every time a new guest arrived, she would have another 

room built in another part of the house” (224; 93). In the 1949 work The Second Sex, Simone 

de Beauvoir writes that one is “not born, but rather becomes, a woman. No biological, 

psychological, or economic fate determines the figure that the human female presents in 

society; it is civilization as a whole that produces this creature” (273). Whereas Jackson and 

García-Johnson suggest that Clara’s magical femininity is innate, that it produces her various 

renovations, I argue that Clara realizes a particular form of magical femininity and so 

‘becomes’ a particular kind of magical woman through her material interactions with others. 

While she is born with unique powers, it is through her application of those powers in particular 

moments and in response to particular needs that Clara shapes her own magical femininity. 

Bowers observes that, in The House of the Spirits, irreducible magic “notably lessens toward 

the end of the novel and, in fact, decreases with increased political violence” (73). 

Recapitulating aspects of Patricia Hart’s 1989 work Narrative Magic in the Fiction of Isabel 
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Allende, Bowers goes on to say that the “magical qualities of the female characters are 

purposefully undermined” in order to demonstrate the extent to which the patriarchal world of 

political rationality disempowers women. It seems to me that, while some forms of irreducible 

magic lessen, the novel’s women still exert their magical femininity through other means, for 

what are Clara’s renovations if not another form of telekinesis? In the same way that Clara uses 

the resources available to her in a particular moment, the novel’s women draw on resources 

that include, but are not limited to irreducible magic in order to survive particular historical-

material conditions. 

 Toward the end of the novel and after Clara’s death, soldiers raid the big house and 

arrest Alba for her association with the Marxist conspirator Miguel, who is in fact her lover. 

Led by Esteban’s illegitimate grandson by rape, Colonel Esteban García, the soldiers 

interrogate, torture, and repeatedly rape Alba to the point that she resigns herself to death: 

She gave up, deciding to end this torture once and for all. She stopped eating, and only 

when her feebleness became too much for her did she take a sip of water. She tried not 

to breathe or move, and began eagerly to await her death. She stayed like this for a long 

time. When she had nearly achieved her goal, her Grandmother Clara, whom she had 

invoked so many times to help her die, appeared with the novel idea that the point was 

not to die, since death came anyway, but to survive, which would be a miracle. (413-

414) 

In Ordinary Enchantments, Wendy B. Faris writes that, in The House of the Spirits “magic is 

generally an empowering strategy if not a pragmatic one; thus it diminishes in frequency as 

political activity increases but it is also a precursor of that activity because it has helped Clara 

to survive and pass on her strength to her granddaughter” (183). Indeed, Alba does not survive 

because of any irreducibly magical power, but because she has inherited a will to survival, 

because survival is the real ‘miracle’ for which the novel’s irreducible elements of magic exists. 
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It is worth noting too that Alba survives thanks to three other women, none of whom are 

magical: Ana Díaz gives Alba a notebook in order that she might externalize and politicize her 

pain; the sex worker Transito Soto uses her political connections to secure Alba’s release; and 

when Alba is dumped in the desert, an unnamed woman first cares for and then helps Alba to 

find her way home: 

She was one of those stoical, practical women of our country, the kind of woman who 

has a child with every man who passes through her life and, on top of that, takes in 

other people’s abandoned children, her own poor relatives, and anybody else who needs 

a mother, a sister, or an aunt; the kind of woman who’s the pillar of many other lives, 

who raises her children to grow up and leave her and lets her men leave her too, without 

a word of reproach, because she has more pressing things to worry about. […] It was 

then that I understood that the days of Colonel García and all those like him are 

numbered, because they have not been able to destroy the spirit of these women. (429) 

 The House of the Spirits ends with a pregnant Alba and in her own words: “I carry this 

child in my womb, the daughter of so many rapes or perhaps of Miguel, but above all, my own 

daughter” (432). “The future for Alba and for Chile are left open at the end”, says Bowers, “but 

with the positive note that Alba has the resources to incorporate her grandmother’s gifts as she 

has also inherited her notebooks” (74). Indeed, Clara’s non-chronological notebooks constitute 

a major source of the novel’s plot, and it is through these notebooks that Alba comes to “see 

things in their true dimension”, to “see the relationship between events” (432). Faris suggests 

that, in literary magic(al) realism, it is “possible to locate a female spirit characterized by 

structures of diffusion, polyvocality, and attention to embodiment”, and indeed The House of 

the Spirits ends in a way that might seem to substantiate Faris’ claim insofar as the novel is a 

kind of bricolage variously narrated by Clara, Alba, and even Esteban, and it ultimately situates 

personal and political events in Alba’s pregnant body (170). Yet, it is worth noting that again 
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Alba does not use any essentially irreducible magic to reconstruct the past; she does not intuit 

information, but rather she draws on the actual matters of her inheritance, of Clara’s notebooks 

that “miraculously escaped the infamous pyre in which so many other family papers perished”, 

of other objects unearthed from the “forgotten nooks and crannies of the house” (430). As I see 

it, the legacy of Clara’s magical femininity and so a particular form of magical femininity 

survives precisely because it is manifest in matter. 

Nostalgia for the Light 

In the 2016 work Narrow but Endlessly Deep: The Struggle for Memorialisation in Chile Since 

the Transition to Democracy, Peter Read and Marivic Wyndham argue that trauma is not only 

a psychological condition, but that it also remains in physical locations. For this reason, the 

authors theorize the ‘memorialization’ of trauma, or the cultural work of ‘mourning’, in the 

context of the “actual sites where the trauma was inflicted” (16). Read and Wyndham identify 

seven sites in which the trauma of the Pinochet regime remains, one of which is the Estadio 

Nacional, a stadium located in the Chilean capital of Santiago. While it is fondly remembered 

(or at least by some) as the “home of Chile’s national soccer team” and the “nation’s preferred 

concert venue”, the Estadio Nacional also “holds huge emotional significance as the first site 

to which the world’s press was drawn immediately after the coup. It was the first, as well as 

the largest, of the major interrogation, torture, and extermination sites in [Pinochet’s] Chile” 

(61).7 Patricio Guzmán was one of at least twenty thousand individuals detained in the Estadio 

Nacional in the first eight weeks of the Pinochet regime, and one of as few as five hundred 

who escaped the stadium alive (62).8 Like Isabel Allende, Guzmán eventually fled Chile, first 

to Cuba, then to France, where in 1975, Guzmán released the first part of the documentary film 

trilogy The Battle of Chile: The Insurrection of the Bourgeoisie, which incorporates footage 

shot before and during (and smuggled out of Chile after) the coup. Whereas The Battle of Chile 

trilogy is explicitly political (in fact, it is explicitly Marxist), Guzmán’s 2010 documentary film 



Good Bones 

 132 

Nostalgia for the Light is a more essayistic account of various interconnections of matter, 

memory, and trauma in contemporary Chile. In fact, Guzmán uses matter to recast the very 

notion of ‘contemporaneity’. The Estadio Nacional does not figure in the film, but like Read 

and Wyndham, Guzmán returns to and ‘situates’ the Pinochet regime in a specific site of 

trauma. 

 Nostalgia for the Light is primarily set in the Atacama Desert, a place where 

archaeologists study the millennia-old settlements of the indigenous Atacameños and the site 

of some of the world’s largest and most sophisticated astronomical observatories. Because the 

Atacama is hyperarid, astrobiologists liken it to Mars, and Guzmán reiterates this analogy in 

the film: “Our humid planet has only one small brown patch that has absolutely no humidity. 

The vast Atacama Desert. I imagine that man will soon walk on Mars. This ground beneath my 

feet bears the strongest resemblance to that faraway world”.9 Since it is so dry, the Atacama 

allows astronomers to see as far into space as is (presently) possible on Earth. Coincidentally, 

the atmospheric conditions that produce a clear sky also preserve organic and inorganic matter, 

including the artefacts of ancient civilizations and the remains of individuals disappeared and 

dumped by the Pinochet regime. Indeed, Guzmán interviews a group of women who continue 

to comb the Atacama in search of their missing loved ones. “We set out full of hope”, says the 

seventy-year-old Violeta Berríos, “and return with our heads hanging. But we always pick 

ourselves up, give ourselves a shake, and set off again the next day even more hopeful and 

more impatient to find them. Some people must wonder why we want bones. I want them so 

much”. By virtue of its particular setting, Nostalgia for the Light follows an unlikely crew of 

archaeologists, astronomers, and ‘mourning’ daughters, mothers, sisters, and wives, all of 

whom congregate in the Atacama to uncover relics and secrets of the past. In this section, I aim 

to demonstrate the extent to which the film models my concept of ‘magic(al) materialism’. 
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 In the 2014 work Material Ecocriticism, Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann 

introduce the concept of ‘storied matter’. In their words, ‘reality’ is a “material ‘mesh’ of 

meanings, properties, and processes, in which human and nonhuman players are interlocked in 

networks that produce undeniable signifying forces” (1-2). Against Immanuel Kant’s 

distinction between ‘noumena’ (the object independent of and fundamentally inaccessible to 

humans) and ‘phenomena’ (the object apprehended and so constituted by humans), Iovino and 

Oppermann contend that nonhuman matter has agency that influences humans to read and react 

to it in particular ways. The authors insist that human ‘stories’ are affected, if not actually 

coauthored by nonhuman matter, that specific works of fiction “emerge from the intra-action 

of human creativity and the narrative agency of matter” (8). This is the case in Nostalgia for 

the Light in which the Atacama and other nonhuman matter acts as coauthor. Indeed, the film 

follows a distributive model of narrative agency, whereby nonhuman matter generates cues 

that prompt the film to unfold. For example, Nostalgia for the Light starts with deliberate shots 

of various ‘inanimate’ objects (a chair, the moon, a stove, a telescope) over which Guzmán 

remembers life in Santiago before and after the coup: 

At that time, Chile was a haven of peace isolated from the world. Santiago slept in the 

foothills of the Cordillera, detached from the rest of the world. I loved science fiction 

stories, lunar eclipses, and watching the sun through a piece of smoky glass. […] It was 

a simple provincial life. Nothing ever happened. […] One day, this peaceful life came 

to an end. A revolutionary tide swept us to the centre of the world. […] At around the 

same time, science fell in love with the Chilean sky. A group of astronomers found they 

could touch the stars in the Atacama Desert. […] There is nothing [in the Atacama]. No 

insects, no animals, no birds. And yet, it is full of history.10 

Guzmán’s memories, which might otherwise seem ‘psychological’ and ‘surreal’, are given 

shape and structured by the objects depicted onscreen, as if the memories are contingent and 
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rely on the particular objects that happen to exist at hand. It is precisely this sense of “material-

semiotic” contingency that connects Guzmán’s memories to astronomers’ accounts of the 

origins of the universe, including Earth, to women’s stories of state violence recomposed 

through the exhumation of human remains (Haraway 588). In each case, the present (the film, 

scientific theories, the trauma of the Pinochet regime) is constituted by and experienced 

through material fragments of the past (objects, light-years-old astronomical bodies, remains) 

and vice versa. In all cases, reality is a result of historical- and new-materialist modes of 

production ‘seen’ from a particular point in space and time. 

 Nostalgia for the Light combines new and old materialisms at the levels of content and 

form (vibrant matter and state violence, a distributive model of narrative agency that resists the 

kind of ‘authoritarianism’ that Kundera invokes in the 1979 novel The Book of Laughter and 

Forgetting). The film is demythological insofar as it reveals the extent to which reality is based 

in (interactions of) nonhuman-natural and historical-material modes of production. Of course, 

magic(al) realism is something more than the combination of a materialist focus and a 

demythological function, and indeed Nostalgia for the Light incorporates motifs and 

techniques and produces effects that are common in literary and other forms of magic(al) 

realism. As I see it, the film is magic(al)-materialist, if not strictly magic(al)-realist. In fact, 

Nostalgia for the Light is an essay film. In the 2016 work The Essay Film: Dialogue, Politics, 

Utopia, Caroline Eades and Elizabeth Papazian explain that the essay film is related to, but 

also distinct from the documentary film insofar as it is characterized by a “loose, fragmentary, 

playful” approach that functions to destabilize “conventional distinctions of genre” (1; 3). In 

the 2011 work The Essay Film: From Montaigne, After Marker, Timothy Corrigan defines the 

essay film in terms of a “kind of encounter between the self and the public domain”, or the 

autobiographical and the objective (6). In the same way that magic(al) realism reproduces and 

resists elements of realism, the essay film reproduces and resists elements of the documentary 
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film, and in so doing, it ‘reenchants’ documentary reality. Nostalgia for the Light does not 

include an “irreducible element” of magic (or at least not by Wendy B. Faris’ definition), for 

there is nothing in the film that cannot be explained by science (“Scheherazade’s Children” 

168). Yet, the film uses the conventions of the essay film to stage juxtapositions that recall 

other works of magic(al) realism. Like magic-realist painting, Nostalgia for the Light uses 

unlikely configurations of objects and improbable lines of sight, as Franz Roh puts it in the 

1925 essay “Magic Realism: Post-Expression”, to realize the “miracle of eternally mobile and 

vibrating molecules”, the “marvel by which a variable commotion crystallizes into a clear set 

of constants” (22; see figures 9, 10, 11, and 12). Moreover, the particular objects that the film 

makes magical recall Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude and 

specifically José Arcadio Buendía’s magnifying glass and telescope and the ‘petrified’ corpses 

among which José Arcadio Segundo regains consciousness after the banana massacre. 

 Throughout the film, Guzmán cuts to an interview with the Chilean astronomer Gaspar 

Galaz, and in one such scene, Galaz discusses the relationship between light, space, and time: 

Galaz: All of our life experiences, including this conversation, happened in the past. 

Even if it is a matter of millionths of a second. The camera I am looking at now is a few 

metres away and is therefore already several millionths of a second in the past in 

relation to the time on my watch. The signal takes time to arrive. The light reflected 

from the camera or from you reaches me after a moment. A fleeting moment, as the 

speed of light is very fast. 

Guzmán: How long does it take for moonlight to reach us? 

Galaz: Just over a second. 

Guzmán: And sunlight? 

Galaz: Eight minutes. 

Guzmán: So, we don’t see things at the very instant we look at them? 
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Fig. 9: de Chirico, Giorgio. The Enigma of a Day. 1914. “Giorgio de Chirico”. The Museum of 

Modern Art, 2020. Accessed on Tuesday the 9th of June 2020. Electronic. 

 

Fig. 10: Nostalgia for the Light. Directed by Patricio Guzmán. Pyramide International, 2010. 

Film. 
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Fig. 11: Nostalgia for the Light. Directed by Patricio Guzmán. Pyramide International, 2010. 

Film. 

 

Fig. 12: Nostalgia for the Light. Directed by Patricio Guzmán. Pyramide International, 2010. 

Film. 
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Galaz: No, that’s the trap. The present doesn’t exist. 

In this scene and elsewhere in the film, science functions to subvert rationalist constructions of 

reality. It is worth noting that, while such constructions often privilege and refer to science, 

rationalism and science are not one and the same. Not only does the science in Nostalgia for 

the Light recognize agentic and vibrant matter, but also nonlinear time, which is fundamental 

to more accepted works of magic(al) realism. For example, in One Hundred Years of Solitude, 

García Márquez uses multiple generations, supernatural longevity, and the ‘hauntological’ 

figure of José Arcadio Segundo to demonstrate the extent to which the past produces and is 

active in the present. In The House of the Spirits, Allende uses Clara’s clairvoyance and Clara 

uses her nonchronological notebooks to “see things in their true dimension” (432). As I see it, 

Guzmán does not need an ‘irreducible element’ of magic insofar as aspects of science and the 

juxtaposition of different scales of reality already function to this effect. In Nostalgia for Light 

and in the most literal sense of Faris’ phrase, “magical elements grow organically out of the 

reality portrayed” (“Scheherazade’s Children” 163). In a way, Nostalgia for the Light is the 

equal and opposite of Mikhail Bulgakov’s 1967 novel The Master and Margarita in which 

Bulgakov uses ‘conjuring’ magic to realize the actual and terrific magic of the Soviet 

experience. Neither work is technically magic(al)-realist (or at least not by the concepts and 

provisos that are dominant in magic(al)-realist literary studies), for in each, elements of magic 

are explained by way of sleight of hand or else science, and yet it is difficult to imagine a term 

other than ‘magic(al) realism’ (and notwithstanding magic(al) materialism) that captures the 

various ways in which these works use matter to recast and subvert rationalist versions of 

reality. 

 This chapter is about women’s magic(al) realism, and yet Nostalgia for the Light is a 

film by a man in which some women figure. From an identity-political point of view, it is a 

problem that these women rely on Guzmán to ‘represent’ them and their trauma. Of course, in 
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this thesis, I argue against identity politics precisely because it assumes a degree of 

unintelligibility that precludes possibilities for solidarity. Moreover, identity politics 

‘determines’ a causal relationship between identity and politics that does not seem to reflect 

reality. In Ordinary Enchantments: Magical Realism and the Remystification of Narrative, 

Faris states that “women, like subalterns generally” must be empowered to tell their own 

stories, that the ‘female voice’ is “able to transmit the ineffable because of its marginal position 

in the discourses of reason and realism that have tended to mute that mystical sound” (178). 

While Faris’ claim to women’s self-articulation is fair and relatively uncontroversial, the notion 

that women are able to access and are likely to express an essentially different worldview is 

not necessarily true, nor is it necessarily relevant to a woman’s right to speak. As I see it, 

women—“like subalterns generally”—do not exist beyond processes of interpellation, and 

notwithstanding the fact that it is fundamentally unfair to expect marginalized people to 

espouse ‘good’ politics, the assumption that women necessarily speak from a position of 

difference (and specifically feminine difference) implies that alliances of women and other 

marginalized people are not actively constructed and fought for. My point is that, while issues 

of difference are critical, the issue of representation is more complicated than identity-politics 

allows, and Nostalgia for Light exemplifies the extent to which men can (and should) advocate 

for women in solidarity. While Guzmán draws connections between the experiences of women 

and others, neither Guzmán nor the other men in the film attempt to speak for women, and nor 

do they claim to ‘know’ women’s experiences. Says Galaz: 

I don’t know what I’d do if a sister, a brother, or one of my parents were lost somewhere 

in the desert, in this vast expanse. Personally, as an astronomer, I would imagine my 

father or mother in space, lost in the galaxy somewhere. I would look for them through 

the telescopes. 
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Galaz does not know what it is like to be a daughter, mother, sister, or wife who combs the 

Atacama in search of a loved one’s remains, but Galaz does have other experiences and so 

other resources through which to ‘sympathize’ with, to ‘understand’ these women, from one 

position of situated knowledge to another. Toward the end of the film, Berríos states that it 

“suits them [the state] that there are fewer and fewer of us women. Fewer problems. Because 

we are a problem”. In Nostalgia for Light, Guzmán does not answer the problem that these 

women represent (the woman question). Instead, Guzmán makes space for these women to 

speak and make claims to reality. Critically, Guzmán does not suggest that these women 

understand agentic and vibrant matter or nonlinear time because they are women, but because 

as women, they have experienced historical-material conditions in particular ways. These 

women speak and are heard because reality is also theirs, not because they share some kind of 

essential “female spirit” (Faris Ordinary Enchantments 170). 

Like Water for Chocolate 

In this chapter, I argue that dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) realism suffer from a 

kind of confirmation bias, that critics seem to look for and emphasize those issues of gender 

and sex, those particular forms of magical femininity that confirm identity-political theories of 

colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism. Indeed, I argue that these accounts start from and 

proceed to ‘naturalize’ alliances and intersections (of women and colonized people, of 

patriarchy and postcoloniality) that are necessarily historical, and in so doing, they reduce 

matters of difference and different works of magic(al) realism to so many interchangeable 

expressions of otherness. Not only do dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) realism 

function to obscure works that situate different women’s attachments to magic in particular 

historical-material conditions—Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits—but so too works 

that construct magical femininity to a hegemonic effect. Simply put, there are works of 

women’s magic(al) realism, including works that originate in former colonies, in which the 
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relationship between femininity and magic is such that it mystifies capitalist and other 

structures of power, and this is the case in Laura Esquivel’s 1989 novel Like Water for 

Chocolate. In Magic(al) Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers states that “Esquivel’s novel is written 

from a women’s perspective with a female narrator and concerning the domestic lives of 

women. Therefore, like Allende’s, it is very much a novel about the under-represented” (46). 

Bowers’ statement exemplifies the extent to which critics theorize (women’s) magic(al) 

realism in terms of an essentially undifferentiated notion of otherness, as if all women are the 

‘underrepresented’ (or at least equally so), as if underrepresentation is equivalent to a certain 

politics. In this section, I aim to demonstrate that Like Water for Chocolate is different from 

other works of magic(al) realism, and it is so precisely because it incorporates elements of new, 

but not historical materialism. In other words, the novel uses essentially vibrant matter to 

naturalize a form of choice feminism that is fundamentally ahistorical. Like Water for 

Chocolate is not a work of magic(al) materialism, and that it is possible to say this much reveals 

the extent to which a magic(al)-materialist mode of reading perceives and makes sense of 

differences beyond identity politics. 

 Like Water for Chocolate is set in rural Mexico in the early twentieth century.11 The 

novel’s protagonist is Josefita (Tita) De la Garza, the youngest daughter of the widow Mama 

Elena and sister to Rosaura and Gertrudis. Like Patrick Süskind’s 1985 novel Perfume: The 

Story of a Murderer in which Jean-Baptiste Grenouille is born amid a “stench barely 

conceivable” and later develops “exceptional olfactory gifts”, Like Water for Chocolate also 

relates the (more delicious) circumstances of Tita’s birth to her extraordinary “sixth sense” for 

“everything concerning food” (Süskind 3; 96; Esquivel 10; 11). Says the narrator, “Tita made 

her entrance into this world, prematurely, right there on the kitchen table amid the smells of 

simmering noodle soup, thyme, bay leaves and coriander, steamed milk, garlic and, of course, 

onion”: “Thanks to her unusual birth, Tita felt a deep love for the kitchen, where she spent 
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most of her life from the day she was born” (9; 10). In fact, the kitchen is “Tita’s realm” on 

two counts, for in her family, custom dictates that the youngest daughter must remain 

unmarried, that she is the “one designated to care for her mother until the end of her days” (11; 

134). In the novel’s first chapter, Tita falls in love with Pedro Muzquiz and announces to Mama 

Elena that he “would like to come and speak with her” (13). “If he intends to ask for your 

hand”, says Mama Elena, “tell him not to bother. He’ll be wasting his time and mine too. You 

know perfectly well that being the youngest daughter means you have to take care of me until 

the day I die” (13-14). When Pedro arrives to meet with Mama Elena, she proposes that he 

marry Rosaura instead, and wanting to stay close to Tita, Pedro agrees to the engagement: 

“When you’re told there’s no way you can marry the woman you love, and your only hope of 

being near her is to marry her sister, wouldn’t you do the same?” (17-18). What follows is the 

fairly familiar story of a star-crossed love that continues to burn. Indeed, when she learns of 

Pedro’s engagement to Rosaura, Tita recalls the first time her “eyes met Pedro’s. It was then 

she understood how dough feels when it is plunged into boiling oil. The heat that invaded her 

body was so real she was afraid she would start to bubble—her face, her stomach, her heart, 

her breasts—like batter” (18). 

 Like Water for Chocolate comprises twelve chronologically ordered chapters, each of 

which corresponds to a different calendar month (in fact, the novel is set over many years) and 

to a certain recipe that is significant in the course of Tita’s life. Indeed, the novel’s form reflects 

the extent to which Tita arranges events and so constructs meaning through her relationship to 

food, and it is also through food that Tita communicates to others her innermost feelings. After 

Pedro’s engagement to Rosaura and like Alfred Matzerath in Günter Grass’ 1959 novel The 

Tin Drum, Tita develops the ability literally to cook her emotions into food.12 This phenomenon 

first occurs when a lovesick Tita inadvertently bakes her feelings of “intense longing”, of 

“terrible aching” into Pedro and Rosaura’s wedding cake: 
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The moment they took their first bite of the cake, everyone was flooded with a great 

wave of longing. Even Pedro, usually so proper, was having trouble holding back his 

tears. Mama Elena, who hadn’t shed a single tear over her husband’s death, was sobbing 

silently. But the weeping was just the first symptom of a strange intoxication—an acute 

attack of pain and frustration—that seized the guests and scattered them across the patio 

and the grounds and into the bathrooms, all of them wailing over lost love. (36; 39) 

Elsewhere, Tita cooks her feelings of lust into a dish of quail in rose petal sauce and euphoria 

into turkey mole with almonds and sesame seeds. In Ordinary Enchantments, Wendy B. Faris 

writes that, in Like Water for Chocolate, “magic is instrumental in achieving the expression of 

suppressed female desire and power”: “One might say that Tita, heretofore silenced by her 

mother’s adherence to a stifling tradition, has found her voice” in food (205). Faris ultimately 

reads the novel in terms of its affirmation of “traditionally female ways of being and knowing”, 

and other critics tend to read the novel to a similar effect (4). According to Ellen Puccinelli, 

Like Water for Chocolate celebrates “activities customarily considered feminine: the reading 

of women’s magazines, the giving and preparing of recipes, and the sharing of remedies and 

household hints” (213). Rosa Fernández-Levin goes so far as to say that the novel “brings about 

the creation of a feminine logos” (107). These critics focus on the various ways in which Like 

Water for Chocolate mobilizes ‘strategic’ essentialisms in order to subvert discursive and other 

structures of patriarchy, but as I see it, the novel’s treatment of issues of gender and sex is more 

complicated than these critics allow, and it is so precisely because the novel’s source of 

patriarchy is Mama Elena—a woman. 

 The character of Mama Elena is analogous to that of Rosa in The House of the Spirits 

insofar as critics tend not to consider either beyond each one’s role as plot device—just as 

Rosa’s death functions to correlate patriarchy and state politics, to provide the impetus for 

Clara’s marriage to Esteban, so Mama Elena’s cruelty is but a backdrop against which Tita 
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realizes her true self. As I see it, the relative absence of Mama Elena in critical accounts of Like 

Water for Chocolate is significant, for in fact, she embodies the ‘woman question’. That is, the 

question of the relationship between different women’s experiences, their different 

performances of gender, and historical-material conditions and modes of production. Indeed, 

Tita’s desire to liberate herself from Mama Elena is symptomatic of her tendency to avoid the 

woman question. In the novel’s first chapter, the narrator (Tita’s eponymous great-niece) 

recalls the death of Mama Elena’s husband Juan: “When she was just two days old, Tita’s 

father, my great-grandfather, died of a heart attack and Mama Elena’s milk dried up from the 

shock” (10). Here, Mama Elena’s inability to breastfeed is indicative of her ‘promotion’ to the 

role of patriarch and so the suppression of her own essential femininity. Of course, after Juan’s 

death, Mama Elena assumes the “enormous responsibility” of running the family ranch, of 

providing her “children with the food and education they deserve”. While her performance of 

gender is different from, even less sympathetic than those of the women in The House of the 

Spirits, it seems probable that the motive for Mama Elena’s cruelty is also (or at least in the 

first instance) one of survival. Had she not inherited certain responsibilities under certain 

circumstances, Mama Elena might not be so vehement in her adherence to ‘stifling’ traditions, 

which is to say that she might not have fallen back on a kind of gendered ‘recipe’ for managing 

reproductive labour. Like Water for Chocolate does not interrogate the conditions that 

influence Mama Elena to internalize and wield a form of patriarchal power. Instead, the novel 

proceeds to suggest that Mama Elena’s cruelty is simply the result of her own frustrated will 

to ‘choice’. Midway through the novel, Tita discovers a “packet of letters written to Mama 

Elena from someone named José Treviño. Tita put them in order by date and learned the true 

story of her mother’s love. José was the love of her life. She hadn’t been allowed to marry him 

because he had Negro blood in his veins” (125).13 Having read the letters, Tita simply concludes 

that Mama Elena should have pursued her true desires, and thus Like Water for Chocolate 
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misses another opportunity to realize the impact of particular historical-material conditions on 

different women’s lives. All of this is to say that the novel is not about the conditions in which 

women make choices so much as a woman’s freedom to choose, and it is to this effect that the 

novel incorporates elements of new materialism. 

 Shortly after her marriage to Pedro, Rosaura gives birth to a son named Roberto, but 

like Mama Elena, Rosaura is unable to breastfeed.14 Says the narrator, “Tita took over her 

nephew’s feeding; what no-one found out was how she fed him, since Tita, with Pedro’s help, 

was very careful not to let anyone see her”; the “baby, instead of driving them apart, actually 

brought them closer together. It was as if the child’s mother was Tita, and not Rosaura” (71-

72; 72). Disapproving of the level of intimacy between Tita and Pedro, Mama Elena arranges 

for Pedro, Rosaura, and Roberto to move to San Antonio, Texas. When she learns of this 

development, Tita is distraught, and her grief only intensifies when, following the move, 

Roberto dies of food poisoning. Tita subsequently falls into a deep depression, and Mama Elena 

enlists a doctor to commit Tita to an “insane asylum” (90). However, John Brown, the 

American doctor who arrives to assess Tita, ignores Mama Elena’s order and instead takes Tita 

back to live with him. At first, Tita experiences a kind of existential crisis: 

Instead of eating, she would stare at her hands for hours on end. She would regard them 

like a baby, marvelling that they belonged to her. She could move them however she 

pleased, yet she didn’t know what to do with them […] . At her mother’s, what she had 

to do with her hands was strictly determined, no questions asked. […] Now, seeing her 

hands no longer at her mother’s command, she didn’t know what to ask them to do, she 

had never decided for herself before. […] Going to the window facing the patio, she 

raised her hands to heaven; she wanted to escape from herself, didn’t want to think 

about making a choice. (98-99) 
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However, is it through her role as John’s effective apprentice that Tita comes to resolve her 

sense of crisis. In his laboratory, John works scientifically to prove the traditional cures and 

theories of his Kikapu grandmother Morning Light, and one such theory involves the use of 

phosphorus in the preparation of matches. “For a long time”, says John, “phosphorus was 

obtained by vigorously heating the residue from evaporating urine in an earth retort, the neck 

of which was submerged in water. Today it is extracted from the bones of animals, which 

contain phosphoric acid and lime”: 

As you see, within our bodies each of us has the elements needed to produce 

phosphorus. And let me tell you something I’ve never told a soul. My grandmother had 

a very interesting theory; she said that each of us is born with a box of matches inside 

us but we can’t strike them all by ourselves; […] we need oxygen and a candle to help. 

In this case, the oxygen, for example, would come from the breath of the person you 

love; the candle could be any kind of food, music, caress, word or sound […] . Each 

person has to discover what will set off those explosions in order to live, since the 

combustion that occurs when one of them is ignited is what nourishes the soul. […] 

Ever since my grandmother died, I have been trying to demonstrate this theory. (103; 

104-105) 

 From John, Tita learns (or at least ‘verifies’ her sense) that organic matter is vibrant, 

but unlike the vibrant matter in other works of magic(al) realism, which interacts with historical 

matter and in ways that are largely unpredictable, the ‘vibrant’ matter in Like Water for 

Chocolate is essentially, teleologically, and timelessly so. Whether it is Tita’s ingredients or 

John’s elements, the novel’s organic matter, while it has a kind of latency, relies on a human 

agent in order to ‘come alive’, and it does so in ways that are rational and reproducible. The 

extent to which this matter is vibrant is therefore questionable. Nonetheless, it is this particular 

notion of vibrant matter that Tita internalizes in order to overcome her existential crisis. Simply 
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put, Tita concludes that, since she also comprises phosphorus and other elements, she need 

only to choose to realize her essential propensities for cooking and for loving Pedro. Critically, 

the life that Tita chooses to pursue, the one based in her true desires, is only negligibly different 

from the life prescribed to her by Mama Elena, with the exception that she might love Pedro 

freely. Like Mama Elena, Tita falls back on a familiar recipe for performing gender, and in so 

doing, she absolves herself of the (woman) question of what to “do with her hands” (98). Not 

only does Like Water for Chocolate depict, but it also demonstrates the fundamental 

contradiction of choice feminism. That is, the extent to which choice feminism functions to 

remove the choice from feminism. 

 Michaele L. Ferguson explains that choice feminism emerged after the dissolution of 

second-wave feminism and as a “response to the criticisms that feminism is too radical, 

exclusionary, and judgemental” (248). Indeed, Ferguson defines choice feminism in terms of 

its understandings of “freedom as the capacity to make individual choices, and oppression as 

the inability to choose”, and its assumption that it is “definitionally impossible for a woman to 

choose her own oppression; all choices she makes are equally expressions of her freedom, and 

therefore equally to be supported”. According to Rachel Thwaites, the “idea that women should 

be able to do whatever they want and what makes them happy” is “part of the pervasive 

neoliberal rhetoric which is so significant to modern capitalist societies” (64). “This neoliberal 

rhetoric of ‘choice’”, says Thwaites, “is often invested in maintaining the status quo by 

removing the agency of the less powerful and enhancing that of the established powerful elite, 

who actually have the resources and means to make a wider range of choices” (65). The 

publication of Like Water for Chocolate coincides with the historical moment of choice 

feminism in the 1980s, and in fact, it also coincides with a period of neoliberal economic 

restructuring in Mexico, so that the novel depicts a form of choice feminism is not surprising, 

nor is it problematic in and of itself. What is problematic, what makes Like Water for Chocolate 
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different from other works of magic(al) realism, is that it does not situate this form of choice 

feminism in particular historical-material conditions, and thus it does not contain the elements 

of historical materialism that are necessary for a work of magic(al) materialism to function to 

a demythological effect—just as John ‘isolates’ the elements of organic matter, the novel 

isolates the woman question from its origins in historical matter. 

 Like Water for Chocolate ends when Tita and Pedro (now a widower) finally 

consummate their love. The figurative ‘fire’ that the couple produces causes Pedro, like Juan 

before him, to die of a heart attack, and Tita subsequently induces in her own body an “amorous 

climax” so intense that she literally combusts (221). As the narrator puts it, the “fiery bodies 

of Pedro and Tita began to throw off glowing sparks. They set on fire the bedspread, which 

ignited the entire ranch”. Not only does Tita prove Morning Light’s theory that the realization 

of a person’s true desire will kindle the phosphorus that is elemental in them, but her fire also 

functions to a kind of slash-and-burn effect, whereby its ashes leech into the soil, “making this 

land the most fertile in the region”. In this way, the novel suggests that to realize in oneself is 

to beget other possibilities for vibrancy, that there is a fundamentally regenerative dimension 

to Tita’s choice to pursue her true desires. However, as a final remark, the narrator adds that 

Tita’s cookbook, her “finest recipes” miraculously survive the fire, and thus the narrator starts 

to prepare the same recipe to which the novel’s first chapter corresponds (64). Indeed, there is 

a ‘regenerative’ dimension to Tita’s realization of choice, but only insofar as it regenerates an 

ahistorical recipe with which to avoid the responsibility for ‘real’ political choice. In my 

account of Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits, I concluded that some constructions of 

magical femininity survive because they equip particular women to survive particular 

historical-material conditions. Like Water for Chocolate demonstrates that some constructions 

of magical femininity survive because they favour, because they are ‘preferred’ by hegemonic 

structures of power. All of this is to say that what is meaningful to women is not always 
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progressive, that it is possible for women (in fact, for all ‘others’) to be interpellated by and to 

reproduce hegemonic structures of power, and critics of magic(al) realism overlook this reality 

when they assume that alliances of women and colonized people are natural and not historical, 

when they focus on, but do not critique the catachrestic mobilization of strategic essentialisms. 

The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman 

Both Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits and Laura Esquivel’s Like Water for Chocolate 

originate and are set in former colonies, and the majority of critics of magic(al) realism accept 

that these novels presuppose issues of colonization and postcolonialism, if only insofar as their 

authors are postcolonial subjects. On the one hand, I agree with those critics who read both 

Allende and Esquivel’s novels in terms of colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism, for while 

they do so in different ways and to different effects, each of these novels reveals the extent to 

which the experience of colonization, the state of being postcolonial informs, but is also 

reconstructed through other developments in politics, in political economy (feminism, 

Marxism, neoliberalism, and so on). On the other hand, I disagree with the causal relationship 

that critics seem to ascribe to these and to other authors’ postcoloniality, their gender, their 

politics, and so their magic(al) realism. Not only do critics seem to assume that, if an author is 

born in or else has genealogical ties to a former colony, then they will produce magic(al) 

realism to a certain political effect, but also that authors and so works of colonial/postcolonial 

women’s magic(al) realism necessarily resolve issues of colonization and postcolonialism, of 

gender and sex to the same political effect. By contrast, I argue that women’s (and others’) 

experiences or identities are not stable ingredients, they do not simply combine to one 

predictable (magic(al)-realist) end. That The House of the Spirits ‘situates’ a particular form of 

magical femininity in particular historical-material conditions while Like Water for Chocolate 

uses essentially vibrant matter to naturalize an ahistorical politics of choice feminism 

demonstrates this much. 
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 The critical tendency to essentialize and so obscure differences between specific works 

of colonial/postcolonial women’s magic(al) realism is problematic in and of itself, and yet it 

also has consequences for non-postcolonial women’s magic(al) realism. Indeed, the 

assumptions that colonial/postcolonial women’s magic(al) realism reconciles issues of 

colonization, postcolonialism, gender, and sex, that magic(al) realism is postcolonial in the first 

instance, suggest that the relationship between magic(al) realism and feminism, gender, and 

sex is necessarily mediated through issues of colonization and postcolonialism, and this notion 

seems to predispose critics to read non-postcolonial women’s magic(al) realism in terms of a 

more figurative ‘colonization’ of (cisgender) women by (cisgender) men.15 In this way, critics 

further obscure differences between colonial/postcolonial and non-postcolonial women’s 

magic(al) realism. In fact, when it comes to non-postcolonial women’s magic(al) realism, 

critics do all but suspend the provisos and reservations with which they read non-postcolonial 

men’s magic(al) realism.16 For example, many critics argue for the magic(al) realism of works 

of fiction by the English author Angela Carter, and Sarah Sceats contextualizes Carter’s 

magic(al) realism this way: “Stimulated by her sojourn in Japan in 1969-72 (where she claims 

to have become radicalised) and by travels in Australia, Asia, Europe and the United States, 

she adopts the ‘view from elsewhere’” (142).17 Sceats goes on to say that for Carter, nothing is 

“sacred: all religions and nations contribute to the cultural dressing-up box that in her view is 

there for the plundering”. I suspect that, were Carter not a woman, Sceats might refer to a ‘tour’ 

and not to a sojourn, to the practice of cultural appropriation, and yet Sceats concludes that 

Carter’s “promiscuous use of European and other cultures” points to a “multicultural and 

interdisciplinary impetus”. To be clear, I do not mean to suggest that Carter’s works are 

problematic, that they are not magic(al)-realist, but rather that they are not automatically 

sensitive to issues of cultural difference, of colonization and postcolonialism by virtue of 

Carter’s being a woman. In this section, I read Carter’s 1972 novel The Infernal Desire 



Good Bones 

 151 

Machines of Doctor Hoffman, and I aim to demonstrate that it is possible to explain non-

postcolonial women’s magic(al) realism without appealing to an essentially undifferentiated 

notion of otherness, that there is a basis for women’s magic(al) realism beyond issues of 

colonization and postcolonialism. 

 The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman is set in an “unnamed South 

American metropolis”, and in fact, the novel is a kind of memoir in which the narrator and 

protagonist Desiderio, a retired government agent, recalls his role in the events of the “Reality 

War” (Ali Smith vii; Carter 24). Indeed, the Reality War starts when Doctor Hoffman, a 

“distinguished Professor of Physics” turned “mad scientist”, discovers a way literally to 

‘objectify’ human desire (24; 33). Through “scrupulous observance of and adherence to the 

laws of empirical research”, Hoffman learns that material reality is like “malleable clay”, that 

it is possible to rearrange matter in such a way as to give a material form to figments of human 

imagination (dreams, fears, works of literature and visual art, and so on) (259; 34). Having 

discovered this much, Hoffman unleashes on the city an army of “synthetically authentic 

phenomena”, or as Desiderio puts it, an army of “soldiers in disguise who, though absolutely 

unreal, nevertheless, were” (226; 5). Desiderio explains that Hoffman “started his activities in 

very small ways. Sugar tasted a little salty, sometimes. A door one had always seen to be blue 

modulated by scarcely perceptible stages until, suddenly, it was a green door” (9). Desiderio 

adds that, when “remarkable fruits, such as pineapples with the colour and texture of 

strawberries or walnuts which tasted of caramel, appeared among the apples and oranges on 

the stalls in the market, everyone put it down to our increased exports”, but in time, Hoffman’s 

army comes to overrun the city: 

The sense of space was powerfully affected so that sometimes the proportions of 

buildings and townscapes swelled to enormous, ominous sizes or repeated themselves 

over and over again in a fretting infinity. But this was much less disturbing than the 



Good Bones 

 152 

actual objects which filled these gigantesque perspectives. […] Horses from the 

pictures of Stubbs in the Municipal Art Gallery neighed, tossed their manes and stepped 

delicately off their canvases […] . I often glanced at my watch only to find its hands 

had been replaced by a healthy growth of ivy or honeysuckle […] . Slowly the city 

acquired a majestic solitude. (9; 14-17) 

This excerpt recalls the multidimensional streetscapes that are idiomatic in magic-realist 

painting and indeed, the kind of ‘solitude’, or the loss of confidence in, of stable connections 

to material reality that occurs in Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude. 

Regardless, the Minister of Determination for whom Desiderio works invents his own ‘counter-

weapon’ with which to fight Hoffman, an “immense computer centre which would formulate 

a systematic procedure for calculating the verifiable self-consistency of any given object” (20). 

While he uses this counter-weapon to detect and ultimately to destroy synthetically-authentic 

phenomena, the Minister dispatches Desiderio to “assassinate Doctor Hoffman” (40). It is 

worth noting that like Pontius Pilate and Jesus Christ in Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and 

Margarita, like Alfred Matzerath and Jan Bronski and Rasputin and Goethe in Günter Grass’ 

1959 novel The Tin Drum, Hoffman and the Minister are each other’s equal and opposite, the 

one “utterly irrational” (or at least ostensibly so), and the other the “most rational man in the 

world” (242; 20). 

 Unlike Carter’s 1984 novel Nights at the Circus, The Infernal Desire Machines of 

Doctor Hoffman rarely figures in critical accounts of magic(al) realism. That said, Jeanne 

Delbaere-Garant is one critic who reads the novel, if not as, then in relation to literary magic(al) 

realism. In fact, Delbaere-Garant suggests that The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor 

Hoffman is a work of ‘psychic realism’ since its elements of magic are “generated from inside 

the psyche” (251).18 While it is the case that Hoffman’s synthetically-authentic phenomena 

originate in figments of human imagination, it seems to me that the term ‘psychic realism’ 
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obscures the realities that, in the novel, these phenomena are materialized to the point that they 

are indistinguishable from that which is ‘real’, that they affect and are corroborated by more 

than one individual, and critically that they produce, even experience real material violence. 

As I see it, The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman is about so many things that are 

‘technically’ unreal, including essentialisms of gender and sex, but nevertheless are, that 

nevertheless frame lived and material experiences of reality, and in the end, the novel 

demonstrates that the binary categories of real and unreal are unfit to explain matters of gender 

and sex, of objectification and violence. Shortly after he dispatches Desiderio, the Minister’s 

Determination Police charge Desiderio with the murder of a young woman, and so it is that he 

becomes a fugitive from the state. At the same time, maybe having engineered this situation, 

Hoffman engages Desiderio in a kind of cat-and-mouse game whereby he sends his daughter 

Albertina effectively to guide Desiderio through a series of picaresque encounters that are 

meant to prepare him to meet Hoffman. Indeed, Albertina is herself one of Hoffman’s 

“remarkable fruits”, a synthetically-authentic woman born at once of Hoffman’s paternal and 

Desiderio’s romantic desires (9). 

 A full account of Desiderio’s picaresque encounters is beyond the scope of this thesis.19 

That said, I want to outline one particular encounter that is indicative of others, that frames the 

novel’s conclusion and so Carter’s ultimate account of the synthetically-authentic dimensions 

of gender and sex. Toward the end of the novel, both Desiderio and Albertina travel to an 

entirely synthetic-authentic environment, and says Desiderio: 

Often we walked through intoxicating odoriferous copses composed only of incense 

trees and we found ourselves in groves of a strange, tall plant which must have been 

some variety of cactus, for its flesh, though soft and white as snow, was formed all over 

into round bosses tipped with red knobs. When we put our mouths to these nipples we 

found ourselves drinking sweet milk and were refreshed. […] But we saw no sign of 
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man at all, though we sometimes found the marks of hoofprints of wild horses. (205-

206) 

Indeed, the pair soon encounters a community of centaurs, who live in “enormous stables 

fashioned from the trunks of trees, with deep eaves of thatch” (209). “The lofty proportions of 

these stables were dictated by the size of our hosts”, says Desiderio, “a half-grown centaur, 

part yearling, part adolescent, was already a whole head taller than I” (210). In what is an 

explicitly satirical recasting of Lemuel Gulliver’s encounter with the Houyhnhnms in Jonathan 

Swift’s 1726 work of prose satire Gulliver’s Travels, these centaurs designate themselves 

‘men’ and humans ‘horses’, but even as they are men, Desiderio explains that the centaurs 

“believed themselves to be a degenerate variety of the horse [the human] they worshipped”. 

Desiderio finds the centaurs’ “self-mortification” strange since he is “profoundly moved” by 

their “architecture with a Virgilian rusticity”, by their “sacred narrative poetry” (210; 211; 

209). The centaurs proceed to engage both Desiderio and (to a ‘greater’ extent) Albertina in a 

ritual through which they attempt to access the “Sacred Stallion” (210). As it turns out, this 

ritual involves the rape of Albertina by each and every male centaur: “The audience, rapt with 

wonderment, neighed softy and pawed the ground and then, one after the other, all the males 

took their turn at her. She was soon mired with blood but, after the first exclamation, she did 

not cry again” (217). Suddenly, the lofty proportions of the centaurs stables take on a new 

meaning, and it seems to me that Carter emphasizes architectural and other material detail in 

order to emphasize the horrifically material ‘mechanics’ of Albertina’s rape, to emphasize that 

rape is not simply a metaphor. In fact, it seems to me that this encounter demonstrates two 

things: that the concepts of real and unreal are not only unfit, but almost entirely irrelevant to 

this situation in which a synthetically-authentic woman is raped by synthetically-authentic 

‘men’, and if these concepts are unfit to explain the matters of this woman’s experiences of 

objectification, pain, and violence, then perhaps they are unfit to explain other women’s 
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experiences; and moreover, that this environment with its flesh, and nipples, and sweet milk, 

however essentially feminine it might be, is not commensurate with, nor is it safe for a specific 

woman. Here and elsewhere, Carter differentiates essences of femininity, gender, and sex, even 

of humanity from the matters of the ‘woman question’. 

 Desiderio and Albertina finally escape the land of the centaurs and travel to Hoffman’s 

castle. Indeed, Hoffman believes that, in staging the pair’s encounter with centaurs, he has 

succeeded in proving to Desiderio the ultimate ‘reality’ of his synthetically-authentic 

phenomena, in winning Desiderio over to his side of the Reality War. A smug Hoffman 

proceeds to guide Desiderio through the laboratory in which he creates so many synthetically-

authentic phenomena: 

We entered a busy, deserted laboratory filled with the apparatus of a distillery. The 

glass vats and tubes were bubbling with a faintly luminous, milky, whitish substance. 

‘We need not linger here but I thought you would like a glimpse of it. This is merely 

the distilling plant. Here, the secretions of fulfilled desire are processed to procure an 

essence which has not yet pullulated into germinal form. Even with an electron 

microscope it is impossible to detect the slightest speck of root, seed or fundament in 

this, as it were biochemical metasoup. (255-256) 

Hoffman continues from the distilling plant to the room in which his “reality modifying 

machines” are located (257). Finally, Desiderio is able to see the source of Hoffman’s 

synthetically-authentic phenomena, and as Desiderio puts it, “I was totally unprepared for what 

I found inside those doors”: 

They were all stark naked and very young. The came from every race in the world, 

brown, black, white and yellow, and were paired, as far as I could see, according to 

colour differences. I was awed and I was revolted. ‘Their plentiful secretions fall 

through the wire meshes into the trays underneath each tier, or dynamic set, of lovers 
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and are gathered up three times a day by means of large sponges, so that nothing 

whatsoever is lost. And the energy they release—eroto-energy, the simplest yet most 

powerful form of radiant energy in the entire universe—rises up through these funnels 

into the generating chambers overhead.’ (262) 

 Desiderio ultimately realizes that the source of Hoffman’s synthetically-authentic 

phenomena is the material ‘stuff’ of essentially coercive, racially segregated, heterosex. “I 

might not want the Minister’s world”, thinks Desiderio to himself, “but I did not want the 

Doctor’s world either”; “he was a totalitarian” (252). Indeed, in his bureaucratization, his 

systematization of heterosexual relations, Hoffman is like the Minister, and it is for this reason 

that Desiderio ultimately fulfils the task for which he was dispatched by the Minister in the 

first instance. Not only does Desiderio assassinate Hoffman, but also Albertina, for she is 

unwilling to admit her father’s totalitarianism. All of this is to say that The Infernal Desire 

Machines of Doctor Hoffman, while it seems to maintain a fundamental sense of sexual 

difference, also suggests that essentialisms of gender and sex are at once ‘technically’ unreal 

and real to the extent that they produce material relations, real experiences of objectification 

and violence. Insofar as the novel affirms that, whether or not they are ‘real’, constructions of 

femininity, gender, and sex matter, it also affirms the fundamental magic(al) realism of issues 

of femininity, gender, and sex, quite beyond although not totally irrelevant to issues of 

colonization and postcolonialism. My account of The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor 

Hoffman is necessarily brief, and I can only summarize this section by saying that the novel is 

one example of a work of non-postcolonial women’s magic(al) realism that begs more attention 

from critics, that begs new theories of women’s magic(al) realism. 

 Before I proceed to summarize this chapter, and because it is a chapter about feminism, 

gender, and sex, I want briefly to outline a particular form of feminism that has experienced a 

kind of resurgence and so earned a new name in recent years, that pretends to account for, but 
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that actually mystifies the lived and material experiences of women. That is, trans(gender) 

exclusionary radical feminism, or ‘TERFism’.20 Proponents of TERFism, who prefer the 

euphemism ‘gender-critical feminism’, essentially maintain that patriarchy and misogyny 

consist in sexism, in the power that biological males wield over biological females, and for this 

reason, they do not recognize that transwomen are women. In fact, they even suggest that 

transwomen, who in their view are likely to have been ‘socialized’ as men, are fundamentally 

incapable of understanding the experiences of ‘real’ women, that they pose a threat (of sexual 

and other violence) to cisgender women, and that they are therefore to be excluded from 

women’s spaces. What TERFism fails to recognize is that transwomen actually experience 

disproportionately high rates of sexual violence, rape, and murder in comparison to cisgender 

women,21 that transwomen’s claims to adequate and relevant (sexual) healthcare, and to safe 

employment are fundamentally consistent with the purported aims of feminism. I mention the 

issue of TERFism for these reasons: TERFism seems to have become popular among those 

women who feel that bourgeois liberal feminisms do not represent them or their experiences, 

and so it seems that, in some cases, TERFism is filling the gap where socialist feminism should 

be; and that while I do not believe that those critics who persist in reading women’s magic(al) 

realism in terms of that which is essentially female—it is not only Wendy B. Faris, but Faris’ 

reference to the “female spirit” of magic(al) realism comes to mind—mean to endorse 

TERFism, the language that they use, the select works that they read, and their fundamental 

assumptions about what constitutes a woman and what women’s magic(al) realism is and does 

do not suggest otherwise. My point is that dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) realism 

are not only unaccountable to specific works of magic(al) realism, they do not only rely on 

essentialist recipes for women’s magic(al) realism, but that they are also disconnected from 

contemporary issues relating to feminism, gender, and sex, and I hope that this chapter will at 

least prompt other critics to develop more ‘responsible’ accounts of the woman question, which 
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is not a question of who counts as a legitimate woman, but a question of how different women’s 

experiences relate to (mystify, reinforce, resist, and so on) hegemonic structures of power. 

Conclusion 

Given that some of the most famous works of women’s magic(al) realism are also works of 

colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism, it is unsurprising that critics tend to read women’s 

magic(al) realism through a postcolonial framework.22 In fact, some works of women’s 

magic(al) realism demand that critics account for the particular experiences of colonized and 

postcolonial women, for material intersections of colonialism and patriarchy. Unfortunately, 

dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) realism are not based in such intersections, but in the 

assumedly continuous and undifferentiated otherness of colonized people and women, whether 

or not women have actual experiences of colonization. I admit that this turn of phrase is 

problematic, for what is an actual experience of colonization? Mariano Siskind claims that 

Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits is only a work of colonial/postcolonial magic(al) 

realism if the “conceptual limits of Latin American postcoloniality are expanded to include the 

1970s dictatorships and their genocides”, a position that Siskind considers hard to “defend with 

convincing arguments” (867). Yet, Neil Lazarus argues that colonization involves the forced 

integration of colonies into a hegemonic world system. The dictatorship of General Augusto 

Pinochet functioned to integrate Chile into a globalized system of neoliberal capitalism, and 

capitalist superpowers supported the Pinochet regime on this basis. As such, I interpret the 

Pinochet regime as an extension of the economic project of colonization. Nonetheless, The 

House of the Spirits is a work of colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism precisely because it 

uses the ‘stuff’ of colonization to ‘situate’ the Pinochet regime. However, there is something 

in Siskind’s will to specificity that is worth taking seriously insofar as the conflation of 

colonized people and women in magic(al)-realist literary studies is not necessarily a result of 

any singular unwarranted leap so much as many small slippages: colonized people produce 
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magic(al) realism, some colonized people are women, women produce magic(al) realism, all 

women are colonized people. These slippages function to obscure the historical-material bases 

for women’s magic(al) realism, the historical-material bases for constructions of femininity 

and gender. In the 1957 work Mythologies, Roland Barthes writes that myth is “constituted by 

the loss of the historical quality of things”; it is a “harmonious display of essences. A conjuring 

trick has taken place; it has turned reality inside out, it has emptied it of history and has filled 

it with nature” (142). To the extent that they assume that alliances of colonized people and 

women are ‘natural’ and not historical, dominant accounts of (women’s) magic(al) realism are 

fundamentally mythological. 

 Women can and do produce works of magic(al) realism that are politically compatible 

with works of magic(al) realism by colonized and postcolonial men. The problem with 

dominant accounts of women’s magic(al) realism is that they assume that women do not 

consciously construct their works to this effect, that women do not ‘struggle’ to relate their 

experiences to others. Because they substitute identity for ideology, dominant accounts of 

women’s magic(al) realism function to dispossess women of political agency, as if women’s 

opinions are simply a result of being and not thinking (or if they are a result of thinking, then 

they are ‘inauthentic’). Moreover, identity-political accounts of women’s magic(al) realism 

discourage critical readings of specific works by women in which constructions of femininity, 

gender, and sex are hegemonic. Indeed, identity politics frames all criticism as criticism of 

individuals, and since no one (or at least no liberal academic) wants to be seen to negate any 

individual woman’s experiences of being a woman, the questions of why some constructions 

of femininity and gender are hegemonic, of the ways in which these constructions might 

‘rationalize’ dominant modes of production and consumption remain undertheorized, if they 

are asked at all. In this chapter, I argue that gender is a historical-material and not an essential 

condition. In fact, gender is a synthetically-authentic phenomena insofar as it expresses the 
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instrumentalization of the ‘unreal’ to produce the ‘real’. The woman question is a question 

precisely because gender is historically constructed, and as historical-material conditions 

change, the relationship of gender to those conditions must be reviewed. Were they to pay more 

attention to the specific forms and functions of magical femininity in works of women’s 

magic(al) realism, critics might just succeed in making space for the question how else women 

might ‘become’. Indeed, this question of how else the world might be, in light of, but also 

beyond issues of gender is key to Chapter Four in which I consider the relationship between 

magic(al) realism and science and fiction. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Alien Encounters: Magic(al) Realism Beyond North America 

There was a human girl who in pain ate what was given her in an old room built for 

eating in which eating had not happened for a time. ‘It’ll be shortened with use,’ Bren 

told me. ‘Soon they’ll be saying you’re a girl ate what was given her.’ ‘What does it 

mean, sirs, ma’ams?’ […] ‘It’s not really important, Avice,’ […] . ‘And it wouldn’t be 

accurate anyway.’ […] Twice during the rest of my adolescence I heard myself, my 

simile, spoken: once by an Ambassador, once by a Host. Years, thousands of hours 

after I acted it, I finally had it sort-of explained to me. It was a crude rendering, of 

course, but it is I think more or less an expression intended to invoke surprise and irony, 

a kind of resentful fatalism. 

China Miéville. Embassytown (52-53). 

Introduction 

Ridley Scott’s 1979 film Alien starts when the space tug Nostromo receives and traces a distress 

signal to the nearby planetoid LV-426.1 The tug’s crew dispatches an away team to investigate 

a desolate alien vessel, which contains a brood of oozing eggs. One of the eggs suddenly erupts, 

and a larval alien creature fastens itself to Executive Officer Kane’s face. Captain Dallas and 

Navigator Lambert transport Kane back to the Nostromo, where the creature detaches and 

ultimately dies, but in a later and now iconic scene, a more developed alien creature bursts out 

from the chest of the unknowingly impregnated Kane. This creature escapes into the Nostromo 

and, over the course of the film, kills all but one of the humans onboard. The film ends when 

Warrant Officer Ripley ejects the creature into space and sets a course for Earth. In order to 

celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of Aliens, the 1986 sequel to Alien, and to promote the second 

part in the Alien prequel series Alien: Covenant (2017), Twentieth Century Fox named Tuesday 

the 26th of April 2016 the first annual National Alien Day, the exact date of which is a reference 
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to the planetoid LV-426. On Wednesday the 26th of April 2017, the second annual National 

Alien Day, the United States Department of Homeland Security launched its Victims of 

Immigration Crime Engagement (VOICE) hotline, a service that it meant to provide 

information and support to victims of ‘criminal aliens’, or what Ingrid V. Eagly defines as 

“noncitizens convicted of a crime” (1128). Netizens quickly noticed the coincidence of the 

VOICE hotline’s launch date, and one social-media user Tweeted this sardonic call to action: 

“Wouldn’t it be a shame if millions of people called this hotline to report their encounters with 

aliens of the UFO-variety” (@AlexanderMcCoy4). The VOICE hotline was soon jammed by 

callers reporting all kinds of suspicious space-alien activity: “illegal martians”; “Klingons, 

Cardassians, Romulans, Farengi”; “livestock inversion”; and a “bloated orange humanoid” in 

the White House (@chelseabmw; @Skepacabra; @Kaylee_Frye2017; @_Notwhite).2 Wendy 

B. Faris defines the concept of ‘verbal magic’ as that which “happens when a metaphor is made 

real”; it is a “sort of literalization” that effects a “closing of the gap between words and the 

world” (“Scheherazade’s Children” 176). As I see it, the prank calls that were made to the 

VOICE hotline exemplify the kind of verbal magic that critics associate with literary magic(al) 

realism, and in fact, this example provides an opportunity to interrogate what, in the 2004 work 

Ordinary Enchantments: Magical Realism and the Remystification of Narrative, Faris terms 

the “world-making capacities” of verbal magic, of magic(al) realism (111). 

 While it is not unique to, verbal magic is common in literary magic(al) realism, and in 

Ordinary Enchantments, Faris suggests that it functions to introduce the question of “whether 

words reflect or create the world” (115). Indeed, Faris claims that verbal magic reveals the role 

of language in the construction of reality, the power to reconstruct reality through language. I 

am not interested in the question of whether words reflect or create the world so much as the 

question of whether or not the revelation of the role of language in the construction of reality 

is enough materially to change reality, which is to say that I disagree with Faris’ claim that the 
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world-making capacities of magic(al) realism consist in its use of language, in verbal magic. 

In Gabriel García Márquez’s 1967 novel One Hundred Years of Solitude, a kind of verbal 

magic occurs when the banana company’s lawyers argue its workers out of existence, and again 

when the government denies the banana massacre. Of course, it is not simply the invocation of 

words, but also the threat and use of force that realizes these ‘official’ realities. My point is 

that, in magic(al) realism as in the example of the VOICE hotline, verbal magic has the power 

to mythologize or else to demythologize historical-material conditions and modes of 

production, but in either case, reality is more than verbal magic. To be sure, the detention of 

immigrants, the historical events that influence patterns of migration in the first instance, 

precede the use of the term ‘criminal aliens’ by the United States government, and such matters 

persist after the term’s literalization by prank callers. Simply put, verbal magic demonstrates 

the discursive space between language and matter, the extent to which humans construct 

reality, but it does not another world make, and in this chapter, I read works of fiction that 

affirm precisely this point: Nnedi Okorafor’s 2004 novel Lagoon, Kurt Vonnegut’s 1969 novel 

Slaughterhouse-Five, and Tom Robbins’ 2000 novel Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates. 

Like the example of the VOICE hotline, all of these novels originate in North America, and 

they all combine elements of science fiction and magic(al) realism. 

Cognitive Estrangement, Magic(al) Realism 

While they debate so many terms, critics agree that magic(al) realism combines elements of 

real and unreal in ways that make the real seem strange and the unreal seem mundane. For 

example, in their introduction to the 1995 collection Magical Realism: Theory, History, 

Community, Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy B. Faris state that the effect of literary 

magic(al) realism is such that “readers scrutinize accepted realistic conventions” (3). Rawdon 

Wilson suggests that literary magic(al) realism “constitutes a ‘speaking mirror’” insofar as it 

reflects, but also distorts rationalist versions of reality (224). According to Stephen Slemon, 
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literary magic(al) realism occupies spaces between “absolute systems of blind cognition and 

projected realms of imaginative revision”, and in Ordinary Enchantments, Faris writes that 

magic(al) realism is a “narrative in which, as in a shamanic performance, the viewing or reading 

community experiences a discourse that suggests the existence of a different kind of reality 

contiguous to or within their ordinary one” (Slemon 418; Faris 75). All of this is to say that 

magic(al) realism intermixes the familiar and the unfamiliar, the ordinary and the 

extraordinary, and as a result, its realities are believably different. Like magic(al) realism, 

science fiction (sometimes SF) is notoriously hard to define, and many works of science fiction 

exceed conventions of form and genre. That said, I want to introduce one particular definition 

of science fiction so that, in this section, I might at least gesture at some of the connections 

between science fiction and magic(al) realism. Indeed, in the 1979 work Metamorphoses of 

Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre, the Croatian literary critic 

Darko Suvin argues for an “understanding of SF as the literature of cognitive estrangement” 

(4). 

 Suvin relates the concept of ‘cognitive estrangement’ to that of the ‘alienation effect’ 

practiced by the German dramatist Bertolt Brecht, who developed various strategies with which 

to distance an audience from the spectacle of a dramatic performance: exposed rigging, harsh 

lighting, spoken stage directions, and so on, and Nathaniel Davis summarizes Brecht’s 

approach this way: 

For Brecht, the state of ‘suspended disbelief’ enabled by the fourth-wall illusion had no 

place in a theater that hoped to foster thoughtful and critical audience attitudes. In order 

to be able to pay attention to the dramatic action in its full complexity—to be able to 

observe the social conditions of the characters, their relations, the way the story is 

constructed by the author, or the manner in which the story is presented by the actors—

the audience cannot let itself be absorbed into the fantasy of the realist stage. (87) 
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Suvin observes that a similar strategy of alienation is fundamental in science fiction, but 

maintains that, in science fiction, estrangement is necessarily counterbalanced by cognition, 

and vice versa. As Suvin argues it, estrangement allows readers of science fiction to form 

critical opinions of the worlds in which specific works are set, but it is cognition, or the sense 

that such worlds are somehow familiar, that allows readers to transfer their opinions to the 

extratextual realities in which they live. Suvin writes that, in science fiction, the “mirror is not 

only a reflecting one, it is also a transforming one”, and it is so thanks to the interplay of 

estrangement and cognition (5). 

 That Suvin defines science fiction in relation to Brecht’s alienation effect is significant, 

for Brecht developed this strategy in the Weimar Republic in the 1920s and 30s, and of course, 

magic-realist painting also originates in this geohistorical context. In fact, like magic(al) 

realism more broadly, the literary genre of science fiction starts (or at least proliferates) as a 

response to modernity and its disenchantments. Indeed, J. M. van der Laan cites Mary Shelley’s 

1818 novel Frankenstein as “one of the earliest examples of science fiction” (298). Says van 

der Laan, “Frankenstein—like so much science fiction to follow—warns of the manifold 

dangers that accompany the promise and progress of science and technology” (299). To the 

extent that it critiques the use of science to transcend the ‘laws’ of nature, that it emphasizes 

the ultimate irrationality of humans, Shelley’s novel exemplifies elements of literary 

romanticism, and as Robert Corbett puts it, the critical tendency to derive “science fiction from 

romanticism is fairly uncontroversial”. To be sure, both modes of writing tend to follow the 

adventures of exceptional individuals (artists, explorers, outcasts, and so on) in uncharted 

territories, and both imagine forms of ‘nature’ in order to problematize artifices of culture. In 

Chapters One and Two, I outlined some of the ways in which magic(al) realism relates to 

aspects of romantic thought and specifically to the German romantic tradition, and like José 

Arcadio Buendía in Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, like the Master 
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and Margarita in Mikhail Bulgakov’s 1967 novel The Master and Margarita, like Oskar 

Matzerath in Günter Grass’ 1959 novel The Tin Drum, Shelley’s Doctor Frankenstein embarks 

on and suffers the consequences of a kind of Faustian pursuit of knowledge. Incidentally, in 

the 1996 work Forbidden Knowledge: From Prometheus to Pornography, Roger Shattuck 

claims that all “written and filmed works in the immense category of science fiction have their 

roots in the ground prepared by Faust and Frankenstein” (100). My point is simply that the 

similarities between science fiction and magic(al) realism extend beyond each mode’s recoding 

of aspects of the familiar and the unfamiliar to their origins in (relation to) a particular moment 

in history. 

 In this chapter, I read novels that seem to me to exemplify a tendency to combine 

elements of magic(al) realism and science fiction in such a way as to produce elements and 

effects of magic(al) materialism, and while I can appreciate that there is a kind of ‘logic’, or a 

kind ‘sense’ to such combinations given some of the similar origins of magic(al) realism and 

science fiction, I want to stress clearly that my account of works that combine elements of 

science fiction and magic(al) realism does not exist because of these connections, because it 

makes sense that authors might combine these modes, nor because there is a ‘legitimate’ basis 

for this combination. It exists because works of fiction that combine science fiction and 

magic(al) realism exist, and that seems enough to warrant attention. I want to be clear that, 

while this chapter is about a particular trend that I observe in works that originate in North 

America after World War II, a trend that seems to hint at the increasingly science fictional 

nature of reality and so the bleeding of science-fictional realities into magic(al) realism, it is 

also a chapter about what critics miss when they insist on too strict definitions of magical 

realism. If magical realism relies upon realism, then it seems fair to say that the realism that 

magic(al) realism includes is subject to change, might even change the forms of magic(al) 
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realism. All of this is to say that this is the chapter in this thesis that I most hope other critics 

will engage with and develop. 

Lagoon 

Nnedi Okorafor’s 2014 novel Lagoon starts when a shapeshifting alien species arrives in 

present-day Lagos, Nigeria. In the novel’s prologue, the aliens’ spaceship plunges into the 

Atlantic Ocean, just off the coast of Lagos’ Bar Beach, where it collides with a version of the 

real-life oil rig the FPSO Mystras. Unlike other stories of ‘first contact’, the Earthling who 

initially communicates with the aliens is a swordfish and not a human, and this detail 

foreshadows the extent to which Lagoon incorporates elements and tropes of science fiction to 

an ecocritical effect. Shortly after she encounters the aliens, the swordfish observes that, while 

the FPSO Mystras is leaking crude oil, the water surrounding the aliens’ spaceship is unusually 

clean, clear, and “more alive than it has been in centuries”, which is to say that, both here and 

elsewhere, the aliens effect a kind of ‘regeneration’ of Earth’s environments (6). While the 

novel starts in the water, three humans happen to witness the aliens’ landing from onshore: 

Adaora, a marine biologist; Agu, a solider; and Anthony, a rapper. The aliens’ landing 

ultimately produces a tidal wave that sweeps these three (strangers) into the water, and after a 

period of unconsciousness, they wake on the shores of Bar Beach and to a strange woman. 

Adaora, Agu, and Anthony quickly learn that this seemingly human woman, whom Adaora 

names Ayodele, is in fact the aliens’ ambassador, and Ayodele proceeds to state the aliens’ 

intentions this way: “We are guests who wish to become citizens … here. We chose here. I am 

the first to come and I greet you” (111). “We do not seek your oil or your other resources”, 

says Ayodele: “We are here to nurture your world” (113). 

Okorafor initially conceived Lagoon in response to Neill Blomkamp’s 2009 film 

District 9, which is set in Johannesburg, South Africa in an alternative 1980s. Indeed, at the 

end of Lagoon, Okorafor ‘acknowledges’ District 9 for “both intriguing and pissing me off so 
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much that I started daydreaming about what aliens would do in Nigeria” (301). District 9 starts 

after an alien spaceship stalls in the airspace above Johannesburg and follows the South-

African government’s efforts to manage millions of stranded aliens. The titular District 9 is the 

effective ghetto in which the government contains the alien species, whose insectoid features 

inspire the pejorative label of ‘prawns’. The film’s protagonist is (the white South-African) 

Wikus van de Merwe, a bumbling bureaucrat assigned to conduct inspections of alien 

households. Early in the film and during one such inspection, Wikus discovers an unlawful 

cache of alien technology, and recalling the ‘face-hugging’ incident in Ridley Scott’s Alien, a 

vial of dark liquid suddenly erupts in Wikus’ face. Over the course of the film, Wikus thus 

undergoes a kind of Kafkaesque metamorphosis, whereby he transforms into an alien. It is 

unclear whether or not the state-enforced segregation of humans also exists in the reality of 

District 9, but as Dave Itzkoff puts it, the film “reads as a metaphor for the persecution of South 

African blacks under apartheid”. Yet, in Postcolonialism and Science Fiction, Jessica Langer 

writes that, “for all its postcolonial understanding and anti-racist sentiment, there remain issues 

such as the film’s stereotyping of Nigerians as opportunist gangsters and prostitutes” (82). 

While the razor-wire fence surrounding District 9 proclaims “No Humans Allowed”, there is 

in fact a group of Nigerians living alongside the aliens, and the film does not depict this group 

sympathetically. Rather, District 9 characterizes the Nigerians as a savage and highly 

superstitious gang, which thrives on the exploitation of the aliens. The irony of the film is this: 

on the one hand, it offers a ‘partial’ critique of racist institutions in South Africa, and yet on 

the other hand, it reproduces racist stereotypes, which are particularly ‘irresponsible’ given 

Nigerian-South-African relations during and after Apartheid.3 Not only does Lagoon react 

against such stereotypes, but it also advances a materialist critique of (connections between) 

modes of production and representation. 
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In District 9, the arrival and subsequent management of aliens is a matter of fact, and 

yet the film also suggests that the Nigerians, by virtue of their already ‘irrational’ beliefs, are 

‘naturally’ disposed to accept and adapt to life-after-aliens, as if to believe in witchcraft is 

automatically to concede the existence of aliens. In the 2004 work Magic(al) Realism, Maggie 

Ann Bowers claims that a work of literary magic(al) realism “relies most of all upon the matter-

of-fact, realist tone of its narrative when presenting magical happenings” (3). Says Bowers, 

“unless the magical aspects are accepted as part of everyday reality throughout the text, the 

text cannot be called magical realist” (27). District 9 is not a work of magic(al) realism. 

However, the film demonstrates that, in works of fiction, the tendency of certain individuals to 

accept extraordinary occurrences is not necessarily equivalent to a critique of discursive or 

other structures of racism and Western rationalism. As I argue it, Lagoon is a work of magic(al) 

realism (or at least one of magic(al) materialism), and while it treats the arrival of aliens as a 

matter of fact, the novel’s characters do not simply accept this occurrence, and they do not 

precisely because Lagoon works to challenge the assumption that certain races are more 

‘primitive’, or more prone to belief than others. For example, when Adaora, Agu, and Anthony 

wake on the shores of Bar Beach, the narrator describes Adaora’s initial reaction to Ayodele 

this way: “She shut her eyes again, forcing herself to think analytically, calmly, rationally, like 

the scientist she was. Many things depended on how she reacted, she knew” (17). As I see it, 

the ‘many things’ that depend on Adaora’s reaction extend beyond the ‘what happens next’ of 

the novel to the extratextual reality of the reader, which is to say that Okorafor seems to 

preempt the possibility that the reader might mistake Adaora’s reaction as metonymic for those 

of all Nigerians, all Africans, even all woman (of colour). Given the circumstances and her 

own background and resources, Adaora’s next move is arguably more ‘matter-of-fact’, more 

realistic than might be automatic belief, for Adaora decides to bring Ayodele back to her 

laboratory to conduct tests. “You don’t believe I am what I said I am?”, says Ayodele (23). “I 
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… I do. But I … it’s important that I see for myself”, says Adaora: “And make sure I am seeing 

what I know I’m seeing and know what I know I know”. Adaora does not simply accept 

Ayodele as an ‘everyday’ occurrence, but nor is she disbelieving, and in fact, Lagoon does not 

rely on Adaora or other humans’ reactions in order to establish Ayodele’s matter-of-factness. 

 While Adaora runs her tests and having been asked to do this much by Ayodele, 

Anthony informs the public via social media that something big is about to happen in Lagos. 

Hundreds of his fans, news media reporters, and groups of military personnel congregate in the 

streets outside of Adaora’s house, from which Ayodele emerges to address those waiting. 

Ayodele introduces herself as an alien ambassador and explains that her species have chosen 

Earth as their new home planet. She adds that her species has the technology to fix many of the 

problems that Earth is experiencing, specifically environmental problems, and that the aliens’ 

wish to cooperate with humans as fellow citizens of Earth. The crowd is stunned, and one group 

of soldiers randomly takes fire at Ayodele, and although she falls and appears injured, she 

quickly rematerializes in her human form. Soldiers fire again, and the narrator describes a loud 

pop. Adaora covers her eyes and ears, and when she finally looks back into the crowd she 

observes that Ayodele has transformed the soldiers into plantain trees:  

Adaora stared […] understanding what had happened. She felt like both vomiting and 

sighing with relief. Ayodele had taken the elements of oxygen, carbon, hydrogen, 

nitrogen, calcium, phosphorous, potassium, sulfur, sodium, chlorine and magnesium 

that had been […] the […] soldiers and rearranged them into a plant. Does the soul 

transform, too? Adaora wondered. She’d never believed in God but she was a scientist 

and knew that matter could neither be created nor destroyed. It just changed form. (137) 

In terms of my own argument, Ayodele and the aliens’ powers of de and rematerialization work 

to express the vibrancy that is imminent in nonhuman organic matter, and so Ayodele’s powers 

fit comfortably alongside the other examples of new-materialist agency I have identified in 
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works of magic(al) realism. The fact that the aliens also make meaningful first contact with a 

swordfish and other marine animals also demonstrates that nonhuman beings have agency and 

communicative powers. Of course, Lagoon also combines and juxtaposes new-materialist 

vibrant matter with an old-materialist account of the processes by which political and economic 

realities have come to be arranged as they are. 

 After the violent incident outside of Adaora’s house, Lagos descends into chaos. 

Looters and vandals take control of the city, the military imposes curfews and violently quashes 

any demonstrations they encounter, and Ayodele, Adaora, Agu, and Anthony go into lockdown 

in Adaora’s house. Ayodele demands to see the Nigerian President, believing that he is now 

the only person who can reinstall a new order in cooperation with the alien species. Using 

Agu’s military credentials, the group tracks down the Nigerian President and Ayodele finally 

has her chance to persuade him to accept and work with her species. “Are you truly a stranger? 

An extraterrestrial? An alien?”, says the President, “Prove it” (219). Ayodele tells the President 

to watch closely, and then begins to rearrange her constituent parts:  

Ayodele was now a broad-shouldered, stocky white man in a blue uniform with bushy 

grey hair and beard and haunted eyes. He had a mustache like a handlebar. Ayodele-

the-man put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. The President's mouth fell 

open. ‘Karl Marx,’ he whispered. […] ‘I know,’ Ayodele said, in a manly voice. She 

stepped closer to him, graceful in her man’s body. ‘You believe in Marxism, yet you 

are too powerless to enact it.’  

Ayodele’s remarks about the President being too powerless to enact Marxism seem to be a 

reference to Marx’s own words in the 1888 work The Theses on Feuerbach: “The philosophers 

have only interpreted the world, in various ways, the point is to change it” (25). Indeed, when 

the President asks Ayodele about her true, nonhuman form, Ayodele simply states “I am 

change” (220). Ayodele proceeds to tell the President that he must work with her, her species, 
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and the people of Nigeria to end the extractive and environmentally damaging industrial 

practices on which the Nigerian economy relies and work to establish an eco-Marxist political 

regime. This decisive moment in the novel is significant for a number of reasons. It connects 

new-materialist vibrancy directly to old or historical-materialist politics, and in so doing, it 

suggests not only that matter itself can be rearranged to produce a more egalitarian reality, but 

that Marxism too can be reworked to fit a contemporary reality. In the quote I cite above, the 

narrator attributes to Ayodele-Marx ‘haunted eyes’, and indeed, this moment is hauntological. 

Ayodele takes the not yet realized matter of Marxism and the still remaining atomic 

components of a now dead Marx and revitalizes them to advocate for a socialist future beyond 

the strict and stifling divides between human and nonhuman. She literally embodies a more-

than-human Marxism. Ayodele, Adaora, Agu, Anthony, and the President thus make plans to 

announce an alien-human political partnership to the people of Nigeria, and at this point, 

Ayodele reveals that she is able to rearrange existing communications networks so that their 

announcement will broadcast to every screen in Nigeria.  

 Communications technologies figure prominently in Lagoon. As the city of Lagos 

descends into chaos, violence, moments of magic, and other extraordinary events are captured 

on cell phones, uploaded to the internet, and shared across the world. Indeed, Okorafor focuses 

on the ways in which the arrival of the alien species and the reactions of Lagos’ inhabitants are 

represented to the world. Midway through the novel, when large groups of people are 

attempting to flee Lagos, the narrator describes a moment in which a hysterical woman shoots 

and kills a young boy while people look on through their filming camera phones. As the young 

boy falls to the ground, one of the filming onlookers screams and the narrator states that:  

This young man with the recording camera would post the boy’s death on the internet 

minutes later using his phone. Millions of people would watch the boy’s surprised but 

calm face turn toward the camera. The pool of blood spreading behind him like an 
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expanding halo. Then the boy’s face would go slack and the light would dim from his 

eyes, finally going out completely. The boy would join the group of murdered young 

people who became iconic figures of troubled times, like South Africa’s Hector 

Pieterson and Iran’s Neda Agha-Soltan. This child would become The Boy Who Died 

So the World Could See. (193) 

Okorafor describes the blood pooling around the unnamed boy’s head as a halo, and so invokes 

the figure of the angel. In Chapter Two, I argue that angelic figures in European works of 

magic(al) realism are used to explore notions of accountability, bystandership, and the 

disconnect between watching and seeing (the former recalls Donna Haraway’s ‘God trick’ of 

the objective and all-seeing eye, while the latter relates to a more ‘situated’ and accountable 

mode of ‘partial’ vision). Okorafor’s description of the mediated and viral death of an unnamed 

black boy is especially timely given the politics surrounding police violence in the United 

States and elsewhere and the videos of young black people killed by police officers, but then 

quickly forgotten.4 Extending the new- and old-materialist aspects of the novel to contemporary 

communications technologies, Okorafor emphasizes the ultimate materiality of technological 

matter, of the technological spectacle, which can sometimes feel immaterial and abstract. To 

be sure, the real-life language that is often used to refer to online spaces and communications 

technologies feels like it could be part of the magic(al)-realist take on the angelic—the cloud. 

Okorafor shows readers that the dead, impassive bodies that they may view on screens are 

actually real, material people and encourages readers to consider the materiality of 

communications technologies themselves—the networks and connections that, like the train 

tracks in magic-realist painting and in Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of 

Solitude, constitute the infrastructure through which cross-cultural exchanges take place.  

 Okorafor uses new and old materialisms to demythologize and problematize familiar 

images of people of colour, but this is not the only technique that Okorafor uses to this effect. 
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Throughout the novel, Okorafor uses Igbo and other Nigerian folklore to reframe contemporary 

(and real) technologies, specifically online communications technologies through which 

images of people of colour are created, circulated, and consumed. For example, one of the 

novel’s chapters follows a Nigerian computer scammer, who uses emails to ‘phish’ individuals 

living in America (this character recalls the trope of the Nigerian prince who requires a small 

deposit in order to unlock more money that a given email recipient is due to inherit, if only 

they act now). The scammer’s online codename is Udide Okwanka, which is the Igbo name for 

the more familiar Anansi, an African trickster God who usually takes the form of a spider. 

Playing on the idea of a worldwide web, the scammer knowingly positions himself as a 

trickster, as opposed to a criminal. Elsewhere in the novel, Okorafor mentions that Udide 

Okwanka is also considered the God of roads and of highways, so again Lagoon invokes the 

notion of an information or online highway, and as it turns out, Lagoon is actually narrated by 

Udide Okwanka: 

I have been spinning these stories in this cave for centuries. I’ve spun the birth and 

growth of this great city. Watched through the vibrations that travel through my webs. 

Lagos, Nigeria. I know it all because I created it all. I have seen people come from 

across the ocean. I have seen people sell people. […] Other people in other parts of the 

world—they see what is happening here. And they fear it. They are agreed. Lagos is a 

cancer. They wish to cut the cancer out before it spreads. […] I will not let them. For 

the first time since the birth of Lagos, my glorious city, I will pause in my storytelling. 

I will leave my web. I become a part of the story. I will join my people. And we spiders 

play dirty. (291-293) 

In the same way that Okorafor uses the part science fiction, part magic(al) realist 

rematerialization of Ayodele as Karl Marx to remake a Marxism fit for Africa in the twenty 

first century, she also uses the part science fiction, part magic(al)-realist juxtaposition of 
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indigenous folklore and contemporary communications technologies to develop a kind of 

folklore that has space for and can make meaning out of the contemporary matter through 

which neocolonial encounters take place.5 In so doing, Okorafor untethers folklore from the 

past, and makes it central to the imagining and enacting of a viable future. For this reason, 

some critics describe Lagoon as an example of afrofuturism, which blends science and 

speculative fictions to challenge colonial and white supremacist structures of power not only 

in the past, but also in the future.  

 In the 2013 work Afrofuturism: The World of Black Sci-Fi and Fantasy Culture, Ytasha 

L. Womack states that:  

It’s one thing when black people aren’t discussed in world history. […]But when, even 

in an imaginary future—a space where the mind can stretch beyond the Milky Way to 

envision routine space travel, cuddly space animals, talking apes, and time machines—

people can’t fathom a person of non-Euro descent a hundred years into the future, a 

cosmic foot has to be put down. (7) 

There are certainly connections between the aims of afrofuturism and the concept of 

hauntology. Stated plainly, both see the problem of emancipation as something that is non-

linear, and something which must be in conversation with the past, the present, and the future. 

At the end of Lagoon, Ayodele, Adaora, Agu, Anthony, and the President finally succeed in 

transmitting a broadcast to the people of Nigeria (Ayodele actually explains that there will be 

“some spill-over into other counties”, thereby surpassing the boundaries of the nation state). 

Ayodele inserts her hand into a camera, in front of which the President is speaking, and so 

becomes one with it. Like the narrator Udide Okwanka, who leaves his web to participate in 

the story, Ayodele quite literally participates in the filming and transmission of a call to 

revolutionary action, and so transforms the viewing lens into a mode of practice, rather than 

simply a mode of representation. The final effect of the novel is that the reader comes away 
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feeling that they must be responsible for what they have seen (or read) and for realizing a future 

that is constitutively (both atomically and politically) imminent in the present. 

Slaughterhouse-Five or The Children’s Crusade: A Duty-Dance with Death 

Kurt Vonnegut’s 1969 novel Slaughterhouse-Five is set during and after World War II and 

across three locations: Dresden, Germany from 1944 to 1945; the fictional city of Ilium in what 

is an otherwise realistic New York, America from 1945 to 1976;6 and the alien planet of 

Tralfamadore on which the concept of linear time does not exist, if time exists at all. As was 

Vonnegut, the novel’s protagonist Billy Pilgrim is an American prisoner of war in Dresden in 

1945 and so witnesses the firebombing of the city by the Allied forces. As a result of his 

experiences of war, Billy suffers from ‘shell shock’, or what is now known as post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD), and it is precisely in order to ‘realize’ Billy’s PTSD that 

Slaughterhouse-Five incorporates elements and tropes of science fiction. Indeed, Billy 

rationalizes his sense of dissociation and his flashbacks in terms of alien abduction and time 

travel, and as Amanda Wicks puts it, Billy relies on “science fiction to restructure his past 

trauma” (336). In Chapter Two, I read Alexander Etkind’s 2013 work Warped Mourning: 

Stories of the Undead in the Land of the Unburied in which Etkind introduces the concept of 

“markers of difference” (21). According to Etkind, fictional and other works of mourning use 

markers of difference, including elements of magic, humour, and historical analysis, to re-

present the traumatic past in such a way as to be faithful to it, but not so mimetic as to be 

retraumatizing. While they are not part of the initial experience of trauma, markers of 

difference do not simply allegorize or reinvent so much as reveal the not-yet-realized reality of 

the traumatic past. In this section, I argue that Slaughterhouse-Five is a work of mourning in 

which elements of science fiction constitute some of many markers of difference, others of 

which exemplify my own concept of magic(al) materialism. In fact, I argue that the novel is 

both part of and develops so-called European traditions of magic(al) realism. Like most of the 
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works of fiction that figure in this thesis, Slaughterhouse-Five resists dominant accounts of 

magic(al) realism, and yet to borrow words from Wendy B. Faris, it is a novel in which 

“magical elements grow organically out of the reality portrayed” (“Scheherazade’s Children” 

163). In my own words, Slaughterhouse-Five is a novel in which unlikely configurations of 

objects and improbable lines of sight function to a demythological effect. 

 In order to situate Slaughterhouse-Five and its connections to European magic(al) 

realism, I want first to consider the historical event in which the novel originates. That is, the 

firebombing of Dresden by the Allied forces. In early February 1945, a coalition of American 

and British bombers launched a series of air raids on the city of Dresden, dropping an estimated 

3,900 tons of explosive and incendiary bombs. Says Tami Davis Biddle, “buildings and homes 

were smashed and splintered, making them vulnerable to the incendiaries. The many fires that 

started merged quickly and uncontrollably, due in part to steady westerly winds” (418).7 In 

Slaughterhouse-Five, the narrator describes the firebombing as the “greatest massacre in 

European history”: “Dresden was one big flame. The one flame ate everything organic, 

everything that would burn” (82; 146). According to Biddle, the “final death toll was in the 

vicinity of 25,000 to 35,000”, but as Biddle puts it, the “death toll at Dresden has been, over 

the years, a source of extensive and emotional debate. Estimates of the death toll have ranged 

widely, from 20,000 to 250,000” (424; 423). In fact, the final death toll is one of two major 

debates regarding the firebombing of Dresden, the other of which has to do with the selection 

of Dresden as a strategic target in the first instance. In the 2004 work Dresden, Tuesday, 

February 13, 1945, Frederick Taylor affirms the Allied forces’ claims that, in 1945, Dresden 

contained “vital sites of manufacturing, communications and services of great importance to 

that nation’s [Germany’s] war effort”, that the city was thus a “legitimate military target” (x). 

Other commentators argue that Dresden was not a site of military so much as political-moral 
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significance, that in the firebombing of Dresden, the Allied forces sought to destroy the cultural 

capital of Germany—the ‘Elbflorenz’, or in English, “Florence on the Elbe” (30). 

 Before World War II, Dresden was world-renowned for its architecture, its music, its 

visual art, and for its china, the last of which Taylor describes as the “‘white gold’ of the 

eighteenth century, much imitated elsewhere but rarely equalled for its perfection of material 

and its delicacy of style” (25).8 Slaughterhouse-Five does not make much, if anything of 

Dresden china, but it is worth nothing that clay is a deeply ‘storied matter’: it is the ur-matter 

out of which humans are made in Babylonian, Chinese, Egyptian, Greek, Hindu, Incan, Islamic, 

Judeo-Christian, Laotian, Māori, Sumerian, Yoruba, and other myths of creation;9 it is both a 

pliable and a frangible matter; and to the extent that it will break where it has been misformed 

or else overworked, clay is a matter that ‘remembers’. All of this is to say that Dresden china 

is a suitably material figure for the city itself, a city at once formidable and fragile and one 

given over to fire. Indeed, those commentators who dispute the military significance of 

Dresden during World War II contend that the city became a target precisely because it 

epitomized the very best of Germany culture and history. To be sure, Dresden’s reputation for 

artistic and cultural achievement was, like magic-realist painting, appropriated in aid of the 

Nazi Party’s heroic myths of nation. As such, some commentators reason that, in order to break 

the Nazi regime, it is was necessarily for (or at least so-thought by) the Allied forces to break 

the material culture on which the regime was based. According to Taylor, the ‘truth’ of the 

firebombing of Dresden is “far messier” than dominant accounts on either side allow (426). 

Says Taylor, “Dresden contained plenty of things worth bombing, but it also contained even 

more things that in a better world would have been somehow preserved”. Taylor concludes that 

the ultimate lesson of Dresden is this: “Never again war” (ix). So too is this the ultimate lesson 

of Slaughterhouse-Five. Of course, there are other lessons to be learned from the novel’s 

origins in the firebombing of Dresden, and for now, those lessons are two: Slaughterhouse-
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Five originates in an experience, in a particular geohistorical context that is common to (or at 

least implicit in) other works of magic(al) realism—magic-realist painting and Franz Roh’s 

account of it, Günter Grass’ 1959 novel The Tin Drum—and that experience aside, just as Irene 

Guenther explains the initial movement of magic(al) realism from Europe to Latin America by 

way of migration, so the return of American soldiers and prisoners of war from Dresden and 

elsewhere in Germany seems at least one plausible route for the migration of magic(al) realism 

to North America. 

 During his time as a soldier, Billy is taken as a prisoner of war in Dresden and housed 

in the eponymous Slaughterhouse-Five, and Vonnegut describes in meticulous detail the 

material shape of the buildings and the objects in it. For example, the narrator lists the objects 

given to each prisoner of war upon their arrival at Slaughterhouse-Five: “a safety razor, a 

washcloth, a package of razor blades, a chocolate bar, two cigars, a bar of soap, ten cigarettes, 

a book of matches, a pencil, and a candle”. In a particularly powerful moment, especially given 

the history of Dresden as a site of cultural production, the narrator says: 

Only the candles and the soap were of German origin. They had a ghostly, opalescent 

similarity. The British [the ad hoc leaders of the prisoners] had no way of knowing it, 

but the candles and the soap were made from the fat of rendered Jews and Gypsies and 

fairies and communists, and other enemies of the State. (78) 

The objects that Billy receives, and that the narrator describes, are not simply details, and they 

are not simply listed to produce a sense of historical verisimilitude. They are an unlikely 

configuration produced by a particular moment in time, and having come together just so, they 

tell the story of the material workings of war. The chilling fact that the candles and soap are 

made from the rendered fat of individuals murdered by the Nazi regime also recalls the kind of 

‘creaturely life’ that I discuss in relation to José Saramago’s 1995 novel Blindness, the horrific 

materiality that I observe in Angela Carter’s 1972 novel The Infernal Desire Machines of 
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Doctor Hoffman. This instance also recalls the de and rematerialization of matter in Nnedi 

Okorafor’s Lagoon, albeit in a much darker way. The point is that these all of novels 

demonstrate that, on a material level, things can be and are arranged in ways that build certain 

regimes of power, and rearranged in other ways, matter can also undo those regimes of power.  

 Later in the novel, Billy is back in America and experiencing symptoms of post-

traumatic stress disorder. Unable to sleep, he watches a late-night film about the second world 

war, but he experiences the film in reverse. This excerpt is worth quoting in length:  

American planes, full of holes and wounded men and corpses took off backwards from 

an airfield in England. Over France, a few German fighter planes flew at them 

backwards, sucked bullets and shell fragments from some of the planes and crewmen. 

They did the same for wrecked American bombers on the ground, and those planes flew 

up backwards to join the formation. The formation flew backwards over a German city 

that was in flames. The bombers opened their bomb bay doors, exerted a miraculous 

magnetism which shrunk the fires, gathered them into cylindrical steel containers, and 

lifted the containers into the bellies of the planes. The containers were stored neatly in 

racks. The Germans below had miraculous devices of their own, which were long steel 

tubes. They used them to suck more fragments from the crewmen and planes. But there 

were still a few wounded Americans, though, and some of the bombers were in bad 

repair. Over France, though, German fighters came up again, made everything and 

everybody good as new. When the bombers got back to their base, the steel cylinders 

were taken from the racks and shipped back to the United States of America, where 

factories were operating day and night, dismantling the cylinders, separating the 

dangerous contents into minerals. Touchingly, it was mainly women who did this work. 

The minerals were then shipped to specialists in remote areas. It was their business to 
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put them into the ground, to hide them cleverly, so they would never hurt anybody ever 

again. (60-61) 

Again, Vonnegut demythologizes the material processes and modes of production that have 

produced a particular historical moment. Significantly, this section also demonstrates that it is 

not simply objects in space, but also in time that produce a feeling of the uncanny.  

 When I discuss Patricio Guzmán’s documentary film Nostalgia for the Light in Chapter 

Two, I focus on the concept of ‘storied matter’, or the idea that objects, through their agency, 

come together in particular ways that cause humans to attribute to them particular meanings. I 

describe the opening scenes of Guzmán’s documentary film, in which slow shots of objects (a 

telescope, a chair, an oven, the moon) are dubbed over by Guzmán, who recollects his own 

experiences as child and then a young person in Chile. The film is visually constructed in such 

a way that the it feels as though Guzmán’s memories are invoked by the objects he and so we 

as viewers encounter. In the same way, Billy Pilgrim’s flashbacks are contingent on and 

structured around particular objects, which have the power of storied matter to invoke 

particular thoughts and modes of being. A Three Musketeers candy bar, a pair of dentures, an 

ashtray containing a still burning cigarette, and a small diamond taken from the rubble of the 

firebombed Dresden all cause Billy to time travel. After one particular time-travelling episode 

(or one flashback), the narrator states that “Billy was unconscious for two days after that, and 

he dreamed millions of things, some of them true. The true things were time travel” (129). Yet, 

Slaughterhouse-Five is almost never read as though the time-travelling that Billy experiences 

actually occurs: most readers and critics assume that Billy’s travels are the product of his post-

traumatic stress disorder, and this is the main reason that Slaughterhouse-Five may feel 

incompatible with or not suggestive of literary magic(al) realism. However, in the same way 

that Mikhail Bulgakov and Günter Grass problematize notions of madness, specifically in 
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relation to unreliability, Vonnegut also challenges the idea that experiences of mental illness 

or trauma are less real than other experiences. 

 The term ‘post-traumatic stress disorder’ first emerged in the late 1970s and specifically 

after the Vietnam War, but it was not until 1980 that the American Psychiatric Association 

included PTSD in its third edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders. Of course, there are other diagnoses that anticipate (certain aspects of) PTSD—

‘hysteria’, ‘railroad spine’, ‘soldier’s heart’, and so on—and that there are exemplifies the 

position with which I started this chapter: that language does not create so much as ‘come to 

terms’ with material reality. In fact, my point is simply that Slaughterhouse-Five, while it treats 

the condition, also predates and so does not use the term ‘post-traumatic stress disorder’. In the 

2018 work PTSD: A Short History, Allan V. Horwitz describes PTSD this way: “In contrast to 

many mental illnesses that arise from some inner vulnerability, PTSD definitionally stems from 

a disturbance that is outside of the individual. Some traumas involve human agency, for 

example, combat, assaults, rapes, serious accidents, or terrorism; others stem from such natural 

causes as floods, hurricanes, or earthquakes” (4). In the 2005 work Trauma Culture: The 

Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and Literature, E. Ann Kaplan defines PTSD in terms of 

three specific (human) brain functions: dissociation, cognition, and seduction. For the purposes 

of this section, I want to focus on the first of these functions. Indeed, Kaplan explains that, 

when an individual experiences a traumatic situation and due to the chemical and 

neurobiological ways in which the (human) brain responds to danger, only the “sensation sector 

of the brain—the amygdala—is active during the trauma. The meaning-making one (in the 

sense of rational thought, cognitive processing), namely, the cerebral cortex, remains shut 

down” (34). In other words the brain, when it perceives a threat, prioritizes those functions that 

are most immediately conducive to survival, and dissociation occurs precisely because the 

narrativizing parts of the brain are temporarily diverted, which is to say that the initial 
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experience of trauma, while it is real, quite literally exists beyond ‘rationality’. In fact, it is 

precisely because the experience of trauma has not yet been made meaningful, nor yet been 

ascribed a sense of temporality, that individuals with PTSD experience flashbacks. In 

Slaughterhouse-Five, the narrator describes Billy’s PTSD in terms of having “come unstuck in 

time”, and this seems a fairly realistic account of experience of PTSD. All of this is to say that 

PTSD involves an experience of material reality beyond human capacities for reason, and it 

effects a non-linear experience of time, and in these ways, PTSD is analogous to other 

experiences more commonly associated with magic(al) realism. 

 In “‘All This Happened, More or Less’: The Science Fiction of Trauma in 

Slaughterhouse-Five”, Amanda Wicks explores contemporary theories relating to the 

neurobiology of trauma and flashbacks and argues that trauma produces memories that are 

(literally) out of order and to which a traumatized person really does return again and again. At 

the time that Slaughterhouse-Five was written, there was no medical diagnosis for post-

traumatic stress disorder, and yet we know now that it is a condition that exists, and which 

might be treated through various types of cognitive behavioural theory. Yet, fifty years ago 

people would not have believed this much. Like the character of José Arcadio Buendía in 

Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, whose experiences of violence and 

mass death are disbelieved and actively written out of history, Billy Pilgrim represents a series 

of realities, both relating to the initial experiences of war trauma, and then to the recurrence of 

those experiences through flashbacks, which demonstrate the degree to which traditional ideas 

relating to rationalism and realism are incapable of admitting things that really have happened. 

I suspect that this project of priming the reader to believe individuals whose experiences of 

trauma defy rationalist explanation is one of the primary purposes of the forms of magic 

(irreducible elements of magic and verbal magic) that are used in literary magic(al) realism. In 

fact, that Billy meets space aliens during his flashbacks (and forwards) is itself an example of 
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verbal magic that literalizes Billy’s feeling of alienation: from American society, from his 

family, and from himself and his own subjectivity. Ultimately, Slaughterhouse-Five uses the 

language and certain phenomena of science fiction to do the work of mourning and the work 

of demythologizing that is key to the magic(al) realist tradition. According to Wicks, the 

process of working “through a traumatic disturbance requires an act of recuperation, wherein 

the individual attempts to recover into language those memories that exist outside the 

boundaries of consciousness” (333). This necessary act of recuperation, says Wicks, can only 

be accomplished through a process of narrativizing that “embraces the fragmented, disorienting 

and underlying incomprehensibility of the trauma” since “the story can never actually repeat 

or represent what happened” (quoting Kaplan 37). Wicks finally concludes that 

Slaughterhouse-Five constitutes a kind of exorcism that allowed Vonnegut to put into a 

comprehensible order (although not a linear order) otherwise incomprehensible experiences. 

Just like the diaries that Clara uses to make sense of history in The House of the Spirits, Billy 

(and Vonnegut) can only see things in their true dimensions and thus process the 

incomprehensible by dismantling a linear scale of time.  

 At the end of Slaughterhouse-Five, the narrator describes an instance when Billy is 

interviewed on a talk-back radio station, where literary critics “were going to discuss whether 

the novel was dead or not”:  

The master of ceremonies asked people to say what they thought the function of the 

novel might be in modern society, and one critic said, ‘To provide flourishes of colour 

in rooms with all-white walls.’ Another one said, ‘To describe blow-jobs artistically.’ 

Another one said, ‘To teach wives of junior executives what to buy next and how to act 

in a French restaurant’. (169; 170) 

Finally, Billy is asked what he thinks the function of the novel is, and in his response, Billy 

goes off on a tangent about “flying saucers” and his experiences on the alien planet of 
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Tralfamadore. He is then “expelled from the studio during a commercial”. Earlier in the novel, 

the narrator claims that what “we love in our books are the depths of many marvelous moments 

seen all at one time” (72). Billy’s response to the literary critics’ arguments, and the narrator’s 

attention to the possibilities of novels both work to provide an ironic answer to the question 

posed by the master of ceremonies on the radio show: that the function of the novel (or at least 

the function of this novel) is to process the trauma of war by juxtaposing many marvellous 

moments and so accomplishing the work of narrativization and mourning. Recalling Alexander 

Etkind’s 2013 work Warped Mourning: Stories of the Undead in the Land of the Unburied, 

this work is done for the individual, who must necessarily process trauma in order to move 

beyond constant repetitions of the past, but also for others and for entire cultures that also need 

for extraordinary events to be made meaningful (not necessarily ‘good’ meaningful, but 

meaningful all the same) in order to move beyond and not to repeat trauma of the past. Wicks 

claims that for “those who attempt not only to speak about their trauma but also to write about 

it in a literary form, the task can seem overwhelming” (333). Says Wicks,  “Slaughterhouse-

Five’s subtitle ‘A Duty-Dance with Death’ bespeaks the sense of obligation Vonnegut felt 

toward the subject matter while simultaneously recognizing the complex and burdensome 

nature of that obligation”. In fact, Slaughterhouse-Five has two subtitles: “The Children’s 

Crusade” and “A Duty-Dance With Death”, which together recall the relationship between 

children and historical accountability in European works of literary and filmic magic(al) 

realism.  

 The first chapters of Slaughterhouse-Five are told from the perspective of the narrator, 

who the reader later finds out was also a prisoner of war in Slaughterhouse-Five along with 

Billy Pilgrim. The reader learns that the narrator is embarking on the project of writing 

Slaughterhouse-Five and in order to make himself feel clearer in his thoughts and in his 

purpose, he arranges to meet an old friend who was also a prisoner of war in Dresden during 
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World War II. The narrator meets his friend Bernard V. O’Hare and his wife Mary in their 

home, and while Bernard is warm and welcoming, Mary is aloof and appears to be “moving 

furniture around to work off anger” (11). Finally, Mary addresses the narrator. “You were just 

babies in the war”, says Mary, “like the ones upstairs!”; but “you’re not going to write it that 

way, are you”:  

So then I understood. It was war that made her so angry. She didn’t want her babies or 

anybody else’s babies killed in wars. And she thought wars were partly encouraged by 

books and movies. So I held up my right hand and I made her a promise: ‘Mary’, I said, 

[…] ‘I tell you what,’ I said, ‘I’ll call it “The Children’s Crusade.” She was my friend 

after that. (12-13) 

The Tralfamadorians that Billy encounters in the novel take the form of a human, as if to 

suggest a kind of scout’s honour, as if to literalize the narrator’s promise to Mary not to glorify 

war. The Tralfamadorians also state that there are no such things as past, present, and future, 

for they experience reality all at once, and so in their reality Billy is always a child, always an 

adult, always a prisoner of war, always an optometrist, always married, and always 

experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder. In this way, Vonnegut challenges romantic tropes 

relating to innocence and childhood, because according to the logic of the Tralfamadorians, 

everyone is always a child and everyone is always an adult, everyone is always innocent and 

everyone is always guilty. Even though his treatment of themes of romantic childhood 

innocence differs from other usages in and outside of literary magic(al) realism, it is still 

significant that these motifs appear in relation to the subject matter that structures the book and 

to the effect of showing readers that they must recognize and be accountable for history. 

Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates10 

Tom Robbins’ 2000 novel Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates is set in the late 1990s and 

follows the protagonist Switters, a United States Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) operative. 
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The novel starts when Switters travels to Lima, Peru for work and incidentally to rewild his 

grandmother’s Brazilian parrot. To this end, Switters journeys with the English ethnographer 

R. Potney Smithe into the Amazon Rainforest, where the pair happens upon the ‘uncontacted’ 

Kandakandero tribe. The tribe’s shaman Today is Tomorrow, whose head is inexplicably 

pyramidal, engages the pair in an ayahuasca ceremony during which he lays on each man a 

curse that carries the penalty of death: that Smithe may never “touch another man’s penis”, that 

Switters may never “touch the ground” (114; 113). Smithe dismisses Today is Tomorrow’s 

“superstitious nonsense”, but when he and Switters contrive to test the “penis thing”, Smithe 

instantly dies (116; 115). Thinking “matter-of-factly”, Switters arranges for a wheelchair on 

which he makes his way out of the Amazon and back to America, and for most of the novel, 

Switters remains wheelchair-bound (126). Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates thus relates 

Switters’ coming to terms with life “exactly two inches off the ground” (183). Says Switters, 

“I’m being forced to survey the world from a new perspective—you’d be astonished the 

difference two inches can make”.11 

 In Ordinary Enchantments, Wendy B. Faris likens the work of literary magic(al) 

realism to that of the shaman, specifically insofar as it uses ‘verbal magic’ to reconcile the 

“everyday world of concrete reality and the world of the spirits” (75). On the one hand, Fierce 

Invalids Home from Hot Climates exemplifies the kind of verbal magic that Faris associates 

with literary magic(al) realism: its impetus consists in Today is Tomorrow’s invocative powers, 

which cause Switters literally to experience a ‘heightened’ sense of reality; and it proceeds to 

explore the possibility that words might be “employed not to describe realities but to create 

them” (69). On the other hand, the novel also exemplifies the ultimate limitations of verbal 

magic. Indeed, in this section, I situate Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates in the context 

of the American counterculture of the 1960s and 70s, and in so doing, I aim further to elaborate 
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my view that it is magic(al) materialism and not verbal magic that constitutes the ‘world-

making’ capacities of magic(al) realism, literary and otherwise. 

 The American counterculture movement of the 1960s and 70s grows directly out of the 

material effects of World War II (which Kurt Vonnegut deals with and demythologizes in 

Slaughterhouse-Five). Having won control of a capitalist mode of production through the 

destruction of competing industries overseas and other post-war policies relating to the 

restriction of trade, America experienced a level economic prosperity that is still 

unprecedented. With money to spend and the memory of the Great Depression and wartime 

rationing still fresh in people’s minds, the American government (and others) established a 

number of social services that heralded the era of the welfare state. This coincided with the 

Baby Boom of the late 1940s and 50s, and a new generation of young people were thus born 

into a world radically transformed by war, and it is this generation to which Robbins belongs 

and about which he consciously writes. The Baby Boomers (those individuals born during the 

Baby Boom) had access to a number of material resources (free education, benefits, and so on) 

that resulted in their being more ‘educated’, less encumbered, and so more socially and 

politically experimental than their predecessors. Not having to worry (or at least not at the 

collective level) about meeting their own material needs for survival, this generation was able 

to challenge social traditions and experiment with new ways of living. Of course, the American 

civil rights, feminist, gay rights, and budding environmentalist movements also emerged at this 

time, but whereas these movements sought to extend society’s wealth and prosperity to 

marginalized populations by including them in society, the counterculture movement sought to 

drop out of and ultimately to transcend society altogether. Rather than pursuing change at the 

collective level, counterculturites perceived social change to come through an individual’s own 

inner journey of enlightenment. Many countercultures thus exalted the mind-altering effects of 

hallucinogenic drugs, namely LSD (which was, coincidentally, initially created as a possible 
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agent of psychochemical warfare). Counterculturites also cherrypicked from other cultures’ 

traditions of mysticism, and this combination of drug use and specifically Eastern mysticism 

is central in all of Robbins’ works. Because the counterculture movement failed to take 

seriously material issues of wealth and access to resources, and because they valued a romantic 

and deeply individualistic pursuit of enlightenment, they were unable to challenge (or were 

generally uninterested in challenging) shifts in the way that capitalism produced and 

accumulated wealth. Indeed, the counterculture’s dearest values were coopted by capitalism 

and are still visible in contemporary neoliberalism (choice, individualism, and the idea that a 

person can change their own conditions of living by simply changing their mind and outlook, 

that to change one’s mind is to change paradigms). Ultimately, the counterculture movement 

enabled contemporary neoliberalism to take root and flourish. At the same time, I argue that 

the counterculture movement began (or at least coincided with) a tradition of using the formal 

techniques of magic(al) realism without attention to the materialist functions of magic(al) 

realism, and so created some of the problems that contemporary critics of magic(al) realism 

now struggle to grapple with.  

 In Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates and after having spent some time in a 

wheelchair, Switters actually becomes accustomed to life in a wheelchair and sees it as a 

physical manifestation of a kind of enlightenment:  

Six months in a wheelchair, however, had altered his overview slightly if significantly. 

When one was living two inches off the ground, one remained close enough to the earth 

to experience its tug, share its rhythms, recognize it as home, and not go floating off 

into some ethereal ozone where one behaved as if one’s physical body was excess 

baggage and one’s brain a weather balloon. On the other hand, one had just enough loft 

so that one glided above the frantic strivings and petty discontents that preoccupied the 

earthbound, circumnavigating those dreary miasmas that threatened to bleach their 
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hearts a single shade of gray. In short, one could be keenly interested in worldly matters 

yet remain serenely detached from their outcome. (198) 

While Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates invokes some of the motifs and themes that 

are consistent in Latin American and European magic(al) realism, these motifs and themes 

seem to work to a very different effect. Indeed, Switters is pleased with his new view of the 

world, and believes that he has struck the perfect balance between still existing as a human in 

a world of material concerns, while also being free of the consequences of precisely these 

matters, or these “petty discontents” as Switters puts it. 

 As do other works of magic(al) realism, Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates also 

invokes the notion of ‘creaturely life’, but whereas other works use creaturely life to embody 

and so make strange abstract concepts such as authoritarianism, political violence, and 

economic modes of production, this novel uses creaturely life to position Switters as a kind of 

modern angel who is above and unaffected by the mundane corporealities of the world. For 

example, early in the novel, that narrator describes Switters this way: 

[H]e knew he had innards, he was not an imbecile, but so repulsive did he find the idea 

that his handsome body might be stuffed like a holiday stocking with slippery, snaky 

coils of steaming guts; undulating meat tubes choked with vile green and yellow biles, 

vast colonies of bacteria, fetid gases, and gobs of partially digested foodstuffs, that he 

blocked the fact from his cognizance, preferring to pretend that his corporeal cavity—

and that of any woman to whom he was romantically attracted—was powered not by 

throbbing hunks of slimy, blood-bathed tissue but by a sort of ball of mystic white light. 

At times he imagined that area between his esophagus and his anus to be occupied by 

a single shining jewel, a diamond the size of a coconut whose brightness rang in all four 

quadrants of his torso. (41) 
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While there is a kind of knowingness to this excerpt, it is also the case that, in the novel, 

Switters is unable to accept those aspects of material and embodied reality that he does not 

consider ‘becoming’, and he chooses instead to construct certain fictions about his and others’ 

lives, and these fictions extend beyond his own body to his work. In order to reconcile the 

contradictions between his work with the CIA and his own propensities for illegal substances, 

Switters theorizes that the CIA is made up of angels and cowboys, and that he is an ‘angel’, 

even a “neutral angel”, who refuses to “take sides in the Heaven-splitting quarrel between 

Yahweh and Lucifer” (79). In Switters’ worldview, there are only two ways of being, and it is 

better to be aloof and above material concerns than it is to be embroiled in dirty matters of life. 

Although Switters’ initial ideas about his own angelhood do change over the course of the 

novel, they actually come to settle on an even more problematic and reductive notion of the 

world. 

 Like the other authors that I read in this chapter and in preceding chapters, Robbins 

does depict matter, and specifically nonhuman organic matter, as vibrant and agentic, but 

instead of using this sense of material vibrancy to subvert myths, Robbins uses vibrant matter 

to corroborate myths that obscure historical-material realities. Says the narrator:  

Switters was always nettled when expected to choose between two modes of behavior, 

two political, social, or theological systems, two objects or two (allegedly) mutually 

exclusive delights; between hot and cold, tart and sweet, funny and serious, sacred and 

profane, Apollonian and Dionysian, apples and oranges, paper and plastic, smoking and 

nonsmoking, right and wrong. Why only a pair of choices? And why not both? Who 

was the legislator of these dichotomies? Yahweh, who insisted the angels choose 

between him and his partner, Lucifer? (220) 
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To rationalize his disinclination to choose actively how to live, as recalling the vibrant politics 

of choice in Laura Esquivel’s 1989 novel Like Water for Chocolate, Switters refers to certain 

theories of physics:  

Recently physicists have started to conclude that in the entire universe there may be 

only two particles. Not two kinds of particles, mind you, but two particles, period. One 

with a positive charge, one with a negative. And listen to this: the two particles can 

exchange charges, the negative can trade off to become positive and vice versa. So, in 

a sense, there’s only one particle in the universe, it being a pair whose attributes are 

interchangeable. (385) 

Instead of using the vibrancy of matter to demythologize historical-material conditions and to 

argue for a specific and more conscious way of living, Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates 

uses a kind of vibrant matter to appeal to a sense of universalism, to close off the kind of 

dialectics that figure in other works of magic(al) realism, and to absolve Switters of any 

responsibility for the historical-material world. It is also this sense of vibrancy that frames the 

more science-fictional elements of Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates, which relate to 

the possibilities of language and of technology to create new, literal realities. 

 Early in the novel, the narrator explains that Switters is a linguist, that his interest in 

languages is what motivates Switters initially to work for the CIA. Because he can speak so 

many different languages, Switters is often deployed by the CIA to manage ‘deals’ in other 

countries, and he also decodes intelligence in other languages. However, the narrator explains 

that over time Switters’ develops a particular interest in the potential for language to create 

new realities:  

Nowadays, though, this interest in languages had shifted away from communicative 

utility; away, even, from revelatory rhetoric; had moved toward what he regarded as 

the future of language in the post-historical age: an environment in which words, 
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relieved of some of their traditional burden, might be employed not to describe realities 

but to create them. Literal realities. (69) 

It is to this effect that Switters experiments with technologies to which only the CIA have 

access. Whereas in Lagoon, Nnedi Okorafor focuses on the representational dimensions and 

material effects of communications technologies, and essentially demonstrates that 

communications technologies reflect and reproduce material structures of power, Robbins 

imagines a utopian future where technology can be used to escape history altogether, as if there 

could even be such a thing as a “post-historical age”. According to Wendy B. Faris’ thoughts 

about the functions of verbal magic (that it calls attention to the “linguistic nature of 

experience”), Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates does fit comfortably as a kind of 

poststructuralist work of magic(al) realism, and yet it seeks to escape and transcend the material 

realities that characterize and are indispensable to other works of magic(al) realism and to the 

magic(al) realist tradition more generally. The point here is that contemporary critics of 

magic(al) realism focus on issues of form and the use of certain motifs without thinking about 

those formal techniques and motifs in a materialist context. As such, these critics are unable to 

identify the differences between those magic(al) realist texts that engage with and seek to 

recognize and realize historical material conditions, and those magic(al) realist texts that seek 

to ignore the historical material conditions that create political violence, trauma, and so on: the 

stuff of magic(al) realism. Though Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates is a marginal text 

both in terms of magic(al) realism and science fiction, it nonetheless serves to uncover a 

moment in history and in culture where the meanings of particular motifs and forms have 

changed, and in the next chapter I intend to demonstrate that some of the more problematic 

aspects of Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates continue on in more canonical works of 

literary magic(al) realism, namely in Salman Rushdie’s 1981 novel Midnight’s Children. 
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Kids These Days 

Kids These Days: Human Capital and the Making of Millennials is a 2017 work by the 

American journalist Malcolm Harris. In it, Harris interrogates the notion of discrete 

demographic generations and argues that, in the context of neoliberalism, politics of 

generation, of inter-generational conflict function to a mythological effect. That is, to 

‘naturalize’ certain trends in the creation, distribution, and accumulation of wealth in a 

globalized system of neoliberal capitalism. Indeed, Harris starts with a provocation based in 

common stereotypes of the Millennial generation, a cohort born between 1980 and 2000: “How 

are the same young people who were exposed to porn in childhood and are sending each other 

nude pictures by middle school also having less sex than their parents did? Why are we 

obsessed with the laziness and incompetence of the most productive workers of all time?” (9-

10).12 This thesis is about magic(al) realism and so presumably the fallibility of rationalist and 

specifically positivist versions of ‘reality’, and yet the critical strength, the counter-hegemonic 

thrust of Kids These Days consists in its martialling of historical data to belie popular beliefs. 

While its methods differ from those of specific works of magic(al) realism, Kids These Days 

also uses aspects of historical-materialism to subvert discourses of essentialism, which is to 

say that Harris refutes the assumptions that each generation has its own essentially unique 

character, that the experiences of individuals within a generation are necessarily more 

comparable than those of individuals across generations, regardless of issues of class, gender, 

race, and so on. To be clear, Harris does not suggest that demographic generations are not 

meaningful, nor that they are not based in forms of material difference. “The divisions are very 

real”, says Harris, “even as they’re also imaginary”: 

At its most basic level, a generation is when a quantitative change (birth year) comes 

to refer to a qualitative change. Over time a society mutates, and at a certain point in 

that development we draw a hazy line to mark a generation. Since they aren’t strictly 
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defined, generations are characterized by crises, by breaks of one kind or another. Wars, 

revolutions, market crashes, shifts in the mode of production, transformations in social 

relations: These are the things generations are made of, even if we can only see their 

true shape in the rearview mirror. (3) 

 In the previous section, I read Tom Robbins’ Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates, 

and I do so primarily in order to demonstrate my sense that a kind of shift occurred in the period 

of time during which the American counterculture movement emerged, that in terms of a 

historical and geopolitical map of magic(al) realism, the American counterculture movement 

constitutes an important coordinate in that it marks a moment when material landscapes were 

abandoned to the pursuit of psychological and spiritual landscapes, and that the general 

sensibilities of counterculturites were easily coopted by capitalism and paved the way for 

contemporary neoliberalism. It is worth noting that the notion of particular Generations (as 

opposed to the broader concept of generational and intergenerational experiences and politics) 

really only emerged after the birth cohort known as the Baby Boomers matured, and so capital 

‘G’ Generations are in fact very recent. Throughout this thesis, I argue that the multiple 

generations in magic(al) realist fiction function to demythologize historical material conditions 

and modes of production. In One Hundred Years of Solitude, Gabriel García Márquez uses 

multiple generations to show the effects of the past on the present, and Isabel Allende does the 

same thing in The House of the Spirits, and yet according to Harris, generations now work to 

the opposite effect. The reason that this shift is significant is that it shows to the reader and to 

the critic of magic(al) realism that motifs cannot always be read as representing the same kinds 

of politics or the same kinds of cultural phenomena. Because contemporary critics of magic(al) 

realism have been so focused on the technical forms of magic(al) realism, at the expense of the 

political functions of particular magic(al) realist texts, they have not been able to differentiate 
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between those examples of magic(al) realism that challenge hegemonic structures of power, 

and those that reproduce them. 

 The relationship between science fiction and Harris’ Kids These Days may not be 

immediately clear, although the quote that I include in the first paragraph of this section does 

play on the language of science fiction in a way that is similar to Nnedi Okorafor’s Lagoon: 

that society rolls over like cells rearranging and rejuvenating. Indeed, this is the tone that Harris 

deploys throughout the book, and in the final section, Harris offers the reader seven ‘science 

fiction’ futures that are ‘imminent’ in present historical-material conditions. Indeed, Harris 

states that “what we’ve seen over the past few decades is not quite a sinister sci-fi plot to shape 

a cohort of supereffective workers who are too competitive, isolated, and scared to organize 

for something better, but it has turned out a lot like that” (199). Harris’ sci-fi futures includes 

the rise of human capital contracts, whereby the future earnings of individuals are calculated 

on the basis of their human capital (extracurricular activities, family history, and talents) and 

will be used to negotiate loans and interest rates; the professionalization of childhood, which 

will lead to streams of early childhood education that feed into particular careers; climate 

privilege, which Harris envisions as a series of policies that set aside temperate and liveable 

zones to wealthy communities, while poorer communities are left to suffer whatever fate in 

increasingly uninhabitable environments; discrimination by algorithm, whereby lenders, 

landlords, potential bosses, and even the judiciary will use algorithms to make decisions (and 

of course this is already the case in the American judiciary, where algorithms are used to assess 

the likelihood of recidivism and so generate suggestions for bail and so on); the 

‘malfunctioning’, which Harris imagines to be an underclass of individuals who cannot 

mentally or physically function in the new hypereffective society, and so will be 

institutionalized at unprecedented rates; misogynist backlash, which is arguably already in 

effect and relates to recent trends in job creation and sustainability that see service sector jobs 
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as some of the only jobs that cannot be automated out of existence, and for which women have 

been enculturated, thus leading to mass unemployment amongst men and the feeling that 

women are responsible for this situation; and, finally, ‘fully tracked’, which is the term Harris 

uses to describe the collecting of personal data, from heart rates to steps walked, from taste in 

food to time spent travelling, all of which will be used to tailor products to individuals. 

 Harris (unapologetically) does not the offer the reader any solution to these potential 

problems. Usually, says Harris, in the “conclusions of books like this one, authors tend to land 

on some sequence of moves: Buy It! Vote It! Or Give It! Protest It! No matter how deep and 

intractable the problems laid out by the writer, some combination of these tactics sounds like 

it should be able to address them”, but this is not the case according to Harris: millennials will 

“become fascists or revolutionaries, one or the other” (211; 227-228). While I agree with 

Harris’ criticisms of the standard options open to those who want to change society, I do not 

necessarily share Harris’ pessimism. Whether or not the reader of Harris’ book or the reader of 

this thesis agrees with Harris’ prognosis is beside the point, because the point is that there is 

no way to tackle and move beyond present problems without first understanding the history of 

material conditions and processes that has led to the present, and the same is true for the 

problems in magic(al) realist literary studies. And the answers to magic(al) realism’s problems 

are as difficult to swallow as the answers Harris provides. Indeed, there is no easy combination 

of motifs or techniques that will tell a critic whether or not a text will function in a particular 

way, because the meaning of those motifs and techniques is subject to change, just like the 

meaning of demographic generations has changed in recent times. 

Conclusion 

Even those critics who adopt the strictest, the most limiting definitions of magic(al) realism 

admit that there are works that, while they do not satisfy the criteria of magic(al) realism, seem 

to be doing something similar to works of magic(al) realism. For example, in Magic(al) 
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Realism, Maggie Ann Bowers admits that it is “possible to have magical realist elements in a 

text that is not consistently magical realist in its approach” (27). Unfortunately, critics such as 

Bowers do not seem to think it necessary to pursue such those works that incorporate some, 

but not other elements of magic(al) realism, do not seem to think that such connections might 

say something about the too strict definitions of magical realism that are dominant in critical 

accounts of the mode. To be clear, I do not think that any of the works that I read in this chapter 

are only magic(al)-realist, and certainly not by dominant definitions of the mode, but two of 

them are at least magical-materialist (Nnedi Okorafor’s Lagoon and Kurt Vonnegut’s 

Slaughterhouse-Five), and the other one seems to prove the need for a magical-materialist 

mode of reading (Tom Robbins’ Fierce Invalids Home from Hot Climates). Indeed, the 

problem with dominant accounts of magical realism is that works are either magical realist or 

they are not, and at the very least this binary forecloses possibilities to develop theories of 

magic(al) realism through comparative studies, to improve the theories that critics apply to 

more canonical works of magic(al) realism, including theories of verbal magic and specifically 

theories that suggest that the world-making capacities of magic(al) realism, even its ‘utopian’ 

impulse consists in its use of language. 

 I think it time finally to say something of the epigraph to this chapter, which is taken 

from China Miéville’s 2011 novel Embassytown. The novel is not a work of magic(al) realism, 

though it certainly seems a work of magic(al)-materialism, but I include an excerpt from it for 

a particular reason. In the novel, humans colonize a planet whose inhabitants, the Arikei, speak 

a Language based only, based literally in reality. The Arikei, or the Hosts, do not have the 

ability to speak of anything that has not actually occurred. When they find that they are lacking 

the words for a certain feeling or experience, the Arikei arrange for the acting out of a ‘simile’ 

that they can then use to express whatever it is that they want to express. In the epigraph to this 

chapter, the Arikei arrange for the novel’s protagonist Avice, then only ten years old, to be 
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beaten, to be force-fed, so that they might have a precedent for their own experiences. Of 

course, this makes the Arikei sound quite nefarious, and in the novel, they are not depicted 

quite so harshly, for in fact, they only require new similes because they have been colonized 

by humans and so they are experiencing things for which they do not yet have words. Still, 

Avice’s experience is traumatic, and there is a kind of irony in the fact that, while she is the 

one who experiences the beating, the force-feeding, she must have her own simile explained 

back to her in ‘crude terms’ because she does not speak Language. I reference Embassytown 

in the epigraph to this thesis and now precisely because I think that this novel is one example 

of so many works that seem to make use of elements of magic(al) materialism, if not strictly 

magic(al) realism, and science fiction in order to demonstrate the necessarily material 

dimensions of language, the necessarily material dimensions of encounters across difference, 

and if I can suggest one area of research that other critics might be more equipped to undertake 

than I, it is research into the intersections of magic(al) realism, even magic(al) materialism, 

science fiction, and other ‘weird’ fictions. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

A Measured Appraisal: Magic(al) Realism, Intention, and Indeterminacy 

Today we particularly need a criticism alert to lapses of moral vision. A measured 

appraisal of the failures and successes of our writers, past and present, can show us a 

great deal about literature and about ourselves. That is the critic’s function. But he 

cannot perform that function if he substitutes considerations of technique for 

considerations of truth. Not only will such methods lead to errors of literary judgement, 

but beyond that, they may well encourage comparable evasions in other areas. It seems 

not unlikely, for instance, that the current preoccupation with matters of form is bound 

up with a tendency, by no means confined to literary quarters, to shy away from painful 

answers to complex questions of political morality. 

Leo Marx. “Mr Eliot, Mr Trilling, and ‘Huckleberry Finn’” (440). 

Introduction 

In the 2011 work The Postcolonial Unconscious, Neil Lazarus interrogates certain assumptions 

that are dominant in postcolonial (literary) studies, but that seem unaccountable to historical-

material realities of oppression and struggle in the ‘postcolonial world’, to the “full range of 

‘postcolonial’ literature” (38). More specifically, Lazarus challenges the assumptions that 

postcolonial literature—that “vast, scattered, heterogeneous, but still, in principle, 

systematisable archive of literary works”1—exemplifies the obsolescence of Marxism and 

other ‘universal’ theories of history and power, that it rejects all forms of nationalism and on 

the bases of the nation’s inherent Eurocentrism and modernity, that it affirms the subjectivism 

of all claims to and representations of ‘reality’ and ‘truth’, and that it simply embraces notions 

of essential difference and cultural unintelligibility (115). In this thesis, I argue that magic(al)-

realist literary studies inherits from (or at least shares with) postcolonial literary studies, applies 

to its own particular objects, and ultimately reproduces the assumptions that Lazarus describes 
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in terms of the ‘postcolonial unconscious’. Indeed, I argue that these assumptions function to 

obscure specific works of magic(al) realism, the geohistorical contexts in and about which they 

originate, and so connections across different works, contexts, creative traditions, and so on. 

In fact, the problem is not only that dominant accounts of magic(al) realism obscure 

connections across difference, but that the tendency of critics to define difference in terms of 

incommensurability and not specificity also functions to obscure those differences that matter. 

In order to read against and through dominant accounts of magic(al) realism, I develop the 

concept, the critical mode of ‘magic(al) materialism’. Simply put, I use magic(al) materialism 

to theorize the unlikely configurations of objects and improbable lines of sight that are 

idiomatic in magic(al) realism, and which demythologize the historical- and new-materialist 

modes of production by which certain realities come to be as they are, however unreal the 

situation might seem. As I see it, a magic(al)-materialist mode of reading produces more 

‘responsible’ accounts of specific works and so the broader tradition of magic(al) realism. On 

the one hand, magic(al) materialism recognizes connections across space, time, experience, 

and form, as in the case of the petrified corpses that are common to Gabriel García Márquez’s 

1967 novel One Hundred Years of Solitude, Dmitry Likhachev’s 1995 memoir Vospominaniia 

(in Alexander Etkind’s 2013 work Warped Mourning: Stories of the Undead in the Land of the 

Unburied), and Patricio Guzmán’s 2010 documentary film Nostalgia for the Light. On the other 

hand, it identifies differences that seem to escape dominant accounts of magic(al) realism, as 

in the case of the ‘vibrant’ politics of choice in Laura Esquivel’s 1989 novel Like Water for 

Chocolate. 

 If magic(al)-realist literary studies coemerges with and is subject to that “distinctive 

and conjuncturally determined set of assumptions” for which Lazarus uses the term the 

‘postcolonial unconscious’ (and this is my position), then it seems fair to say that magic(al) 

materialism does not only expose the limitations of dominant accounts of magic(al) realism, 
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but also the limitations of the postcolonial unconscious (17).2 Yet, I must admit that most of 

the works that I read in this thesis lend themselves to such an exposition precisely because they 

predate or else exist beyond the scope of postcolonial and of magic(al)-realist literary studies 

in their ‘consolidated’ forms. In other words, these works, by virtue of their publication dates, 

the locations from which they emerge and in which they are set, or else the creative and generic 

traditions to which they ‘belong’ (visual art, science fiction), are at least one step removed from 

the historical-material and cultural conditions in which the postcolonial unconscious originates 

and dominates. Of course, there are works of magic(al) realism that are ‘nearer’ to the source 

of the postcolonial unconscious, and it is to one such work that I turn in this chapter. That is, 

Salman Rushdie’s 1981 novel Midnight’s Children, which seems to differ from other works of 

magic(al) realism and in ways that have to do with issues of intention and indeterminacy. In 

this chapter, I am primarily concerned to consider the following questions: does Midnight’s 

Children confirm those assumptions, concepts, methods, and theories that are dominant in 

magic(al)-realist literary studies? Is it possible to read the novel in terms of magic(al) 

materialism? In either case, how might magic(al) materialism negotiate issues of intention and 

indeterminacy? To be clear, this chapter does not start or end with Midnight’s Children, for 

above all else, it is a chapter about literary criticism, its apparent failures and its future, and it 

is precisely in order to defend the future of magic(al)-realist literary studies that I end this 

chapter in my hometown of Ōtautahi-Christchurch, Aotearoa-New Zealand. 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

In the 1935 travelogue Green Hills of Africa, Ernest Hemingway writes that all “modern 

American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn” (22).3 

Hemingway’s claim is provocative, and yet there is little doubt that Twain’s 1884 novel 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is one of the most celebrated, controversial, and altogether 

enduring works of fiction in the American, even in the Western literary canon. Indeed, Toni 
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Morrison describes the novel and its legacy this way: “For a hundred years the argument that 

this novel is has been identified, reidentified, examined, waged and advanced. What it cannot 

be is dismissed. It is classic literature, which is to say it heaves, manifests, and lasts” (in Nafisi 

xi). Suffice it to say for now that, while some critics applaud the novel’s anti-racist sentiment, 

others are anxious to critique its sympathetic treatment of racist characters, its seemingly 

flippant use of racist caricatures. That the novel includes the racist slur ‘nigger’ more than two 

hundred times is a source of intense debate, and so too is the novel’s place in classrooms, 

libraries, criticism, and popular culture in and outside of America.4 Because it exemplifies a 

particular form of American literary romanticism, and because it is a touchstone for the issue 

of free versus responsible speech, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn remains an important work 

for (literary) critics of various persuasions. To be sure, the novel is not a work of magic(al) 

realism. However, critics of magic(al) realism are not immune to, maybe need to confront some 

of the issues that are associated with Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. In this section, I do not 

read the novel in detail so much as in order to establish a kind of critical precedent with which 

to approach Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children. As I see it, these novels, while they are 

not strictly (or at least not instinctively) comparable, involve ‘comparable evasions’. 

 Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is set in the American South shortly before the Civil 

War of the 1860s and so before the formal abolition of slavery in America in 1865. The novel 

starts in the fictional town of St Petersburg in what is an otherwise realistic Missouri, and its 

narrator and protagonist is Huckleberry (Huck) Finn, a relatively uneducated and all but 

orphaned adolescent. In the novel’s first chapter, Huck recapitulates some of the events of 

Twain’s 1876 prequel The Adventures of Tom Sawyer at the end of which Huck comes into a 

large sum of money and to live with the Widow Douglas. Says Huck, “she took me for her son, 

and allowed she would sivilize me” (Huckleberry Finn 9). In Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 

Huck bemoans the Widow Douglas and her sister Miss Watson’s constant nagging. He feels 
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trapped in their house, which is as “still as death”, in his new clothes in which he can do 

“nothing but sweat and sweat”, and it is only in nature and away from the artifices of culture 

that Huck feels “free and satisfied” (11; 9). Indeed, Huck is a quintessentially romantic figure, 

an ‘innocent’ through whose eyes the reader might perceive the hypocrisies of the novel’s 

adults and the institutions to which they subscribe. Early in the novel, Huck’s otherwise absent 

and abusive father Pap reappears to extort Huck out of his money, and Pap ultimately kidnaps 

and imprisons Huck in a cabin on the shores of the Mississippi River. Wanting to be ‘free’ in 

the broadest sense of the word, Huck stages his own death and escapes to the nearby Jackson 

Island, where he happens upon Miss Watson’s slave Jim. Jim admits to Huck that he has 

decided to flee North, having overheard Miss Watson’s plan to sell him down the river. While 

Huck is disapproving, he promises to keep Jim’s whereabouts a secret. “People would call me 

a low down Ablitionist”, says Huck, “but that don’t make no difference. I ain’t agoing to tell, 

and I ain’t agoing back” (50). In fact, Huck eventually decides to accompany Jim on his 

journey, and thus the pair takes to the Mississippi in pursuit of freedom. 

 Over the course of the novel, Huck and Jim develop a kind of friendship, and yet Huck 

continues to doubt his decision to abet a runaway slave. Huck’s moral dilemma comes to a 

head when a pair of conmen kidnaps and sells Jim to a farmer named Silas Phelps. Huck 

considers that it “would be a thousand times better for Jim to be a slave at home where his 

family was, as long as he’d got to be a slave”, and to this end, Huck drafts a letter to Miss 

Watson informing her of Jim’s whereabouts (213). However, Huck struggles to reconcile this 

act with his own sense of right and wrong: 

I was a trembling, because I’d got to decide, forever, betwixt two things, and I knowed 

it. I studied a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says to myself: ‘All right, 

then, I’ll go to hell’—and tore it [the letter] up. It was awful thoughts, and awful words, 
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but they was said. And I let them stay said; and never thought no more about reforming. 

(215)5 

At this point, Huck resolves to free Jim from the Phelps’ farm, and Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn feels set to end with a romantic critique of the authoritarian and ‘unnatural’ institution of 

slavery. However, the novel does not end, and instead, it continues for a further ten chapters. 

Beyond its use of the racist ‘slur’ nigger, and beyond its depiction of Jim as gullible and 

superstitious, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is controversial precisely because of these final 

chapters. In the 1953 article “Mr. Eliot, Mr. Trilling, and ‘Huckleberry Finn’”, Leo Marx goes 

so far as to say that these chapters are “key to the failure of Huckleberry Finn” (432). 

 Having resolved to free Jim, Huck proceeds to the Phelps’ farm, where he encounters 

Silas’ wife Sally. Coincidentally, Sally is expecting her nephew and Huck’s best friend Tom 

Sawyer, and so it is that Sally mistakes Huck for Tom. “Being Tom Sawyer was easy and 

comfortable”, says Huck, “and it stayed easy and comfortable till by-and-by I hear a steamboat 

coughing along down the river—then I says to myself, spose Tom Sawyer come down on that 

boat? (225). Says Huck, “I couldn’t have it that way—it wouldn’t do at all. I must go up the 

road and waylay him. So I told the folks I reckoned I would go up to the town and fetch down 

my baggage”. Huck intercepts and explains to Tom the matters of his mistaken identity, of 

Jim’s enslavement, and Tom agrees to play the part of his younger brother Sid and so help 

Huck to free Jim. In fact, the task of freeing Jim seems easy, for he is “chained by one leg, with 

a ten-foot chain, to the leg of his bed” (239). Huck and Tom need only to “lift up the bedstead 

and slip the chain off”, but as Huck puts it, this “warn’t romantical enough” for Tom (239; 

236). Says Tom to Huck, “hain’t you ever read any books at all?—Baron Trenck, nor Casanova, 

nor Benvenuto Chelleeny, nor Henri IV., nor none of them heroes? Whoever heard of getting 

a prisoner loose in such an old-maidy way as that?” (240). Tom suggests that it would be more 

‘regular’ to “saw Jim’s leg off”. Tom’s ‘evasion’—his term for when a “prisoner of style 
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escapes”—becomes complicated to the point of disaster, for in the end, Tom is shot and the 

Phelps recapture Jim (268).6 At this stage, Tom seems to have sealed Jim’s fate. Yet, when 

Tom recovers, he reveals that in fact Jim is already a free man: “Miss Watson died two months 

ago, and she was ashamed she ever was going to sell him down the river, and said so; and she 

set him free in her will” (288). Adventures of Huckleberry Finn thus ends with Jim happy to be 

free and Huck ready to take to the Mississippi again. Says Huck, “I reckon I got to light out for 

the Territory ahead of the rest, because Aunt Sally she’s going to adopt me and sivilize me and 

I can’t stand it. I been there before” (292). 

 Many critics read the conclusion to Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in terms of Twain’s 

ironic critique of the importation of European literary and other traditions to America, of the 

hypocrisy of those (Southern) Americans who pretend to stand for freedom at the same time 

that they support slavery. For example, in the 1984 work The Name of Action: Critical Essays, 

John Fraser argues that the novel’s conclusion is part of Twain’s “war against cloak-and-rapier 

romanticism” (50). In the 2003 work Mark Twain and Company: Six Literary Relations, Leland 

Krauth writes that Tom’s evasion echoes the “deliberate postponement of true freedom for the 

former slaves in the South following the Civil War” (234). Yet, Krauth admits that, while 

Twain’s “ending thus climaxes his representation of postwar problems, while it fits neatly his 

general attention to the backward South that wanted to return to prewar racial arrangements, it 

is still disconcerting in its comic form. Twain’s burlesque and farce in the end seem to trivialize 

the very issues they attack” (235). Indeed, this is precisely Leo Marx’s position. Marx insists 

that the conclusion to Adventures of Huckleberry Finn constitutes a “failure of nerve” on the 

part of Twain (440). “The unhappy truth about the ending”, says Marx, “is that the author, 

having revealed the tawdry nature of the culture of the great valley, yielded to its essential 

complacency. The general tenor of the closing scenes, to which the token regeneration of Miss 

Watson is merely one superficial clue, amounts to just that” (432). Not only does Marx critique 



A Measured Appraisal 

 207 

Twain, but also those critics who overstate the novel’s formal successes and so forgive its 

apparent moral failures. More specifically, Marx critiques the American-British writer T. S. 

Eliot, for whom the ambivalence and circularity of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

exemplifies the ‘nature’ of the Mississippi itself, and the American literary critic and writer 

Lionel Trilling, who defends the novel’s conclusion on the basis that it functions to free Huck 

from the too conventional role of hero. “To minimize the seriousness of what must be 

accounted a major flaw in so great a work”, says Marx, “is, in a sense, to repeat Clemens’ 

failure” (440). 

 It seems to me that Leo Marx’s critique of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn consists in 

the indeterminacy of Twain’s intention, and yet it might be the case that this indeterminacy is 

intentional, such is the double-bind of authorial intention. On the one hand, it seems probable 

that the novel’s conclusion is meant to preempt the anti-didacticism of a conservative reader,7 

and on the other hand, that its burlesque is meant to emphasize the simple matter of Miss 

Watson’s ‘will’. In a way, there is something instructive about the fact that it is not Huck’s 

flight to nature,8 nor Tom’s evasion, but the otherwise unremarkable Miss Watson’s will to 

change that ultimately frees Jim. Of course, the notion that an individual’s will to change is 

enough to change the world is a matter of debate, but my point is that intention is too 

speculative a measure of the successes and failures of works of fiction. To be sure, there are 

issues with Miss Watson’s freeing of Jim. For example, Julius Lester observes that, while it 

frees Jim, Miss Watson’s will “makes no mention of his wife and children” (204). As I see it, 

Lester’s critique demonstrates that the novel’s treatment of issues of racism and slavery need 

not rise or fall on the question of Twain’s intention. All of this is to say that I am not persuaded 

by Marx’s critique of Adventures of Huckleberry, nor of Twain the individual. However, I am 

sympathetic to Marx’s claim that some critics emphasize issues of form at the expense of 
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complex questions of political function, for this is precisely the problem that I perceive in 

critical accounts of Midnight’s Children. 

Midnight’s Children 

Says Neil Lazarus in The Postcolonial Unconscious, “I am tempted to overstate the case, for 

purposes of illustration, and declare that there is in a strict sense only one author in the 

postcolonial literary canon. That author is Salman Rushdie” (22). Indeed, Lazarus complains 

that Rushdie’s novels are “endlessly, not to say catechistically, cited in the critical literature as 

testifying to the instability and indeterminacy of social identity, the volatility and 

perspectivalism of truth, the narratorial constructedness of history, the ineluctable subjectivism 

of memory and experience, the violence implicit in the universalist discourse of the nation”—

in short, to all that for which Lazarus uses the term the ‘postcolonial unconscious’. Of course, 

the ‘spectre’ of Rushdie also looms in magic(al)-realist literary studies, for as Maggie Ann 

Bowers puts it in the 2004 work Magic(al) Realism, Rushdie is the “best-known writer of 

magical realism in the English language” (47). The majority of critics of magic(al) realism 

accept that Rushdie’s novels defy interpretation, that they are fundamentally ‘counter-

discursive’.9 For example, in the 2011 work Exploring Magic Realism in Salman Rushdie’s 

Fiction, Ursula Kluwick states that Rushdie’s “fiction ultimately precludes any possibility of 

interpretive closure, readers are confronted with irresolvable riddles” (2). Kluwick goes on to 

summarize the effect of Rushdie’s magic(al) realism this way: “When reviewing the 

ambivalences created by the opposition of codes in Rushdie’s magic realist texts, readers are 

constantly encouraged to shift their positions and to reconsider their own classification of 

characters and events. This in itself is an intrinsically political act” (173). To be sure, Rushdie’s 

novels are ambivalent. Whether or not that ambivalence functions to a counter-discursive effect 

is a matter of debate. In this section, I read Rushdie’s 1981 novel Midnight’s Children, and 

while I am primarily concerned to interrogate critical accounts of the novel, I also aim to 
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demonstrate that the novel is not a work of magic(al) materialism for the equal and opposite 

reason that Laura Esquivel’s Like Water for Chocolate is not a work of magic(al) materialism. 

Whereas Like Water for Chocolate uses essentially vibrant matter to naturalize an ahistorical 

form of choice feminism, Midnight’s Children allegorizes matter in such a way as to deny its 

narrative agency, and in the end, the novel falsely forces the reader to choose between certain 

fictions on the one hand and annihilation on the other. 

 Midnight’s Children is ultimately set in the independent Republic of India in the late 

1970s and retells events leading up to and after the 1947 partition of the Indian subcontinent. 

The novel’s narrator and protagonist Saleem Sinai is born in what is then Bombay (now 

Mumbai) at exactly 12.00am on Friday the 15th of August 1947, or at the “precise instant of 

India’s arrival at independence” (9). Says Saleem, “thanks to the occult tyrannies of those 

blandly saluting clocks I had been mysteriously handcuffed to history, my destinies 

indissolubly chained to those of my country”. Saleem eventually discovers that he is one of 

1001 children born within the hour of India’s independence, that each of these children 

possesses some kind of magical power: 

[A]mong the midnight children were infants with powers of transmutation, flight, 

prophecy and wizardry … but two of us were born on the stroke of midnight. Saleem 

and Shiva, Shiva and Saleem, nose and knees and knees and nose … to Shiva, the hour 

had given the gifts of war (of Rama, who could draw the undrawable bow; of Arjuna 

and Bhima; the ancient prowess of Kurus and Pandavas united, unstoppably, in him!) 

… and to me, the greatest talent of all—the ability to look into the hearts and minds of 

men. (200)10 

Over the course of the novel and thanks to his telepathy, Saleem hosts inside his own head 

‘conferences’ in which the midnight children discuss their different lives and debate issues of 

collectivism, individualism, filial duty, capitalism, altruism, science, religion, and so on. 
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Through the Midnight Children’s Conference,11 Saleem transmits to the reader a sense of the 

multiplicity, albeit the “very essence of multiplicity”, of the Republic of India post-Partition, 

and through his own personal experiences, Saleem narrates for the reader certain historical 

events, including persistent conflict in the noncontiguous territories of East and West Pakistan 

(later the People’s Republic of Bangladesh and the Islamic Republic of Pakistan), the Sino-

Indian War of 1962, the Indo-Pakistani War of 1965, and the Emergency of the late 1970s 

during which the government of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi suspended elections, restricted 

civil liberties, and established a programme of forced sterilization (229). It is worth stating 

outright that Saleem is an unreliable narrator, and in fact, Saleem claims that, in 

“autobiography, as in all literature, what actually happened is less important than what the 

author can manage to persuade his audience to believe” (270-271). 

 Before I say more about Saleem’s “personal version of history”, I want briefly to outline 

some of the connections between Midnight’s Children and Günter Grass’ 1959 novel The Tin 

Drum (Rushdie 410). To be clear, my aim is not simply to identify so many connections, nor 

to judge the merits of one novel against the other, but rather to revisit the question of why 

critics seem to trouble the magic(al) realism of certain works of fiction and not others. In The 

Tin Drum, Oskar Matzerath’s paternity is a source of uncertainty, and it is so in order that Grass 

might allegorize the historical dilemma of the Free City of Danzig/Gdańsk, so that Grass might 

make the point that a sense of uncertainty is not enough to absolve an individual of their 

accountability to history. In Midnight’s Children, Saleem’s parentage is also a source of 

uncertainty. At first, the reader trusts that Saleem is the biological son of his parents Ahmed 

and Amina Sinai, but midway through the novel, Saleem reveals that he and his archrival Shiva 

were switched at birth by the Sinais’ nursemaid Mary Pereira. “As a result of the switch”, says 

Neil Ten Kortenaar, “Saleem grows up in a middle-class Muslim household, while Shiva is 

raised by a poor Hindu minstrel” (“Postcolonial Ekphrasis” 256). The individuals Saleem and 
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Shiva have more in common than do Oskar’s presumptive fathers Alfred Matzerath and Jan 

Bronski, than do Oskar’s alter egos Rasputin and Goethe. Yet, Saleem and Shiva’s rivalry also 

consists in the equal and opposite forces of contemplation and action, of creation and 

destruction.12 Of course, there is more to the issue of Saleem’s parentage, for elsewhere in the 

novel, Saleem suggests that he is in fact the son of the British sahib William Methwold, whose 

sexual advances Saleem’s implied mother Vanita “could not resist” (Rushdie 405). In the 1998 

work Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction, Leela Gandhi notes the irony that Saleem, 

who is “hailed by Nehru himself as the child of independent India, is really the son of a 

reluctantly departing coloniser. But this accident, as the adult Saleem insists, is the allegorical 

condition of all those who inherit the colonial aftermath” (8). All of this is to say that, like The 

Tin Drum, Midnight’s Children uses the motif of uncertain parentage allegorically to explore 

issues of identity and illegitimacy, to fret the relationship between ‘fact’ and ‘reality’. 

 There are other connections between Midnight’s Children and The Tin Drum. Like 

Oskar’s presumptive son/half-brother Kurt Matzerath, Saleem’s son Aadam Sinai is in fact the 

biological son of Shiva, which makes Aadam the biological grandson of Saleem’s de facto 

parents Ahmed and Amina. Indeed like Oskar, who narrates The Tin Drum in anticipation of 

his thirtieth birthday, Saleem narrates Midnight’s Children in anticipation of his similarly 

portentous thirty-first birthday, and as Patricia Merivale puts it, both Oskar and Saleem “retreat, 

at thirty, to ‘the fringes’ of life, an insane asylum and a pickle factory, respectively, to reckon 

up the moral debts of an individual as well as a collective past” (332).13 As I indicate above, 

my point is not that there are connections between Midnight’s Children and The Tin Drum. 

Rather, my sense is that these connections provide an opportunity to interrogate the different 

ways in which critics approach different authors, different works of magic(al) realism. In the 

1998 work Making Subject(s): Literature and the Emergence of National Identity, Allen Carey-

Webb writes that the “‘true’ parentage of Saleem, beneath the layers of appearance and 
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subterfuge, is indicative of the identity of the Indian nation itself: beneath its claims to 

uniqueness and independence there is a hybridity, a heterogeneous combination of ‘Indian’ and 

European elements” (157). Bowers affirms that the blending of “European literary and cultural 

influences” and “Indian mythological epics such as The Mahabharata and even Bollywood 

movies and Indian street life” is fundamental to the “multiple and hybrid quality of Rushdie’s 

magical realism” (54; 127). According to Nandini Saha, Rushdie’s “cultural hybridity, much 

like the hybridity of his central character Saleem Sinai, reinforces the hybrid, ‘amorphous’ and 

‘messy’ reality that the author tries to document in his novel”, and in the 1990 work Flights 

from Realism: Themes and Strategies in Postmodernist British and American Fiction, 

Marguerite Alexander concludes that Midnight’s Children is at once a “highly unorthodox 

account of history, with deliberate errors of fact, which are from time to time acknowledged in 

the text and excused on the grounds of imaginative truth; and highly political, intended to be 

taken seriously” (Saha 137; Alexander 143). 

 It would be absurd, even violently disingenuous to theorize Midnight’s Children in 

terms of the false dichotomy of ‘ontological’ and ‘epistemological’ magic(al) realism, or else 

to suggest that Indian mythological epics are “not ‘magical realist’, since the stories takes [sic] 

place on another plane of reality from our own”, as does Bowers in the case of Grass’ use of 

the fairy tale tradition, or else absolutely to discount all of what Saleem says on the basis that 

the reader cannot trust the “reliability of his mental state”, and again this is a caveat with which 

Bowers reads The Tin Drum (104; 64).14 If such concepts and provisos are unfit to explain a 

novel by the “best-known writer of magical realism in the English language”, then why do they 

exist at all (47)? On the one hand, it seems to me that critics assume that Rushdie’s references 

to Grass are simply part of the postmodernist aesthetics of magic(al) realism, that they are not 

really meaningful beyond Rushdie’s own will to heteroglossia and intertextuality, which is to 

say that critics seem only to read the connections between Midnight’s Children and The Tin 
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Drum in terms of issues of form. Were they to pursue these connections further, critics might 

be forced to reconsider their most basic assumptions of who produces magic(al) realism, of 

what magic(al) realism is and does. On the other hand, it seems that critics assume that, whereas 

authors such as Grass only ever stumble upon issues of identity and illegitimacy, authors such 

as Rushdie always already intend to emphasize the hybridity and indeterminacy of the 

postcolonial condition, and whatever references they make, whatever tensions they court are 

always already counter-discursive. Unlike Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn for 

which the issue is one of the indeterminacy of Twain’s intention, the issue for Midnight’s 

Children and for other works of postcolonial fiction is one of the presumed intentionality of all 

that which is indeterminate. Not only do these assumptions obscure those works that are more 

‘determinate’, for sometimes banana massacres do occur, sometimes veterans do come unstuck 

in time, but they also collapse criticism itself. Simply put, there is nothing in a work such as 

Midnight’s Children that cannot be put down to a will to indeterminacy. 

 In the novel’s final chapter, Saleem introduces the process of ‘chutnification’ by which 

he has come to preserve and presumably to export to the reader his own version of historical 

events in the Republic of India post-Partition. Indeed, Saleem insists that he has developed the 

ability literally to infuse into chutney “memories, dreams, ideas”, that each of the novel’s 

chapters corresponds to and is contained in a “single standard-sized” jar of chutney: 

My special blends: I’ve been saving them up. Thirty jars stand upon a shelf, waiting to 

be unleashed upon the amnesiac nation. (And beside them, one jar stands empty). […] 

One day, perhaps, the world may taste the pickles of history. They may be too strong 

for some palates, their smell may be overpowering, tears may rise to eyes; I hope 

nevertheless that it will be possible to say of them that they possess the authentic taste 

of truth. (460; 459; 459-461) 
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Like Tom Sawyer’s ‘evasion’, there are two ways in which to read Saleem’s “chutnification of 

history”: as an ironic critique of essentialist regimes of ‘taste’, of the commodification of 

otherness; or else as a proleptic defence of the novel’s own exploitation of Orientalist 

stereotypes (459). In the 2001 work The Postcolonial Exotic: Marketing the Margins, Graham 

Huggan observes that Saleem is an “Orientalist merchant, cannily inviting the reader to sample 

his own, and India’s, exotic wares. Snake-charmers, genies, fakirs; elegant saris and crude 

spittoons—most of the familiar semiotic markers of Orientalism are on display” (72). Like the 

question of strategic essentialisms of femininity, gender, and sex, the question of Midnight’s 

Children is one of whether Saleem’s “strategically exoticist methods” function to a counter-

discursive effect or else simply cater to the “exoticist predilections of his Western metropolitan 

reading public”. Of course, this question is complicated by the fact that Rushdie is a “highly 

mobile and cosmopolitan writer”, who is “seen by many Indians to be a purveyor of marketable 

Euro-American fantasies about Indian and other ‘Oriental’ cultures” (70). Whereas for 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the answer to the question of whether the novel resists or else 

reproduces hegemonic structures of power is either/or, for Midnight’s Children, the answer 

seems to be both at once and as a matter of authorial intention. This might or might not be the 

case, but it seems to me that, when critics are satisfied to conclude that works such as 

Midnight’s Children simply defy interpretation, when they assume that ambivalence is 

necessarily counter-discursive, they lose the ability to see and so responsibly to critique those 

instances in which such works advance reactionary notions of reality. 

 In my account of Laura Esquivel’s Like Water Chocolate, I discuss the ways in which 

the novel naturalizes Tita’s will to ‘choice’, to self-actualization by making reference to the 

essential vibrancy of matter. Unlike matter that is unpredictable, the matter in Like Water for 

Chocolate is all but instrumental, it has reproducible effects, and it is used to suggest that there 

are within individual humans certain innate propensities that the individual must simply choose 
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to ‘ignite’. In Midnight’s Children, the equal but opposite is true. All of the objects of Saleem’s 

narration are fundamentally allegorical, which is to say that they invariably stand for something 

else, they mean something other than their own material existence. In other words, these objects 

are not meaningful in and of themselves, but only when they have come to be made meaningful 

by Saleem. On a basic level, Saleem’s own cucumber of a nose is an allegorical reference to 

the shape of the Deccan Plateau, to the elephant headed god Ganesh, whose own face is the 

shape of the Indian subcontinent, even an allegorical reference to Saleem’s own phallus. 

Midway through the novel and after having moved to Pakistan, Saleem is involved in anti-

government revolutionary activity, and his involvement consists in the strategic planning of 

military offenses through the allegorical objects that happen to sit on the table in front of him. 

Saleem describes his role in the successful revolution this way: 

General Zulfikar described troop movements; I moved pepperpots symbolically while 

he spoke. […] I shifted salt-cellars and bowls of chutney: This mustard-jar is Company 

A occupying Head Post Office; there are two pepperpots surrounding a serving-spoon, 

which means Company В has seized the airport. With the fate of the nation in my hands, 

I shifted condiments and cutlery, capturing empty biriani-dishes with water-glasses, 

stationing saltcellars, on guard, around water-jugs. […N]ot only did I overthrow a 

government—I also consigned a president to exile. (290-291) 

Later, when he is working as a conscripted soldier in Pakistan, Saleem is ‘brained’ by the silver 

spittoon gifted to his parents by Rani of Cooch Naheen, and this causes Saleem to experience 

a decade-long period of amnesia. Throughout the novel, spittoons are used allegorically to 

denote tradition and memory, at once the forgetting of tradition as well as the forgetting that is 

sometimes involved in the clinging to tradition. All of this is to say that, the objects of Saleem’s 

narration, while they seem to be ‘active’, do not actually possess any form of narrative agency 

beyond what Saleem has decided for them to mean. This is ostensibly part of Saleem’s ironic 
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critique of the will to fabricate a national identity in the wake of the partition of the Indian 

subcontinent. Indeed, Saleem is critical of the Indian nation and its peoples’ obsession with 

“correspondences. Similarities between this and that, between apparently unconnected things, 

make us clap our hands delightedly when we find them out. It is a sort of national longing for 

form” (300). Of course, the irony here is that Saleem’s entire narrative is part of that same 

obsessive longing for form, for as Saleem puts it, “above all things, I fear absurdity” (9). 

 When matter does not have its own narrative agency, when it is not ‘storied’ in the 

sense that it suggests ways in which it should be read by humans, then there is no possibility 

of significance beyond that which humans make, and Saleem expresses this when he 

summarizes his account of things this way: “If I say that certain things took place which you, 

lost in Brahma's dream, find hard to believe, then which of us is right? Have some more 

chutney” (211). In Midnight’s Children, there is ultimately no way out of the problem of what 

is or is not intended and by whom, there is no sense of the solidity of matter, of a reality outside 

of the collective fictions of humanity, and it is precisely in this way that Midnight’s Children 

forces the reader into a fairly reactionary choice either to ‘swallow’ all that which Saleem has 

determined to be meaningful or else to admit the meaninglessness of everything, to be “sucked 

into the annihilating whirlpool of the multitudes” (463). Ursula Kluwick inadvertently makes 

my own point by stating that the reader never doubts the veracity of Saleem’s account of history 

“because doing so would render the text quite meaningless” (96). Indeed, but what exactly is 

it that Saleem determines to make meaningful? The answer is quite simply his own life, his 

own existence, the existence of an individual ‘self’ who, like the character of Mirek in Milan 

Kundera’s 1979 novel The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, aspires to author their own life 

and so the lives of others. Bowers fairly uncritically claims that Rushdie’s “work illustrates 

that, if history is to be seen from each individual’s perspective, in order to get close to providing 

a comprehensive portrayal of India, he must acknowledge the multiplicity of historical 
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perspectives and give equal validity to each one” (78). Indeed, Saleem is explicit about the fact 

that the reader, if they want to understand him, must swallow the world. Yet, it seems to me 

that in fact the reader, if they want to hold on to the possibility of others, must swallow Saleem 

and his privileging of constructions of liberal humanism. Kortenaar affirms that Midnight’s 

Children is ultimately a “plea for the liberal values of human rights and civil freedoms. It is 

also a plea for a secular state as the only political home for the individual self” (“Midnight’s 

Children” 56).15 Says Kortenaar, “Rushdie asks us to put our faith in a secular modern nation, 

not because the nation is true, but because faith can make it true, and secular tolerance and 

liberal freedom deserve to be made true. A reader may well decide to choose Saleem and the 

project of national history”; but while the choice “between a leap of faith and an abyss of doubt, 

is a real choice”, says Kortenaar, it is “not the only one possible” (60). 

 In the introduction to this chapter, I indicate that I will read Midnight’s Children in 

terms of the question of whether or not the novel confirms the concepts and theories that 

Lazarus associates with the postcolonial unconscious, but it seems possible to say now that that 

question is perhaps not the right question, for the answer to it is yes and no. Midnight’s Children 

calls attention to the constructedness of identity, history, and truth, but it also asks the reader, 

whom it preconstructs as a voyeuristic consumer, to swallow fairly reactionary versions of the 

liberal humanist subject, of its approach to history, and of its fictions. Indeed, the novel 

critiques certain myths of postcolonial nationalism, but only through a narrator who is a stand-

in for the postcolonial nation. I suggest that there are ways in which to read the novel beyond 

those assumptions for which Lazarus uses the term the postcolonial unconscious, that by 

looking at the absence of agentic matter, it is possible, if not to provide a more ‘responsible’ 

account of the novel, then at least to provide an account of the ways in which it differs from 

other works of magical realism. Even if Midnight’s Children exemplifies the postcolonial 

unconscious, it does not exemplify the entire tradition of magic(al) realism, and its specificities 



A Measured Appraisal 

 218 

are not those of other works. If Midnight’s Children is exemplary of anything, then it seems to 

me, that the novel is exemplary of the hegemonization of a certain form of indeterminacy in 

and outside of postcolonial and so magic(al)-realist literary studies, of the need to think beyond 

issues of authorial and human intention. 

Preferred Readings 

In the 1973 essay “Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse”, the Jamaican-British 

cultural theorist Stuart Hall writes that, in order for any message, any text to have an “‘effect’ 

(however defined), or satisfy a ‘need’ or be put to a ‘use,’ it must first be perceived as a 

meaningful discourse” (260). To be sure, the notions that meanings are not simply given, that 

readers must receive meanings,16 and that they do so in variable ways are fairly mainstream, 

but unlike critics of magic(al) realism, who tend (ostensibly) to emphasize the contingency of 

a reader’s response,17 Hall combines elements of (Marxist) structuralism and poststructuralism 

to posit certain relationships between the meanings that are ‘encoded’ into texts by authors, by 

virtue of hegemonic structures of power and those that are ‘decoded’ from texts by readers. 

Indeed, Hall argues that there are four ‘codes’ by which meanings proceed from authors 

through texts to readers: the dominant, the professional, the negotiated, and the oppositional. 

While Hall develops these codes and the concepts of encoding and decoding specifically to 

theorize “discourses of modern mass communication”, it is my sense that Hall’s concepts 

provide an opportunity to consider the meanings that a contemporary reader is likely to receive 

from a work of magic(al) realism that embraces indeterminacy (268). In this section, I argue 

that there are ‘preferred’ ways in which to read magic(al) realism, and to recognize this much 

is to cast into relief the elements of magic(al) realism that are (presently) counter-hegemonic. 

 Before I address some of the aspects of Hall’s work that are more or less suited to 

literature, I want briefly to outline Hall’s dominant, professional, negotiated, and oppositional 

codes, each of which denotes a certain relationship between the meanings that authors encode 



A Measured Appraisal 

 219 

into and those that readers decode from texts. Indeed, Hall describes the dominant code as that 

which is active when a “viewer takes the connoted meaning from, say, a television newscast or 

current affairs program, full and straight, and decodes the message in terms of the reference-

code in which it has been coded” (272). In other words, the dominant code refers to instances 

in which meanings unequivocally proceed from authors through texts to readers, and as Hall 

puts it, the dominant code is the “ideal-typical case of ‘perfectly transparent communication,’ 

or as close as we are likely to come to it”. Hall’s professional code is a kind of corollary to the 

dominant insofar as it relates to the more technical elements of discursive production, including 

the “choice of presentational occasions and formats, the selection of personnel, the choice of 

images”, and so on. While it is an imperfect analogy, the professional code is similar to genre, 

which is to say that it functions to establish the terms of discursive exchange and so aids the 

transmission of meanings. According to Hall, the negotiated code is active when readers 

understand and accept the meanings that authors encode into texts, but maintain that there are 

exceptions to those meanings. Hall explains that the negotiated code “accords the privileged 

position to the dominant definition of events, while reserving the right to make a more 

negotiated application to ‘local conditions’” (273). “Finally”, says Hall, “it is possible for a 

viewer perfectly to understand both the literal and connotative inflection given to an event, but 

to determine to decode the message in a globally contrary way. He detotalizes the message in 

the preferred code in order to retotalize the message” (274). For example, Hall imagines a 

“viewer who listens to a debate on the need to limit wages, but who ‘reads’ every mention of 

‘the national interest’ as ‘class interest.’ He is operating with what we must call an oppositional 

code”. It is worth noting that the oppositional code is not active when readers simply 

‘misunderstand’ the meanings that authors encode into texts. 

 While I maintain that Hall’s concepts are relevant to literary criticism, it is also the case 

that there are aspects of Hall’s work that do not simply translate to literature. For example, 
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Hall’s work is fundamentally based in the assumptions that authors of mass-communicative 

texts aspire to intelligibility, that any misunderstanding owes to the failure of authors 

effectively to communicate. Of course, authors of fiction and specifically authors of 

postcolonial fiction do not necessarily aspire to intelligibility.18 In the 1989 work The Empire 

Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, 

and Helen Tiffin note that it is common for a work of postcolonial fiction to “‘install’ the gap 

between cultures as its dominant metonymic referent” (241). Nonetheless, it is critical to 

understand that Hall’s is a kind of Marxist approach to discourses of mass communication. 

While it is not ‘vulgar’,19 Hall’s work presumes that such discourses are fundamentally 

ideological, that authors of mass-communicative texts necessarily construct and encode 

meanings within the ideological constraints of a society. Simply put, the meanings that authors 

encode into mass-communicative texts would not be sufficiently meaningful were authors not 

to have some sense of the meanings that readers are likely to receive. For Hall, ideology 

functions to delimit meanings at the points of discursive production and reception, it “effects a 

‘closure,’ so that a preferred meaning is suggested” (265). Hall admits that there is never “only 

one, single, univocal, determined meaning”, but maintains that “meanings will be organized 

within a scale that runs from dominant to subordinate”. In the 1980 essay “Race, Articulation, 

and Societies Structured in Dominance”, Hall adds that, when it comes to meanings, there are 

“‘tendential combinations’: combinations which, while not prescribed in the fully determinist 

sense, are the ‘preferred’ combinations, sedimented and solidified by real historical 

development over time” (203). As I see it, Hall’s concepts of encoding, decoding, and of the 

preferred reading are useful precisely because they allow for contingency at the same time that 

they acknowledge the structural disciplining of contingency. Indeed, Hall’s concepts sit 

comfortably alongside my own concept of ‘magic(al) materialism’, which I use to situate 

vibrant matter in particular historical-material conditions. All of this is to say that critics of 



A Measured Appraisal 

 221 

magic(al) realism are not necessarily wrong to read works such as Salman Rushdie’s 

Midnight’s Children in terms of issues of intention and indeterminacy, but neither intention 

nor indeterminacy is enough to explain the reality that specific readers in specific geohistorical 

contexts are likely to read specific works in specific ways. It is my position that critics should 

be willing to critique the meanings that readers, even practitioners of magic(al) realism seem 

to prefer at any given moment. 

 In Yann Martel’s 2011 novel Life of Pi, the narrator and protagonist Piscine (Pi) Patel 

offers the reader two different versions of the novel’s events, and through the characters of 

Tomohiro Okamoto and Atsuro Chiba, Pi ultimately says to the reader, “since it makes no 

factual difference to you and you can’t prove the question either way, which story do you 

prefer? Which is the better story” (317)? In the 2011 work Magical Realism and Deleuze: The 

Indiscernibility of Difference in Postcolonial Literature, Eva Aldea observes that critics have 

“praised the inherent ambiguity of the central story” (83). In fact, Aldea affirms that the 

“narrative opens up zones of imperceptibility between Pi’s alternative stories of his adventures 

at sea” and so between the “real and the magic, the true and the false” (86).20 I struggle to see 

how Pi’s appeals to indeterminacy, to preference differ from Counsellor to the United States 

President Kellyanne Conway’s now infamous appeal to ‘alternative facts’, or what David A. 

Graham describes as the “long-running mantra from Trump aides and supporters that there’s 

no such thing as an objective reality”. In this thesis, I argue that it is irresponsible of critics to 

emphasize the ultimate indeterminacy of magic(al) realism given that a majority of works of 

the mode, while they might affirm notions of contingency and vibrancy, certainly do not 

suggest that the realities of war, colonization, authoritarianism, or gendered and sexual 

violence are but matters of opinion. It now seems possible to say that critics who emphasize 

the indeterminacy of magic(al) realism are doubly irresponsible given that a particular form of 

indeterminacy has come to be hegemonic. In the first half of 2020 alone, the world has 
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experienced environmental disasters, which beg humans to reconsider their relationships to 

nonhuman environments; a global pandemic, which begs humans to reconsider their provision 

of healthcare services, their most basic assumptions of the nature and value of labour; and 

protests against police brutality, which beg humans to reconsider the purposes of law, its 

enforcement, and legacies of colonization, racism, and slavery. These are not matters of 

intention, nor should they be read in terms of indeterminacy, they are material realities to which 

humans are accountable. 

 In this thesis, I argue that dominant accounts of magic(al) realism do not account for, 

nor even recognize the ‘full range’ of magic(al) realism, its varied origins, its specific 

geohistorical movements, or its basis in particular configurations of historical and vibrant 

matter. Indeed, I argue that these accounts are ill-equipped to identify connections across and 

differences between specific works of magic(al) realism, to approach the question of why some 

works seem to resist hegemonic structures of power while others seem to reproduce them. 

There are so many ‘reasons’ for the disconnect between critical accounts and works of 

magic(al) realism, but it seems fair to say that the tendency of critics to emphasize issues of 

intention and indeterminacy contributes to this disconnect. In the 2009 work Vibrant Matter: 

A Political Ecology of Things, Jane Bennett argues that vibrant matter has an “‘active 

impulsion’ or trending tendency to persist”, which is to say that vibrant matter has tendencies, 

but not intentions, it is contingent, but not indeterminate (3 quoting Matthews). Similarly, 

Hall’s work demonstrates that, whether or not individual authors have intentions, whether or 

not texts tend to indeterminacy, neither intention nor indeterminacy is enough to explain the 

matter of meanings in particular historical-material conditions. To be clear, my position is that 

magic(al) realism is not counter-hegemonic to the extent that it is (intentionally) indeterminate. 

Rather, it is counter-hegemonic when it consists in and demythologizes the interplay of 

historical and vibrant matter. 
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Our Lady of Ōtautahi-Christchurch 

This thesis is wide-ranging: it starts in the Weimar Republic and migrates to Latin America, 

where it boomerangs to Europe; it returns to and steals out of Soviet Russia, then it expands 

westward; to and from Latin America again, it asks the woman question; and beyond North 

America, it looks for This in other worlds, and vice versa. While Chapter Five is more 

concerned to recognize acts of evasion, so too does it stake claims to specific geohistorical 

contexts. Of course, there are so many locations to which this thesis might, but does not move, 

and when I list those locations in which this dwells, I do not mean to suggest that they, nor that 

this thesis captures all of what magic(al) realism is or does. Rather, I mean to remind the reader 

that each location and every route in between ‘matters’ in the most fundamental sense of the 

word. As I see it, the story of magic(al) realism, of its expression in whatever (creative) form 

is the story of where, when, and in what stuff magic(al) realism originates and circulates, and 

it is only because this thesis situates magic(al) realism in particular configurations of historical 

and vibrant matter that it is able to range as widely as it does (or at least responsibly so). Donna 

Haraway writes that the “only way to find a larger vision is to be somewhere in particular”, 

and in this thesis, I argue that magic(al) realism, magic(al) materialism is all about “views from 

somewhere”, even as some of those views are more apparent than others (590). Indeed, this 

thesis is itself a view from somewhere, and so it is that I turn at last to my hometown of 

Ōtautahi-Christchurch, Aotearoa-New Zealand.21 In this section, I recount certain details of the 

2010 and 2011 Waitaha-Canterbury earthquakes. To be clear, this section is more anecdotal, 

less formal than are others, but it is so in order that I might situate this thesis. 

 At 4.35am on Saturday the 4th of September 2010, a magnitude 7.1 earthquake struck 

the region of Waitaha-Canterbury in the central South Island of Aotearoa-New Zealand. The 

earthquake originated at a depth of ten kilometres and forty kilometres to the west of Ōtautahi-

Christchurch, it shook all of the South and parts of the North Island for as long as forty seconds. 
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At the time, I was an undergraduate student at Te Whare Wānanga o Waitaha-University of 

Canterbury. I was flatting above a motorcycle shop in the central city, but I often stayed nights 

with my mother and her partner, and Friday the 3rd was one such night. Of the September 

earthquake, I remember only a few things: it was surprisingly loud; my mother and her partner 

and I crouched in our respective doorframes, and I think I laughed at the sight of them so-

crouched; there was a power outage, and we brewed coffee on an old gas barbecue shortly 

before 5.00am. The September earthquake seriously damaged the city of Ōtautahi-

Christchurch, its bridges, buildings, roads, and sewers, but thanks to its timing and that of ‘last 

orders’, the earthquake did not result in any loss of human life.22 Of course, things changed: 

soldiers enforced a cordon around the central city in which my flat lay flattened, there was a 

curfew, there was looting, and some people queued for fresh water. Over the next five months, 

those of us living in the Waitaha-Canterbury region endured more than four thousand 

aftershocks. We made a game of guessing each one’s depth and intensity, and to inform our 

guesses, we looked to the plants shaking in our gardens, the lights swinging in our homes. We 

became sensitive to the stuff around us in ways that we had not been before. Sometimes, a 

cupboard door would creak open, and we would wait for Geonet to confirm whether it was 

reacting to movement underground or else to a truck some roads away.23 

 As a child, I remember talk of the Alpine Fault, which cuts the length of the South 

Island, some six hundred kilometres. My parents worried about the ‘big one’, they wondered 

how a city built on swamps might fare. As did others, I assumed that the September earthquake 

was the big one finally come. As it turned out, I and others were only half-right. At 12.51pm 

on Tuesday the 22nd of February 2011, another major earthquake struck the Waitaha-

Canterbury region. In terms of its 6.3 magnitude, February’s was a ‘smaller’ earthquake, but it 

struck shallower, nearer to Ōtautahi-Christchurch, and at a less fortunate time of day than did 

September’s. As I understand it, the February earthquake involved a rare combination of 
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‘vertical motion’ and ‘sideways slip’, which is to say that it was different in a way that made a 

difference. I experienced the February earthquake in a lecture theatre at Te Whare Wānanga o 

Waitaha-University of Canterbury. I remember that, at some point, the lecturer said something 

like ‘maybe get under the desks now’. I do not remember leaving the lecture theatre. It took 

more than three hours for me to drive the less than ten kilometres to my then home. The radio 

in my 1982 Toyota Corolla did not work, so I knew only the pools of liquefaction that I 

observed on Brougham Street, the cloud of dust that hung over the central city to my left, and 

the pain of a too full bladder. When I finally arrived home, I learned that people had died. There 

were more aftershocks, more power outages, some people lived in tents, and most people 

queued for fresh water. I seesawed between feelings of guilt for not having known any of the 

earthquake’s 185 victims, for having a home in which to live and for which I paid negligible 

board, of relief at the suspension of deadlines and other ‘normal’ expectations, of anxiety that 

things might never go back to the way they were. In every case, I struggled to determine 

whether or not what I was feeling was ‘rational’, was proportionate to a reality that seemed at 

once unreal and too real. 

 In 2011, I completed my undergraduate degree, and it was during this year of study that 

I first encountered magic(al) realism. On the one hand, it offered a kind of ‘colour’ that was 

lacking in the grey ruins of Ōtautahi-Christchurch, and on the other hand, it spoke to me of the 

reality of post-quake life, for since the 2010 and 2011 earthquakes and to borrow words from 

Wendy B. Faris, Ōtautahi-Christchurch has been a place in which “magical elements grow 

organically out of the real” (“Scheherazade’s Children” 163). Sometime after the February 

earthquake, I learned of the story of Our Lady, a statue of the Virgin Mary then located in the 

northern tower of the Christchurch Catholic Basilica.24 Before the February earthquake, Our 

Lady faced inward, but so-moved by the earthquake was she, that Our Lady turned 180 degrees 

around. Unlike the blindfolded icons in José Saramago’s 1995 novel Blindness, Our Lady 
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confronted the wreckage upon wreckage at her feet, she stared out of a smashed window—or 

was it ‘singshattered’ as in Günter Grass’ The Tin Drum? Other stories emerged of seemingly 

haunted tombstones having swivelled on their bases, of houses first breached by earthquakes, 

then overrun by ants.25 As far as I know, the ants have not carried away the last of any line, as 

is the case in Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, but I would not 

necessarily disbelieve a story to that effect. Maybe the residents of Ōtautahi-Christchurch 

should simply ask the ants to leave, as does Pedro Garcia in Isabel Allende’s 1982 novel The 

House of the Spirits. More recently, it has emerged that there are generations of cats living in 

the red-zones of Ōtautahi-Christchurch, and sometimes I wonder if, in privacy, these cats walk 

on two feet as does Behemoth in Mikhail Bulgakov’s 1967 novel The Master and Margarita.26 

If such connections seem too flippant, then the reader need only to look to the streetscapes of 

post-quake Ōtautahi-Christchurch, to their depiction by the Aotearoa-New Zealand painter 

Julia Holden to glimpse the magic(al) realism of it all (see figs. 13, 14, 15, and 16). 

 I mention the stuff of post-quake Ōtautahi-Christchurch because the magic in the 

specific works of fiction that I read in this thesis, while it does not seem less magical, certainly 

seems more real given that which I know to have occurred in Ōtautahi-Christchurch after the 

2010 and 2011 earthquakes. Not only is it phenomenal magic, but also verbal magic that seems 

more real. Indeed, Philip Armstrong summarizes the matter this way: 

Since September every conversation you overhear in this town—in cafés, at the 

checkout, on the street—is about earthquakes. You hear folks recounting their 

experience of the latest aftershock, describing the state of their land and brickwork, 

outlining their plans to move away, complaining about the EQC [Earthquake 

Commission], worrying about their kids or their elderly parents or their animals. The 

merest exchange becomes more significant: no more phatic greetings. How are you 

doing now encompasses a range of genuine inquiries: did you come through the last  
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Fig. 13: Byrnes, Sionainn E. “Cathedral Junction”, 2018. HEIC. 

 

 

Fig. 14: Byrnes, Sionainn E. “High Street”, 2018. HEIC. 
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Fig. 15: Holden, Julia. High Street. 2014. “High Street Painting 1”. QuakeStudies, 2014. 

Accessed on Thursday the 23rd of July 2020. Electronic. 

 

Fig. 16: Holden, Julia. Cashel and Manchester. 2014. “Cashel and Manchester Painting 1”. 

QuakeStudies, 2014. Accessed on Thursday the 23rd of July 2020. Electronic. 
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shock ok? How badly is your house damaged? do you still have a job? are you sleeping? 

Language seems weightier. Lighthearted idioms feel heavy, jaunty turns of phrase fall 

flat. Safe as houses. Solid as a rock. Terra firma. Ironies emerge all over the place but 

they are dense and ponderous, materialisations of metaphor. Like a ton of bricks. A 

house built on sand. When the dust settles. Groundbreaking ideas. Hidden faults. When 

one of these clichés slips out we make wry faces. Levity gives way to gravity. Nature 

and language are conspiring in a leaden pun, an overly concrete joke at our expense. 

(12) 

Terms like ‘hidden faults’ or else a ‘house built on sand’ did not cause the 2010 and 2011 

earthquakes, which is to say that the kind of verbal magic that Armstrong identifies in post-

quake Ōtautahi-Christchurch is not a matter of the ‘world-making’ capacities of language, nor 

of the potential power to reconstruct reality through language, as Faris suggests in the 2004 

work Ordinary Enchantments: Magical Realism and the Remystification of Narrative. Instead, 

it exemplifies the extent to which matter precedes and gives meaning to language, even as 

verbal magic might cause an individual to pause for thought. All of this is to say that post-

quake Ōtautahi-Christchurch is real, it is magically real, and because it is so, I am inclined to 

believe that other places, other events might also be magically real. My tendency to belief does 

not require that a practitioner of magic(al) realism be of a certain culture, a certain gender, it is 

not based in a sense of the essentially magical natures of ‘others’. Rather, it consists in the 

knowledge that ordinary objects can and do combine in order to produce extraordinary realities. 

 Earthquakes are not the same as war, they are not the same as colonization, although it 

must be said that, in Ōtautahi-Christchurch, the effects of earthquakes have revealed some of 

the legacies of colonization, some of the realities of white supremacy. Indeed, those suburbs 

that remain damaged even now are those in which the city’s Māori, Pasifika, and other non-

white populations (including those migrant workers brought in to rebuild the ruins) tend to 
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reside. To be sure, the magic(al) realism of post-quake Otautahi-Christchurch will not redress 

these issues, but it does beg the questions of how a city did in fact come to be built on swamps, 

of how and by whom a city is rebuilt. Nonetheless, when I say that earthquakes are not the 

same as war or colonization, or whatever else it might be, I mean that events and experiences 

need not be the same in order to affirm the point that reality is subject to the interplay of 

historical and vibrant matter, that such matter can interact in ways that seem to defy human 

assumptions about what is real and unreal. Simply put, I do not see this point being made in 

dominant accounts of magic(al) realism, nor do I see much, if anything of what I, as a reader, 

enjoy in and take from works of magic(al) realism: the unexpected, but ‘reasoned’ 

commingling of otherwise ordinary objects, their coming together in a way that should not be, 

but nevertheless is; the commitment to memory, resistance, even to utopia in the face of the 

very worst of This world. Indeed, it is in this most basic sense that I find dominant accounts of 

magic(al) realism to be lacking accountability to their putative objects. But really, it is not only 

that critical accounts of magic(al) realism overlook or else overstate certain elements of works, 

their origins, and their authors, for the problem is that what is lost in these accounts is, in the 

end, any possibility of solidarity, even on tenuous grounds. I believe that it is possible for 

literature and specifically for magic(al) realism to play a part in the development of a kind of 

emancipatory politics across culture, language, space, and time, that it can build solidarity, but 

this will not occur if magic(al) realism is but theorized in terms of the prison-houses of intention 

and indeterminacy, of essential difference and cultural unintelligibility. 

Conclusion 

In “Mr. Eliot, Mr. Trilling, and ‘Huckleberry Finn’”, Leo Marx suggests that the conclusion to 

Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn “makes so many readers uneasy because they 

rightly sense that it jeopardizes the significance of the entire novel. To take seriously what 

happens at the Phelps farm is to take lightly the entire downstream journey” (425). Indeed, 
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Marx accuses Twain of having failed to “acknowledge the truth his novel contained” (439). 

That is, the novel’s immanent critique of the “actual world of slavery, feuds, lynching, murder, 

and a spurious Christian morality” (431). So too does Marx accuse those critics who defend 

the novel’s conclusion, namely T. S. Eliot and Lionel Trilling, of having repeated Twain’s 

“failure of nerve” (440). While I am not sure that Marx’s critique of Adventures of Huckleberry 

Finn is entirely fair, and while I am less convinced by Marx’s critique of Twain the individual, 

I am sympathetic to Marx’s call for a literary criticism that is prepared to confront “complex 

questions of political morality”. In truth, I bristle at any appeal to ‘morality’, and yet it seems 

to me that Marx invokes the term to urge crucial questions of how critics might do justice to a 

world beyond fiction, to those people for whom the dilemmas and dramas of literary content 

are a lived and material reality. In this chapter and following Marx, I try to confront complex 

questions of whether or not authorial intention matters, of how it might be possible to respect 

the will of some writers to resist discursive closure without yielding to a particular and now 

hegemonic form of indeterminacy. I do not believe that I resolve these questions. However, I 

maintain that that such questions are more availing, less arresting when they are thought in 

terms of the interplay of historical and vibrant matter. As I see it, historical matter allows 

humans to anticipate the cooptive tendencies of hegemonic structures of power, while vibrant 

matter, insofar as it is improbable, keeps open possibilities for the interruption of otherwise 

closed circuits of power. 

 In this thesis, I argue for a materialist account of magic(al) realism and specifically for 

a magic(al)-materialist mode of reading, and in so doing, I trouble certain developments in 

critical theory in the second half of the twentieth century. To the extent that I challenge identity-

political theories of postcolonial magic(al) realism, I necessarily challenge aspects of 

postcolonialism, poststructuralism, cultural and literary postmodernism, and so on. At this 

stage, it seems necessary to say that, while I insist that there are aspects of these modes of 
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thought that are problematic, these are not modes simply to be discarded were such an option 

possible. Indeed, these developments in critical theory have given creatives and critics the 

space and the resources in and with which to explore issues of construction, contingency, 

difference, and representation. It is precisely because of these developments that I am able to 

qualify Marx’s appeals to ‘morality’. From a dialectical perspective, these modes of thought 

are part of the total content of the world that makes magic(al) materialism thinkable. My point 

is simply that critics must be prepared to undertake a measured appraisal of the effects to which 

these modes of thinking are mobilized in specific geohistorical contexts, prepared to make 

decisions about what of these modes is worth keeping and what is to be recast. Not only must 

critics approach the post-isms in this way, but so too those seemingly obsolete theories of 

universalism, for there are things to be kept from these theories as well. In the 2019 lecture 

“Postcolonial Theory and the Spectre of Capital”, Vivek Chibber makes a similar point. “For 

a hundred years”, says Chibber, “it was a pillar of progressive thought to affirm the common 

humanity of people across the world, which did not in any way erase or deny their differences, 

it simply affirmed that those differences did not go so deep as to put them in different moral 

and ontological universes”.27 In plainer terms, Chibber insists that it is “impossible to revitalize 

the left, as we must do, if we’re going to save humanity from the ecological crisis, from the 

global spread of capitalism, it’s simply impossible to do so if we continue to deny our common 

humanity”. Like Marx’s appeal to morality, I find Chibber’s appeal to a common ‘humanity’ 

uncomfortable, not because I think that it erases differences among humans, but because it does 

not speak to that which is common to, nor that which is different for humans and nonhumans. 

If for this or other reasons the notion of a common humanity seems a step too far, I think it is 

still possible to accept Chibber’s sentiment by urging a common materiality. The notion that 

humans and nonhumans are part of, affect, and are affected by a common material world is, in 

my view, not only reasonable, but actually non-negotiable, for just as those injustices that 
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require our attention exist in This world, so too do those possibilities for a more just and 

sustainable future. 
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CONCLUSION 

Three novelists meet once a year on top of a frozen mountain to decide the fate of the 

children of earth. 

@MagicRealismBot. 

In Addis Ababa, 73 angels are being tucked into bed. 

@MagicRealismBot. 

A college professor is doing nothing at all inside a universe. 

@MagicRealismBot. 

I start this thesis with @MagicRealismBot, and I do so in order to introduce some of the 

perceptions that are prevalent in critical and popular accounts of magic(al) realism, specifically 

the perception that magic(al) realism is formulaic. Indeed, @MagicRealismBot reflects, even 

parodies the notions that magic(al) realism is simply the result of so many unlikely 

juxtapositions, that it is the fact and not the matter of coincidence that produces magic(al) 

realism: “A Greek god asks you to solve a riddle: Why is the giant clam combing her pubic 

hair in the library?”; “A congresswoman asks you to solve a riddle: Why is an Egyptian god 

having sexual intercourse in the staircase?”. These specific micronarratives consist in the same 

linguistic construction, and their particular details (a Greek god, an Egyptian god) are 

incidental. Unfortunately, it is this sense of the interchangeability of ‘detail’ that pervades 

dominant accounts of magic(al) realism. While critics such as Maggie Ann Bowers and Wendy 

B. Faris state that material detail is vital in literary magic(al) realism, neither they nor the 

majority of critics seem to theorize any particular detail beyond its “mimetic qualities”, as if 

the objects of magic(al) realism function only to naturalize other elements of magic, as if they 

are not themselves constitutive sources of magic (Faris “Scheherazade’s Children” 169). Of 

course, it is not only nonhuman objects that dominant accounts of magic(al) realism make 

interchangeable, but also the ‘others’ for whom particular objects matter. In this thesis and in 
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a sentence, I try to work against the critical tendency to make interchangeable and so mystify 

the material and other details of magic(al) realism. 

 Having surveyed the historical development of magic(al) realism, it now seems possible 

to say that @MagicRealismBot inadvertently reveals some of the deeper workings of magic(al) 

realism. While the bot produces unlikely configurations of objects, these configurations do not 

necessarily explain or expose anything beyond their own immediate existence.1 By contrast, 

the objects of magic(al) realism provide realistic and instructive accounts of how they and other 

things have come to be as they are, however unreal the situation might seem. Whether it is the 

scientific tools of modernity in Gabriel García Márquez’s 1967 novel One Hundred Years of 

Solitude, or the coffin that is made out of Vitello margarine crates in Günter Grass’ 1959 novel 

The Tin Drum, or the petrified corpses in Patricio Guzmán’s 2010 documentary film Nostalgia 

for the Light, or the candles and soap in Kurt Vonnegut Jr’s 1969 novel Slaughterhouse-Five, 

the otherwise ordinary objects of magic(al) realism are made magical by the fact of their 

‘reasoned’ existence in extraordinary circumstances. From a rationalist point of view, these 

objects should not exist as they do, but that they do reveals something of the historical- and 

new-materialist modes of production that coalesce to frame lived experiences of reality. My 

point is that the objects of magic(al) realism, by virtue of their particularity, fulfil a 

demythological role. Whether or not critics realize the demythological effect of the objects of 

magic(al) realism depends on whether or not the modes of interpretation that critics use to read 

magic(al) realism also fulfil a demythological role. As it stands, the assumptions and theories 

that are dominant in magic(al)-realist literary studies do not fulfil a demythological role. While 

this is not the fault of any individual critic, it is a problem for which critics are responsible. 

Like the objects of magic(al) realism, critics must provide realistic and instructive accounts of 

how certain things come to be as they are, for the alternative is bot-like indifference. 
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 In Jorge Luis Borges’ 1946 short story “On Exactitude in Science” (see the epigraph to 

Chapter One), cartographers construct a “Map of the Empire whose size was that of the Empire, 

and which coincided point for point with it” (325). The map achieves an extraordinary degree 

of verisimilitude, and yet for those who inherit it, the map is “Useless, and not without some 

Pitilessness was it, that they delivered it up to the Inclemencies of Sun and Winters”. As I see 

it, “On Exactitude in Science” captures the problems that are immanent in magic(al)-realist 

literary studies, the remedial thrust of this thesis, for in magic(al)-realist literary studies, issues 

of representation have come to supersede issues of reality as a lived and material experience, 

and it is only through the realization of more-than-human materialities—the “Inclemencies of 

Sun and Winters”—that critical accounts of magic(al) realism might stand up to the task of 

treating the real material problems that face humans and nonhumans. To be sure, all texts are 

necessarily representational, but this does not preclude possibilities for more ‘responsible’ 

representations. Whereas dominant accounts of magic(al) realism tend to a kind of 

‘unconscionable’ expansion of concepts and provisos in order to force the mode to fit its own 

critical representations (magic, marvellous, and magical realism, the false dichotomy of 

ontological and epistemological magic(al) realism), this thesis starts with and follows the 

material stuff of magic(al) realism, and it constructs a map that is responsible and useful 

precisely because it is subject to historical and vibrant matter. 

 Before I summarize this thesis for good, I want briefly to outline some of the things that 

this thesis achieves and makes possible. Indeed, this thesis substantiates a formal and material 

relationship between magic-realist painting and literary magic(al) realism. While critics accept 

that magic-realist painting exists, that it expresses a kind of material magic that is also present 

in literary magic(al) realism, and that it was probably known to individuals such as Jorge Luis 

Borges and Alejo Carpentier,2 the majority of critics seem reluctant to confirm any definite or 

else genealogical relationship between magic-realist painting and literary magic(al) realism. 
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As I see it, there are at least two reasons for this reluctance: critics theorize magic(al) realism 

in terms of postcolonialism, but magic-realist painting is not postcolonial, so to affirm a 

relationship between magic-realist painting and literary magic(al) realism is to unsettle the 

particular postcolonial framework that coordinates dominant accounts of the mode; and given 

that magic(al) realism resists forms of imperialism, critics seem careful not to posit too strong 

a relationship between magic-realist painting and literary magic(al) realism, lest they appear to 

reproduce a form of cultural imperialism. To be sure, the inference that non-European identities 

and worldviews are somehow indebted to European traditions is problematic and potentially 

dangerous,3 and yet I maintain that the tendency of critics to separate magic-realist painting 

and literary magic(al) realism functions to mystify and, in the worst cases, to patronize 

postcolonial and otherwise marginal magic(al) realism. Simply put, the notion that, for all of 

their connections, magic-realist painting and literary magic(al) realism are essentially different 

suggests that European and non-European practitioners of the mode are also essentially 

different, that Europeans conduct thought experiments safe in the knowledge that magic is 

unreal while non-Europeans express their essentially magical ‘natures’. If magic(al) realism 

subverts binaries (magic/real, popular/rarefied, primitive/civilized, and so on), then criticism 

that suggests this much seems unfit for purpose. 

 Not only do the assumptions that magic(al) realism is postcolonial, that postcolonial 

magic(al) realism is magic(al)-realist because it is postcolonial limit critical accounts of the 

mode, but also specific works of magic(al) realism that are postcolonial. The effect of dominant 

accounts of magic(al) realism, which afford little more to postcolonial magic(al) realism than 

the reification of otherness, is such that postcolonial magic(al) realism is all but 

indistinguishable from other forms of postcolonial fiction, which also incorporate elements of 

magic, which also ‘write back’. Recasting magic(al) realism along historical- and new-

materialist lines does not preclude the postcolonial dimensions of a specific work, but it does 
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allow a work of postcolonial magic(al) realism to be different from other works of postcolonial 

fiction. In Chapter One, I argue that colonization produces historical-material conditions and 

modes of interpretation, organization, and production that affect colonized people and 

colonizers, albeit in different and in disproportionately violent ways. That critics of magic(al) 

realism feel awkward about identifying connections across the colonial divide says more about 

contemporary hegemonic structures of power than it does the historical facts of colonization, 

of cultural exchange, and of traditions of solidarity across difference. Indeed, the notions that 

it is always improper to compare (works of fiction by) colonized people and colonizers, that 

the experiences of colonized people are fundamentally unintelligible to colonizers, however 

liberal they might be, do nothing to challenge neocolonial and other racist discourses of 

essentialism and xenophobia. All of this is to say that critics miss the point when they focus on 

issues of who produces (the most ‘authentic’) magic(al) realism, where, and after what 

influences, and in fact, critics lose sight of what magic(al) realism actually does. 

 In this thesis, I argue that magic(al) realism (or at least magic(al) materialism) consists 

in the interplay of historical and vibrant matter, that it occurs when nonhuman matter and 

human modes of interpretation, organization, and production coalesce in ways that reveal the 

agency of nonhuman matter, the contingency of historical-material conditions, but also the 

continuity of matter across discrete human lives. This last point is important precisely because 

magic(al) realism does not emphasize the agency of nonhuman matter, the contingency of 

historical-material conditions in order that different generations might feel isolated in their 

experiences. On the contrary, it does so in order that different generations might “see the 

relationship between events”, as both Clara del Valle Trueba and Alba Trueba de Satigny put 

it in Isabel Allende’s 1982 novel The House of the Spirits (432). What is this demythological 

sense of the continuity of matter if not solidarity realized? It is my sincerest hope that this thesis 

prompts other critics to consider materialist approaches to magic(al) realism (and other modes), 
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if not to ‘reenchant’, then to revitalize magic(al)-realist literary studies. Of course, there are 

limitations to this thesis. That I can only read in English is a problem, and other critics might 

like to test my concept of ‘magic(al) materialism’ against non-English (versions of) works of 

magic(al) realism. Given that this thesis surveys the historical development of magic(al) 

realism across visual art, literature, and film, across two centuries and five continents, there is 

also scope to develop more ‘localized’ accounts of magic(al) materialism. As a final thought, 

this thesis introduces, but does not necessarily pursue the questions of whether or not or to 

what extent magic(al) realism is a utopian mode. In Chapter Four, I consider the relationship 

between magic(al) realism and science fiction, but it seems to me that this relationship requires 

further elaboration. 

 While this thesis is ‘partial’, I maintain that my approach to magic(al) realism is 

necessary (or at least timely). In Chapter Five, I use Stuart Hall’s concepts of ‘encoding’, 

‘decoding’, and of the ‘preferred reading’ to identify and critique a particular form of 

indeterminacy that is now hegemonic in and outside of literary criticism. As I see it, dominant 

accounts of magic(al) realism, precisely because they start from the position that reality is 

always already subjective, are fundamentally ill-equipped to confront the logic of ‘alternative 

facts’ that has become increasingly forceful in the last few years. The logic of alternative facts 

is such that it allows colonized people or else those without power to have their own versions 

of reality, but it does not oblige colonizers or those with power to believe other versions of 

reality. Amaryll Chanady writes that literary magic(al) realism does “not occupy a distinct area 

of literary production separate from that of mimetic writing, as does the marvelous domain of 

fairy tales, where the laws of logic and verisimilitude are constantly infringed without affecting 

our ‘normal’ perception of reality, in a temporary suspension of disbelief” (130). While I 

disagree that magic(al) realism necessarily excludes the fairy tale tradition, I affirm Chanady’s 

point that magic(al) realism does not ultimately yield to a reader’s normal perception of reality. 
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On the whole, magic(al) realism does not offer a temporary ‘taste’ of other versions of reality, 

versions that the reader might take or leave, and critics should not read it as such. Rather, critics 

should read magic(al) realism in ways that resist the tendency to reduce reality to so many 

opinions, so many interchangeable details. Such readings are vital in order to do justice to the 

lived and material experiences of war, colonization, authoritarianism, gendered and sexual 

violence, natural disasters, and so on that frame specific works and the broader tradition of 

magic(al) realism. The concept of ‘choice’ is fraught, and yet critics have a choice either to 

pursue solidarity, even on tenuous grounds or else to surrender to solitude. 
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NOTES 

Introduction 

1. In this thesis, I do not correct or hereafter call attention to issues of punctuation in 

quotes, including Tweets. Since I find it petty, I use the term ‘sic’ as sparingly as possible. 

2. Toni Morrison is perhaps the most famous author to have rejected the designation of 

magic(al) realism. In a 1986 interview with Christina Davis, Morrison suggests that the term 

‘magic(al) realism’ is a “way of not talking about […] politics” (226). In a conversation with 

Paul Gilroy in which Gilroy describes Morrison’s 1987 novel Beloved as a “very radical book”, 

Morrison remarks that Beloved challenges “most of the formal constricts of the novel but 

you’ve got to call it something. Just as long as they don’t call me a magical realist, as though I 

don’t have a culture to write out of. As though that culture has no intellect” (181). 

3. Some critics use the term ‘magic realism’, others use the term ‘magical realism’. In this 

thesis, I use the parenthetical term ‘magic(al) realism’, which is Maggie Ann Bowers’ 

invention, and which refers to three separate movements that span visual art, cosmology, and 

literature: magic, marvellous, and magical realism. I discuss these movements below and 

throughout this thesis, but suffice it to say for now that, unlike Bowers, who uses the term 

‘magic(al) realism’ to treat “works of art and literature where they have features in common”, 

I use the term to signify my position that magic, marvellous, and magical realism are part of 

the same tradition (3). I use the qualifier ‘literary’ to differentiate between written and other 

forms of magic(al) realism and to specify the scope of an individual critic’s work. 

4. One need only to look to the pop-psychologist Jordan B. Peterson to see that popular 

accounts of postmodernism, however misconceived they might be, resonate and specifically 

with individuals who locate themselves outside of, even against the academy. For a sense of 

popular accounts of postmodernism, see the YouTube video “Jordan Peterson—Political 
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Correctness and Postmodernism”. For a humorous, but instructive response to Peterson, see 

the YouTube video “Jordan Peterson | ContraPoints”. 

5. Faris takes the term ‘irreducible element’ from David Young and Keith Hollaman’s 

1984 anthology Magical Realism: An Anthology. I want to note that this is one of two works 

that I necessarily reference, but have not actually been able to access, so it is with only one 

caution that I reproduce the citation given by Faris. On that one exception, I want to flag that 

Faris’ reference is not entirely reliable given that it seems to misname the authors as Robert 

Young and Keith Hollaman. The other work that I reference without actually having read is 

Dmitry Likhachev’s 1995 memoir Vospominaniia, which to my knowledge, is only available 

in Russian, and so again, I provide the details given by Alexander Etkind. 

6. At times, I use the term ‘stuff’ to describe the everyday matter in which magic(al) 

realism originates, the otherwise ordinary objects that come to be magical in and outside of 

specific works of magic(al) realism. To borrow words from Maurizia Boscagli, I like that the 

term “expresses the everydayness of hybrid materiality: it has a mundane ring” (5). 

The Art of Cartography 

1. To be fair, Takolander and Langdon are two critics who read lesser-known works 

magic(al) realism. 

2. In this instance, I refer to Alfred Korzybski’s 1933 work Science and Sanity: An 

Introduction to Non-Aristotelian Systems and General Semantics in which Korzybski writes 

that a “map is not the territory it represents, but, if correct, it has a similar structure to the 

territory, which accounts for its usefulness” (58). 

3. I have not been able to verify the Grethe Jürgens or the Otto Dix quotes that figure in 

this section, so I have not ultimately included citations to the original sources, although Irene 

Guenther does provide partial citations for these sources, and I assume that the translations are 



Notes 

 243 

Guenther’s. Where possible, I have sought out and included citations for original sources in 

languages other than English. 

4. For example, that labour is fundamental to the creation of the world as humans know 

it, that the means of production are not in and of themselves ‘valuable’ in the economic sense 

of the word without labour. 

5. To be sure, critics do point to other individuals, namely Miguel Angel Asturias and 

Massimo Bontempelli, but they do not emphasize these individuals’ role in the historical 

development of magic(al) realism to the same extent that they emphasize the roles of Alejo 

Carpentier and Jorge Luis Borges. 

6. In fact, Maggie Ann Bowers takes the terms ‘ontological’ and epistemological’ 

magic(al) realism from Roberto González Echevarría’s “Isla a su vuela fugitiva: Carpentier y 

el realismo mágico”, but Bowers also develops these terms in specific ways. 

7. It is worth noting that Alejo Carpentier is not Haitian, and it is not improbable that this 

is the reason that critics of magic(al) realism feel awkward about reading The Kingdom of This 

World. 

8. With regard to Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Women Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood 

among Ghosts, Maggie Ann Bowers notes that, since “entrance to the United States often relied 

on having a living relative already in the country, many families created and memorized family 

trees, even entire fictional villages, in order to be allowed to land. The men who arrived under 

such circumstance were known as ‘paper sons’” (74). 

9. When I refer to ‘alternative facts’, I am of course referring to the use of that term by 

United States President Donald Trump and by Counsellor to the United States President 

Kellyanne Conway. 

10. I think it is worth taking seriously the Tumblr user cienanosdewinterterm’s suggestion 

that what is here translated to caladium should actually be malanga. Indeed, caladium is 
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poisonous to humans, and so in this instance, it seems that in the process of translation, the 

actual properties of nonhuman plant life have become obscured. For this and other notes on the 

translation of One Hundred Years of Solitude from Spanish to English, see “Problems in 

Translation en Cien años de soledad”. 

11. Sergio Bolaños Cuéllar translates José Arcadio Buendía’s Latin this way: “This is very 

simple. This man has discovered the fourth of state of matter” (144). Indeed, the fourth state 

of matter, or the fourth dimension is time. 

The Angel of History 

1. To be fair, Bowers is not thinking about Eastern European magic(al) realism, but that 

is my point. 

2. To exemplify the ‘irrationality’ of the Soviet experience, Alexander Etkind translates a 

moment from Vasily Grossman’s Everything Flows in which the character of Ivan Grigorievich 

describes his camp experience in terms of a “thousand and one polar nights” (53). 

3. When I say that these works do not ‘write back’ so much as ‘write’, I mean that the 

concept of writing back assumes that there is an account of history to which an author might 

write back, but this is not always the case. Indeed, there is a necessarily reconstructive 

dimension to Soviet/post-Soviet magic(al) realism, even to colonial/postcolonial magic(al) 

realism. 

4. This is Alexander Etkind’s translation. 

5. In a way, these excerpts demonstrate a kind of verbal magic, for in each, corpses are 

‘scared stiff’, but as I argue it in Chapter Four and briefly in Chapter Five, verbal magic does 

not create such matters. 

6. It is worth noting that the YMCA Press also published the first version of Alexander 

Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago: An Experiment in Literary Investigation, and the title 

of this work is a reference to the Solovetsky Monastery. 
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7. The term ‘samizdat’ refers to the do-it-yourself underground publication of works by 

individuals living in the same place that those works are produced, and the term ‘tamizdat’ 

refers to instances where ‘outsiders’ publish supressed works in acts of solidarity. 

8. For an account of the fifth dimension, which is a similar kind of theoretical dimension 

to the formulas used to allocate space in communal apartments, see Adam Rutherford and 

Hannah Fry’s podcast “The Fifth Dimension”. 

9. It is worth noting that, while Oskar suggests that it is his drumming that produces in 

others a kind of catharsis, the individuals to whom Oskar performs are cutting onions as they 

listen to his drumming. I do not see this as testament to Oskar’s unreliable narration so much 

as a demonstration of the fact that onions, by virtue of their materiality, can induce the same 

kind of reactions as Oskar’s drumming. 

10. In fact, Oskar starts to grow again precisely because his presumptive son/half-brother 

Kurt Matzerath throws a rock at his head. 

11. In fact, Oskar does use the phrase ‘once upon a time’ frequently, so that for him, once 

upon a time means yesterday, or last week. 

12. Zdena’s big nose seems to be a reference to Nikolai Gogol’s 1836 short story “The 

Nose”, which is often cited as a kind of precursor to literary magic(al) realism, but of course, 

her nose also has anti-Semitic connotations. 

13. Milan Kundera’s politics of gender and sex are problematic, but rather than discount 

that which I think is relevant in The Book of Laughter and Forgetting on this basis, and given 

the constraints of this thesis, I have opted to let select works of women’s magic(al) realism 

speak to issues of femininity, gender, and sex in the context of magic(al) realism. 

14. These lines are taken from Peter Handke’s “Song of Childhood”, which Handke wrote 

specifically for Wings of Desire. 
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15. In this thesis, I am critical of Bowers, but I must admit that Bowers’ Magic(al) Realism 

is a broad survey of magic(al) realism, and it is meant to be accessible to a majority of readers. 

While I appreciate that it is not always possible to read every work in the amount of detail that 

it requires, the tendency of critics to provide certain accounts of works of magic(al) realism 

without actually reading those works thoroughly is a problem. 

16. Indeed, the man who commits suicide, who is ‘deaf’ to Cassiel’s prayers is wearing 

headphones. 

17. Walter Benjamin introduces the concept of the ‘dialectical image’ in The Arcades 

Project, and for an account of dialectical images, see Max Pensky’s “Method and Time: 

Benjamin’s Dialectical Images”. 

Good Bones 

1. When I say that Heidi I. Hartmann’s work predates the contributions of women of 

colour to theories of capitalism and identity, I mean that it predates the publication of certain 

works by women of colour in and after the 1980s. Indeed, it was not until the 1980s that a 

critical mass of women of colour gained access to the academy, to certain resources. For a 

relatively early, relatively grassroots account of intersections of capitalism, gender, sex, and 

race, see the Third World Women’s Alliance’s Black Woman’s Manifesto. 

2. For a recent account of issues of race and reproductive justice, see Jill C. Morrison’s 

“Resuscitating the Black Body: Reproductive Justice as Resistance to the State’s Property 

Interest in Black Women’s Reproductive Capacity”. 

3. For Hélène Cixous, see “The Laugh of the Medusa”; for Luce Irigaray, see Speculum 

of the Other Woman; and for Julia Kristeva, see Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. 

4. For an account of Thatcher’s (anti-)feminism, see “Margaret Thatcher: A Feminist 

Icon?”. 
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5. The phrase ‘make the economy scream’ comes from the handwritten notes taken by 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) director Richard Helms during a meeting with President 

Richard Nixon on Tuesday the 5th of September 1970. For this and other declassified CIA 

documents relating to the United States government’s involvement in the 1973 Chilean military 

coup, see Peter Kornbluh’s “Chile and the United States: Declassified Documents Relating to 

the Military Coup, September 11, 1973”. More recently, the phrase has been used to describe 

the United States government’s economic sanctions on Venezuela. For an account of the 

economic situation in Venezuela, see Aris Chatzistefanou’s film Make the Economy Scream. 

6. For an account of the ‘Chicago Boys’ and other factors relating to the origins of 

neoliberalism in Chile, see Johanna Brockman’s “Democratic Socialism in Chile and Peru: 

Revisiting the ‘Chicago Boys’ as the Origin of Neoliberalism”. 

7. Due to the human rights abuses of the Pinochet regime, the Soviet Union refused to 

send their national football team to Chile for a 1974 Fifa World Cup qualification match. The 

match, which was held in the Estadio Nacional, proceeded anyway, and having effectively 

walked the ball down an open field and into an open net, the Chilean team qualified for the 

1974 Fifa World Cup. For this magically real moment, see the YouTube video “Chile—

USSR”. 

8. These are of course estimates, for Read and Wyndham admit that there are no exact 

figures. 

9. It is not only Patricio Guzmán who recognizes the ‘otherworldliness’ of the Atacama 

Desert. Indeed, the United States National Aeronautics and Space Administration uses the 

Atacama to test its technologies for space. For one such example, see Frank Tavares’ “Cooking 

Up the World’s Driest Desert—Atacama Rover Astrobiology Drilling Studies”. 
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10. Of course, Patricio Guzmán is not technically correct in saying that there is nothing in 

the desert. For an account of those species that do manage to survive in this environment, see 

Sean Armstrong’s “Western South America: Northwestern Chile”. 

11. As I indicate in the introduction to this thesis, Like Water for Chocolate is set against 

the Mexican Revolution of the 1910s. However, I do not discuss the Revolution in this section 

precisely because it does not seem to figure that prominently in the novel, because as I see it, 

the novel does not actually have anything to say about Mexican Revolution. Of course, other 

critics might and some do disagree, and for one account that differs from my own, see Eric 

Skipper’s “The Mexican Revolution as Active Participant in Esquivel’s Like Water for 

Chocolate”. 

12. Tita’s ability to cook her emotions into food also recalls Saleem’s ability to ‘chutnify’ 

history in Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, and I discuss Saleem’s “chutnification of 

history” in Chapter Five (459). 

13. This is of course an example of how differently marginalized groups of people are not 

always or necessarily allied, and just as it is possible for women to act in ways that are harmful 

to other women, it is also possible for colonized people to act in ways that are harmful to other 

colonized people or else to people of colour. 

14. Whereas Mama Elena’s inability to breastfeed is indicative of her ‘promotion’ to the 

role of patriarch, Rosaura’s seems a kind of karma for having played a role in preventing Tita’s 

will to ‘choice’, her will to marry Pedro, and so it is that Like Water for Chocolate first uses 

breastfeeding to signify a (biologically) essential form of femininity and then further to suggest 

that choice is itself essential to that form of femininity. 

15. The term ‘cisgender’ is a counterpoint to the term ‘transgender’, and it refers to the 

congruence of biological sex and gender identity. 
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16. Like Günter Grass, Angela Carter is famous for having appropriated the fairy tale 

tradition, but unlike Grass’, Carter’s works are not excluded from the designation of magic(al) 

realism on this basis. For Carter’s feminist fairy tales, see The Bloody Chamber and Other 

Stories. It is also worth noting that Carter’s titular character of Doctor Hoffman in The Infernal 

Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman recalls the titular character of Doctor Faustus in 

Christopher Marlowe’s The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus. 

17. Against Sceats and following Haraway, I read Carter in terms of “views from 

somewhere”, which is to say that I consider The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman 

to be ‘situated’ in particular historical-material conditions, even as those conditions are 

fictional (Haraway 590). 

18. With regard to The House of the Spirits, Mary-Garland Jackson attributes the 

“labyrinthine structure of the [big] house to Clara’s mind” (63). Is The House of the Spirits also 

a work of ‘psychic realism’? 

19. Given that critics outside of magic(al)-realist literary studies tend to read The Infernal 

Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman in terms of the theories of Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari, it is surprising that Nights at the Circus is the only work by Angela Carter that figures 

in Eva Aldea’s Magical Realism and Deleuze: The Indiscernibility of Difference. My point is 

that, in magic(al)-realist literary studies, there is a gaping hole where The Infernal Desire 

Machines of Doctor Hoffman should be, and while I cannot fill that hole, I can call attention to 

it. 

20. Germaine Greer and J. K. Rowling are two individuals who espouse TERFism. For an 

account of Germaine Greer’s TERFism, see Kaya Burgess’ “Greer Defends View on What 

Does and Doesn’t ‘Make You a F*****g Woman’”. For an account of J. K. Rowling’s 

TERFism, see Kat Tenbarge’s “J. K. Rowling Went on a Twitter Rant about How Transgender 

Activism Can Hurt Women and Lesbians. Her So-Called ‘TERF’ Stance is Unpopular”. 
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21. For an account of rates of violence and other issues that affect transgender populations, 

see Lauren Mizock and Thomas K. Lewis’ “Trauma in Transgender Populations: Risk, 

Resilience, and Clinical Care”. 

22. Other famous works of colonial/postcolonial women’s magic(al) realism include Leslie 

Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead, Ana Castillo’s So Far from God, Louise Erdrich’s 

Tracks, and Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood among 

Ghosts. 

Alien Encounters 

1. The name of the spaceship Nostromo seems to be a reference to Joseph Conrad’s 

Nostromo: A Tale of the Seaboard, and this connection is fitting given the extent to which 

works of science fiction restage the colonial encounter. 

2. Of course, I cannot be certain that these specific Tweeters made calls to the VOICE 

hotline, but this comment from an anonymous United States Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement official indicates that calls were made: “There are certainly more constructive 

ways to make one’s opinions heard than to prevent legitimate victims of crime from receiving 

the information and resources they seek because the lines are tied up by hoax callers” (Sacks). 

3. Some commentators attribute anti-Nigerian sentiment and violence against Nigerians 

living in South Africa to Nigeria’s staunch opposition to Apartheid. For an account of Nigerian-

South African relations, see Mayeni Jones and Milton Nkosi’s “Nigeria and South Africa: 

When Two African Giants Meet”. 

4. George Floyd is a recent man “Who Died so The World Could See” (Okorafor 193). 

While it is upsetting, the reader should ‘see’ the YouTube video “How George Floyd Was 

Killed in Police Custody”. 
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5. Nnedi Okorafor’s ‘contemporary’ take on Udide Okwanka recalls Neil Gaiman’s 

characterizations of Mad Sweeney (the leprechaun), Mr Nancy (Anansi), Mr Wednesday 

(Odin), and so on in American Gods. 

6. There is in fact a real Ilium Building, which is located in the Central Troy Historic 

District in New York, and I can certainly see how this historical district might lend itself to a 

story about a person such as Billy Pilgrim who comes unstuck in time. For an account of the 

Central Troy Historic District, see Fred A. Bernstein’s “Where the Finest Antiques Can’t be 

Bought”. 

7. That westerly winds contributed to the devastation of the firebombing of Dresden 

demonstrates my position that vibrant matter is key to historical events, that it frames historical-

material conditions. 

8. Of course, magic-realist painting is a part of the cultural legacy of Dresden. 

9. I want to remind the reader that in Angela Carter’s The Infernal Desire Machines of 

Doctor Hoffman, Hoffman discovers that material reality is like “malleable clay” (34). For an 

account of recent scientific theories of the role of clay hydrogels in the origins of life on Earth, 

see Lewis Page’s “Science and Religion Agree! Life and Man are from Clay”. 

10. For a more comprehensive account of the magic(al) realism of works of fiction by Tom 

Robbins, see my own Extraordinary Objects, Exceptional Subjects: Magic(al) Realism, 

Multivocality, and the Margins of Experience in the Works of Tom Robbins. 

11. Switters’ life above the ground recalls Italo Calvino’s 1957 novel The Baron in the 

Trees, and many critics include works by Calvino in the designation of literary magic(al) 

realism, even as Calvino, like José Saramago, is not technically a colonial/postcolonial author. 

12. For an account of and response to common stereotypes of the millennial generation, see 

Derek Thompson’s “Millennials Didn’t Kill the Economy. The Economy Killed Millennials”. 
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A Measured Appraisal 

1. In this thesis, I suggest that dominant accounts of magic(al) realism are too systematic, 

too taxonomic, and given that I use the word ‘systematic’ to this effect, I want to clarify 

Lazarus’ use of the word ‘systematisable’. In this instance, Lazarus uses the word both 

practically to refer to that “archive of literary works that, considered in the round, might be 

taken to constitute the corpus of ‘postcolonial’ literature”, and to emphasize the fact that 

postcolonial literary studies necessarily consists in the belief that it is possible to compare 

different works of postcolonial fiction (115). It is in the comparative and not the taxonomic 

sense of the word ‘systematisable’ that I quote Lazarus here. 

2. In this chapter and since I detail it above and elsewhere, I use the term the ‘postcolonial 

unconscious’ as a kind of shorthand for the assumptions and theories that are dominant in 

magic(al)-realist literary studies. 

3. Mark Twain in the pen name of Samuel Langhorne Clemens, and whereas I refer to 

authors by the names under which they publish their works, Leo Marx refers to Twain by his 

given name. 

4. For an account of the various controversies that are associated with Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn, see Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: A Case Study in Critical Controversy. 

5. While I do not detail this much, this moment is also significant in Mark Twain’s critique 

of a particular form of Christianity, and Leo Marx is slightly more attentive to this aspect of 

the novel than am I. 

6. Some critics suggest that Tom actually shoots himself as part of his ‘evasion’. For a 

discussion of Tom’s shooting and so the final chapters of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, see 

Jeffrey Steinbrink’s “Who Shot Tom Sawyer?”. 

7. The notice that Mark Twain includes at the very beginning of Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn also seems to function to this effect: “Persons attempting to find a motive in 
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this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; 

persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot”, which is to say that the final chapters of the 

novel are not necessarily a departure from the novel as a whole (1). 

8. There is something evasive in Huckleberry Finn’s flight to nature, and it seems 

significant to me that, just as Huck considers that it is “easy and comfortable” to be Tom 

Sawyer, he also describes life on the raft as “easy and comfortable”, as if it too is 

‘conventional’, even ‘regular’ (225; 120). 

9. Critics of magic(al) realism use the term ‘counter-discursive’ in reference to Helen 

Tiffin’s “Post-Colonial Literatures and Counter-Discourse” and so again to indicate the extent 

to which colonial/postcolonial magic(al) realism ‘writes back’. 

10. Like Milan Kundera’s The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, Salman Rushdie’s 

Midnight’s Children espouses fairly problematic politics of gender and sex, and while I am not 

prepared to focus on issues of gender in the novel, it seems telling that Saleem describes his 

telepathy in terms of the “ability to look into the hearts and minds of men” (200). 

11. There is no thesis long enough to detail all of the ‘references’ that Saleem’s makes in 

Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children. Suffice it to say that the Midnight Children 

Conference, or the MCC, is a reference to the Marylebone Cricket Club and so to the 

‘Englishness’ of these all of these children of the independent Republic of India. 

12. For an account of the ways in which Saleem and Shiva’s rivalry parallels Hindus 

mythology and for more on Midnight’s Children and other of Salman Rushdie’s works, see 

Timothy Brennan’s Salman Rushdie and the Third World: Myths of Nation. 

13. Merivale’s is a comprehensive account of connections between Salman Rushdie’s 

Midnight’s Children and Günter Grass’ The Tin Drum, and yet Merivale still concludes that 

Midnight’s Children “owes its ‘magic’” to Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of 

Solitude and its “‘realism’ to Günter Grass” (329). 
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14. For an account of issues of disability and postcolonialism in Midnight’s Children, see 

Andrew Gaedtke’s “Halluci-Nation: Mental Illness, Modernity, and Metaphoricity in Salman 

Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children”. 

15. While a practitioner of magic(al) realism need not to necessarily believe in magic 

themselves, it is worth noting that Salman Rushdie is popular among and has actively courted 

the new atheist community, which exalts Enlightenment rationality, which detests the 

‘primitivism’ of religion, and which is at least as misogynistic as the religions that it critiques 

on this basis. 

16. In this section, I use the word ‘readers’ since mine is a literary focus, but of course Hall 

uses the term ‘viewers’. 

17. To be sure, there is a degree of ‘determinism’ in the way that critics of magic(al) realism 

assume that European and Western readers will either miss the point of colonial/postcolonial 

magic(al) realism or else interpret in ways that are fundamentally imperialistic, and so I do not 

think that critics of magic(al) realism really believe in the ultimate contingency of a reader’s 

response. 

18. For a necessary elaboration of the differences between ‘intelligibility’ and 

‘meaningfulness’, see Reed Way Dasenbrock’s “Intelligibility and Meaningfulness in 

Multicultural Literature in English”. 

19. In the context of Marxism, the word ‘vulgar’ indicates the position that all cultural and 

so all literary phenomena reflect and are produced by a society’s economic superstructure, that 

such phenomena are tantamount to propaganda. While I do not think that vulgar Marxism 

captures the actual, nor the potential roles of literature in society, I do see a need for the 

revitalization of Marxist literary criticism. For an account of Marxist literary criticism, see 

Fredric Jameson’s Marxism and Form: Twentieth-Century Dialectical Theories of Literature. 
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20. Eva Aldea uses the word ‘imperceptibility’ in accordance with the theories of Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Guattari, for whom imperceptibility relates to the state of existing beyond 

hegemonic categories of ‘recognition’. See Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus. 

21. Where possible, I use the both the English and the Māori names for places and 

institutions, but for the sake of clarity, I do not include the Māori names for the North and 

South Islands of Aotearoa-New Zealand, which are Te Ika-a-Māui and Te Waipounamu 

respectively. 

22. In fact, one person did die of a heart attack during the September earthquake, but while that 

person’s family insist that their death was due to the earthquake, official records do not consider 

it as such. 

23. GeoNet is a website that provide near live updates on earthquakes and other geological 

hazards in Aotearoa-New Zealand. It is extremely well-known to those people who 

experienced the Waitaha-Canterbury earthquakes. 

24. For the earliest reference (that I can find) to Our Lady of Christchurch, see The Raven’s 

post “Our Lady of Christchurch”, which appears on a local Catholic blog. 

25. For an account of ant and other such infestations in postquake Ōtautahi-Christchurch, 

see Olivia Carville’s “Creeping Vermin Follow in Quakes’ Wake”. 

26. For an account of the red-zone cats, see Vicki Anderson’s “‘They’re Not a Lost Cause’: 

The Geologist Who Spends Nights Catching Cats”. 

27. In this video, Vivek Chibber summarizes aspects of the 2013 work Postcolonial Theory 

and the Specter of Capital, which I do not reference in this thesis simply because it is not 

primarily interested in literature. 

Conclusion 

1. In this paragraph, I suggest that the objects of @MagicRealismBot do not function to a 

demythological effect, and yet it is also the case that the bot exemplifies the more-than-human 
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dimensions of signification. According to its cocreator Chris Rodley, @MagicRealismBot 

links “ideas and concepts that aren’t normally connected, that are totally divergent, in a way 

that humans don’t easily do” (quoted in Spencer). For a detailed account of 

@MagicRealismBot and other Twitter bots, see Ville Matias Lampi’s 2017 thesis Looking 

Behind the Text-To-Be-Seen: Analysing Twitter Bots as Electronic Literature. 

2. In Chapter One, I argue against critical accounts that construct the historical 

development of magic(al) realism in terms of the biographies and politics of certain individuals, 

namely Jorge Luis Borges and Alejo Carpentier. In this instance, my point is that such accounts 

are inconsistent by their own terms since magic-realist painting was probably known both to 

Borges and to Carpentier. 

3. On Friday the 15th of March 2019, a man named Brenton Tarrant carried out and live-

streamed armed attacks on two mosques (Al Noor Mosque, the Linwood Islamic Centre) in my 

hometown of Ōtautahi-Christchurch. Tarrant murdered fifty-one people and injured a further 

forty-nine. Shortly before the attacks, Tarrant circulated a manifesto that wrongly claims that 

human civilization is the achievement of Europeans alone. Given such racist claims to culture 

and history, I understand why critics are anxious to avoid any position from which an individual 

might infer that magic(al) realism is a European mode. However, I maintain that to recognize 

the internationalist and materialist aspects of magic(al) realism is to challenge white 

supremacy. For an account of the Ōtautahi-Christchurch mosque attacks, see the 2020 podcast 

series Widows of Shuhada. 
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