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Magic Realism as Post-Colonial Discourse
Author: Stephen Slemon
Source:
Magic & Other Realisms. Spec. issue of Canadian Literature 116 (Spring 1988): 9-24.
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Amary Il Chanady, ” The Origins and Development of Magic Realism in Latin American Fiction” in Magic Realism
and Canadian Literature, ed. Peter Hinchcliffe and Ed Jewinski (Waterloo: Univ. of Waterloo Press, 1986), 49-6060;
Roberto Gonzales Echevarria, Ale jo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home (Ithaca and London: Cornell Univ. Press,
1977), pp.108-29; Fredric Jameson, "On Magic Realism in Film," Critical Inquiry, 12 (1986), 301-03; Jean
Weisgerber, "Le Realism Magique: la locution et la concept,"Rivista di letteraturemoderne e comparate, 35, Fasc. 1
(1982), 27-53; and Robert Wilson, Review of Geoff Hancock, ed. Magic Realism in Quarry, 32, No. 2 (Spring
1983), 84-91.
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Susan Beckmann, "The Place of Experiment,” Canadian Literature, 89(Summer 1981), 152-55; Enrique Anderson
Imbert, "'Magical Realism' in Spanish-American Fiction," International Fiction Review, 2, No. 1 (Jan. 1975), 1-8;
James Irish, "Magical Realism: A Search for Caribbean and Latin-American Roots," Literary Half-Yearly, 11, No. 2
(July 1970), 127-39; and Seymour Menton, "Jorge Luis Borges, Magic Realism," Hispanic Review, 50 (1982), 411-
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2 Jacques Stéphen Aléxis, “Of the Marvellous Realism of the Haitians,” Présence
Africaine, Nos. 8-10 (June-Nov. 1956), 269. For discussions of the “marvellous,”
see also M. Ian Adams, Three Authors of Alienation: Bomba, Onetti, Carpentier
(Austin and London: Univ. of Texas Press, 1975), p. 82; and J. Michael Dash,
“Marvellous Realism — The Way Out of Negritude,” Caribbean Studies, 13, No. 4
(1973), 57-70 and Literature and Ideology in Haiti: 1915-1961 (London: Mac-
millan, 1981), 190-202.

3 The term, writes Echevarria, pp. 111-12, 116, has “neither the specificity nor the
theoretical foundation to be convincing or useful,” since ... the relationship
between the three moments when magical realism appears are not continuous
enough for it to be considered a literary or even a critical concept with historical
validity.” In regards to the novels of the Latin-American “boom,” critical use of
the concept has “rarely gone beyond ‘discovering’ the most salient characteristics
of avant-garde literature in general.”

4 Jameson, p. g02.
5 Echevarria, p. 108.
¢ Ibid., p. 110.

7 Jean-Pierre Durix, in “Magic Realism in Midnight’s Children,” Commonwealth,
8, No. 1 (Autumn 1985), 57-63, applies the concept to Salman Rushdie’s work,
while Jameson, p. 302, mentions it in reference to Amos Tutuola. The discussion
of magic realism in the context of English-Canadian fiction was initiated by Geoff
Hancock in “Magic Realism, or, the Future of Fiction,” Canadian Fiction Maga-
zine, 24-25 (Spring/Summer 1977), 4-6 and followed up in his introduction to his
anthology Magic Realism (Toronto: Aya Press, 1980), 7-15. Since then, numerous
critical works have continued this trend. See, for example, Beckmann, pp. 152-55;
Cecelia Coulas Fink, “‘If Words Won’t Do, and Symbols Fail’: Hodgins’ Magic
Reality,” Journal of Canadian Studies, 20, No. 2 (Summer 1985), 118-31; Geoff
Hancock, “Magic or Realism: The Marvellous in Canadian Fiction,” The Cana-
dian Forum (March 1986), 23-35; Keith Maillard, “‘Middlewatch’ as Magic
Realism,” Canadian Literature, 92 (Spring 1982), 10-21; Shirley Neuman and
Robert Wilson, Labyrinths of Voice: Conversations with Robert Kroetsch (Ed-
monton: NeWest Press, 1982); Uma Parameswaran and G. Sekhar, “Canadian
Gothic,” CRNLE Reviews Journal (May 1982), 65-67; and Robert Wilson, Re-
view of Hancock, ed., Magic Realism, pp. 84-91, and “On the Boundary of The
Magic and The Real: Notes on Inter-American Fiction,” The Compass, 6 (1979),
37-53

8 See Weisgerber, p. 45.
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Linda Kenyon, “A Conversation with Robert Kroetsch,” The New Quarterly, V,
No. 1 (Spring 1985), 15. See also Stanley McMullin, “‘Adams Mad in Eden’:
Magic Realism as Hinterland Experience” (in Hinchcliffe, pp. 13-22), who reads
magic realism as implicitly “ex-centric.”

This reading of magic realism’s mode of narration takes issue with those ap-
proaches that suggest a seamless interweaving of, or synthesis between, the magic
and the real: see, for example, Maillard, p. 12, and Fink, p. 119.

Jack Hodgins, The Invention of the World (1977; rpt. Scarborough: Signet,
1978), p. 3. Further references are to this edition and appear in the text.

Robert Kroetsch, The Crow Journals (Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1980), p. 23.

See Alastair Fowler, Kinds of Literature: An Introduction to the Theory of
Genres and Modes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), p. 108.

M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael
Holquist, ed. Michael Holquist (Austin and London: Univ. of Texas Press, 1981),
263.

David Carroll, “The Alterity of Discourse: Form, History, and the Question of
the Political in M. M. Bakhtin,” Diacritics, 13, No. 2 (Summer 1983), 77.

Helen Tiffin, “Commonwealth Literature: Comparison and Judgement,” in The
History and Historiography of Commonwealth Literature, ed. Dieter Riemen-
schneider (Tibingen: Gunter Narr, 1983), p. 32.

Coral Ann Howells, “Re-visions of Prairie Indian History in Rudy Wiebe’s The
Temptations of Big Bear and My Lovely Enemy,” in Revisions of Canadian
Literature, ed. Shirley Chew (Leeds: Univ. of Leeds, Institute of Bibliography
and Textual Criticism, 1984), p. 61. For detailed discussions of this process within
the languages of post-colonial cultures, see David T. Haberly, “The Search for a
National Language: A Problem in the Comparative History of Post-Colonial
Literatures,” Studies in Comparative Literature, 11, No. 1 (1974), 85-97; D. E. S.
Maxwell, “Landscape and Theme,” Commonwealth Literature, ed. John Press
(London: Heinemann, 1965), 82-89; W. H. New, “New Language, New World,”
in Awakened Conscience: Studies in Commonwealth Literature, ed. C. D. Nara-
simhaiah (New Delhi: Sterling, 1978), 360-77; Uma Parameswaran, “Amid the
Alien Corn: Biculturalism and the Challenge of Commonwealth Literary Criti-
cism,” WLWE 21, No. 1 (Spring 1982), 240-53; and Helen Tiffin, “Common-
wealth Literature: Comparison and Judgement,” pp. 19-35 and “Commonwealth
Literature and Comparative Methodology,” WLWE 23, No. 1 (Winter 1984),
26-30.

Howells, p. 62.

See R. E. Watters, “Original Relations,” Canadian Literature, 7 (Winter 1961),
6-17.

Gabriel Garcia Marquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude, trans. Gregory Rabassa
(1967; rpt. New York: Avon, 1971), p. 383.

Michael Holquist, Introduction to Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, p. xxviii.
John S. Brushwood, The Spanish American Novel: A Twentieth-Century Survey
(Austin and London: Univ. of Texas Press, 1975), 282-84, notes a link between
a “telescoping of time” and the use of ‘“‘transcendent regionalism” in novels that
employ abstract narrative techniques in depicting seemingly “real” people attached

to a familiar world. W. H. New’s observation in “Beyond Nationalism: On Re-
gionalism,” WLWE 23, No. 1 (Winter 1984), 17, that the region in post-colonial
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cultures can stand for the “social variations within the society’” suggests that this
g8

approach to regionalism is not restricted to works of magic realism in the “new”
literatures.
2

w

Robert R. Wilson, in “The Metamorphoses of Space: Magic Realism” (in Hinch-
cliffe, pp. 61-74), conceives of magic realism as a “fictional space created by the
dual inscription of incompatible geometries.” Wilson’s “principle of spatial fold-
ing” could provide yet another means of envisioning magic realism’s thematic
level as a “template” of what I read as the oppositional system of incompatible
discursive modes in magic realism’s language of narration.

24 See David L. Jeffrey, “Jack Hodgins and the Island Mind,” Book Forum, 4, No. 1
(1978), 72

25 In an interview with Alan Twigg in For Openers (Madeira Park: Harbour Pub-
lishing, 1981), p. 192, Hodgins notes: “It’s possible to see the history of Vancouver
Island as the history of failed colonies. So I chose [the title] The Invention of the
World because it implies that the different levels of the novel are allegorical. . ..”

26 See Jeffrey, p. 75.

27 Fink, p. 125.

28 Dash, ‘“Marvellous Realism — The Way Out of Negritude,” p. 65.

2% Echevarria, p. 259.

3 Dash, “Marvellous Realism — The Way Out of Negritude,” p. 66.

31 See Wilson Harris, “The Phenomenal Legacy,” The Literary Half-Yearly, 11, No.
2 (July 1970), 1-6.

32 Robert Kroetsch, What the Crow Said (Don Mills: General Publishing, 1978),
p. 36. Further references are to this edition and appear in the text.

3% Dash, “Marvellous Realism — The Way Out of Negritude,” p. 66.

3% Jameson, pp. 303, 311, notes that Latin-American magic realist films depict history

as “history with holes, perforated history,” and he advances *...the very pro-

visional hypothesis that the possibility of magic realism as a formal mode is con-

stitutively dependent on a type of historical raw material in which disjunction is

structurally present. ...” This observation helps explain why magic realissn may

be especially viable as a mode of discourse in post-colonial cultures.

See Fink, p. 122; Jan C. Horner, “Irish and Biblical Myth in Jack Hodgins’ ‘The

Invention of the World’,” Canadian Literature, g9 (Winter 1983), 11; JefIrey,

p- 75; Robert Lecker, “Haunted by a Glut of Ghosts: Jack Hodgins’ The Inven-

tion of the World,” Essays in Canadian Writing, 20 (Winter 1980-81), 85, 95;

and Joann McCaig, “Brother XII and The Invention of the World,” Essays in

Canadian Writing, 28 (Spring 1984), 128-40.

36 John Thieme, ‘“Beyond History: Margaret Atwood’s Surfacing and Robert
Kroetsch’s Badlands,” in Re-visions of Canadian Literature, p. 74.

37 E. D. Blodgett, Configuration: Essays on the Canadian Literatures (Downsview :
ECW Press, 1982), p. 34-

38 Wilson Harris, The Womb of Space (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1983), pp.
69-70.

3 W. H. New, Articulating West (Toronto: New Press, 1972), p. xxv.

* Diane Bessai, “Counterfeiting Hindsight,” WLWE, 23, No. 2 (Spring 1984), 359.
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