Magic realism


Magic realism (or magical realism) is a literary genre in which magical elements appear in an otherwise realistic setting. As used today the term is broadly descriptive rather than critically rigorous. The term was initially used by German art critic Franz Roh to describe painting which demonstrated an altered reality, but was later used by Venezuelan Arturo Uslar-Pietri to describe the work of certain Latin American writers. The Cuban writer Alejo Carpentier (a friend of Uslar-Pietri) used the term "lo real maravilloso" (roughly "marvelous reality") in the prologue to his novel The Kingdom of this World (1949). Carpentier's conception was of a kind of heightened reality in which elements of the miraculous could appear without seeming forced and unnatural. Carpentier's work was a key influence on the writers of the Latin American "boom" that emerged in the 1960s.



Magical Realism


Magical Realism 

A literary mode rather than a distinguishable genre, magical realism aims to seize the paradox of the union of opposites.  For instance, it challenges polar opposites like life and death and the pre-colonial past versus the post-industrial present.  Magical realism is characterized by two conflicting perspectives, one based on a rational view of reality and the other on the acceptance of the supernatural as prosaic reality.  Magical realism differs from pure fantasy primarily because it is set in a normal, modern world with authentic descriptions of humans and society.  According to Angel Flores, magical realism involves the fusion of the real and the fantastic, or as he claims, "an amalgamation of realism and fantasy".  The presence of the supernatural in magical realism is often connected to the primeval or "magical’ Indian mentality, which exists in conjunction with European rationality.  According to Ray Verzasconi, as well as other critics, magical realism is "an expression of the New World reality which at once combines the rational elements of the European super-civilization, and the irrational elements of a primitive America."  Gonzalez Echchevarria believes that magical realism offers a world view that is not based on natural or physical laws nor objective reality.  However, the fictional world is not separated from reality either. 



Characteristics of Magical Realism 

The plots of magical realist works involve issues of borders, mixing, and change.  Authors establish these plots to reveal a crucial purpose of magical realism:  a more deep and true reality than conventional realist techniques would illustrate. 

Irony Regarding Author’s Perspective—The writer must have ironic distance from the magical world view for the realism not to be compromised. 
Authorial Reticence—Authorial reticence refers to the lack of clear opinions about the accuracy of events and the credibility of the world views expressed by the characters in the text.  This technique promotes acceptance in magical realism.  In magical realism, the simple act of explaining the supernatural would eradicate its position of equality regarding a person’s conventional view of reality.  

The Supernatural and Natural—In magical realism, the supernatural is not displayed as questionable.  While the reader realizes that the rational and irrational are opposite and conflicting polarities, they are not disconcerted because the supernatural is integrated within the norms of perception of the narrator and characters in the fictional world. 



Themes 

The reality of revolution, and continual political upheaval in certain parts of the world, also relates to magical realism.  Specifically, South America is characterized by the endless struggle for a political ideal. 



Como Agua Para Chocolate is a wonderful example of how magical realism is used to portray political as well as cultural issues that the author wanted to focus the reader on. Laura Esquivel effectively combines reality and the supernatural to distance Tita from the miserable life she is forced to live. 
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Up until the 1960’s, Latin American literature was not very well-known. It certainly was not highly publicized or taught in many schools. In 1910, the Mexican Revolution “sharpened” [the] social awareness of nearly all [Hispanic] writers” resulting in the so-called “Boom” of Latin American literature (Englekirk 135). There is still some debate on the exact definition of what the Boom is and when it occurred, but most scholars agree that it occurred around the time of the Mexican Revolution and was caused by it. In this time of political upheaval, the purpose of art became to serve as a medium for “serious thought” and analysis and narratives of “purposeful action” (EngleKirk 135). Literature became, among other things, used as a form of “artistic escape”, a violent and grotesque presentation of the misery of life, a means of targeting social problems and fascinated with the world of imagination (Englekirk 135). The use of myth, fantasy, humor and parody – heron referred to as magical realism – served as a shield between the writer and the dread-filled and hopeless reality. The literature written during this time, in this style, was broadly called modern or post modern literature (not to be confused with the art or literature of the same name from other countries). More specifically, literature expressing impossible and extraordinary events in an otherwise realistic narrative was termed “magical realism”. It is a term first used by German art critic Franz Roh, who compared the literary works to the magic realistic artwork of the time. There is controversy regarding the term magical realism because it is seen as a too-limiting term imposed on a post-colonial nation by its previous rulers. Some also feel that what is considered ‘magic’ by the outside Anglo-American or “western” critic is not viewed the same way by the native writers. 


This way of writing is based on the “rational view of reality” versus the “acceptance of the supernatural” (Moore). Magical realism is usually associated with contemporary Latin American fiction but it is also seen in the writings of authors from different countries (Lodge 114). The unexplained fantasy in these works is used to depict “historical convulsions and … wrenching personal upheavals” that can not be otherwise described adequately in a realistic fashion (Lodge 114). One of the best known magical realism novels is Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude. The best known magical realism short story author however, is Jorge Luis Borges. Although Latin American literature was predominantly written by males in the past, it is becoming more diverse now with the voices of females, homosexuals, and Jews.

One such voice is that of Mexican writer Laura Esquivel who wrote Como Agua Para Chocolate. First published in 1990, this novel has since been translated into thirty languages, won the American Booksellers Association’s ABBY award in 1994, and been made into a movie. The film version, with a screenplay by Esquivel, won 11 awards at the Ariel Awards of the Mexican Academy of Motion Pictures and is the largest grossing foreign film released in the United States (ethoschannel). 

 

Como Agua Para Chocolate is set on a ranch in Mexico, during the time of the Mexican Revolution. It starts in 1910 and follows the lives of the members of the De la Garza family. Tita is the youngest girl in this Mexican family who, according to her family’s tradition, must live with and care for her mother until her mother’s death; she is not allowed to marry. Tita’s father dies at the time she is born, and Tita’s mother, Mama Elena, has transformed her grief from his passing into a bitter dislike towards Tita. It is later discovered that Tita’s father, Juan de la Garza, dies from a heart attack after hearing news of his wife’s adultery. This, however, does not change or soften Mama Elena’s attitude towards Tita. She is cold, commanding and controlling, not to mention abusive in her treatment of Tita; in Mama Elena’s mind, nothing Tita does is good enough and she communicates this attitude loudly and frequently. To escape from her mother’s constant nagging and verbal abuse, Tita spends her time in the kitchen with the maid Nacha, who teaches her how to cook the traditional foods. There are references made to Tita’s place in the kitchen as she was born there – Mama Elena gave birth to Tita in the kitchen before her husband Juan de la Garza could call the midwife. Unfortunately for Tita, she falls in love with Pedro against her mother’s commands. When Pedro asks for Tita’s hand in marriage, Mama Elena tells him he may marry Rosaura instead. Pedro agrees, seeing no other way to be near Tita. It is my personal opinion that Pedro is a selfish individual who should have stayed out of Tita’s life, allowing her the dignity of getting over him. Instead, she is constantly surrounded with the realization that Pedro is her sister’s husband and will never belong to her. The first instance of supernatural happenings occurs at the wedding. The night before the festivities, Tita and Nacha prepare for the wedding feast; while mixing the batter for the cake, Tita’s bitter tears of sorrow fall into the mixture. The next day, everyone who eats the cake is overcome by intense feelings sadness and begins to cry uncontrollably. Their sadness soon turns to nausea and all the guests begin to vomit. Nacha, who also eats the cake, dies from the heartache that came from thinking about the people in her past. On the one year anniversary of Tita’s control of the ranch (taking over Nacha’s position), Pedro buys Tita a bouquet of roses. Mama Elena orders that these be thrown out. Running into the kitchen, the thorns prick Tita and her blood, filled with the sensual happiness that Pedro brings her, falls onto the flowers. Just before she throws the flowers out, Tita is reminded of Nacha and decides to make Quail in Rose Petal Sauce. Upon eating of this meal, prepared when Tita was in such an aroused state, all members of the family begin to feel intense emotions of love and desire. The person who was most affected is Tita’s sister Gertrudis. She goes to bathe in the outhouse, which catches on fire from her burning desire, when the rose smell emanating from her body seduces the mind of a nearby army troop general. Gertrudis ends up running away, naked and on horse-back, with one of the generals from the revolution. The third supernatural occurrence is brought about by the birth of Rosaura and Pedro’s son. Pedro goes 4 months without consummating his marriage with Rosaura before giving in to her requests. They use a special sheet that is placed between their bodies with a hole sewn into it so that they may have sex in a modest, decent manner. Rosaura’s illness after the premature birth of her son causes her to not be able to produce milk from her breasts. Surprisingly, Tita finds that she is able to do so and so feeds the hungry child. Mama Elena suspects there is something Tita is not telling her and decides to send Pedro and Rosaura to Texas to live with her cousin. When news of the baby’s death, caused by starvation because he refused to eat anything his mother fed him, reaches Tita she loses her mind and takes refuge in the dovecote above her house. Mama Elena orders the ladder that leads to the dovecote to be taken down in order to teach Tita a lesson. Tita goes into a catatonic state, refusing to speak to anyone. She is brought down and taken into the home of Dr. John Brown, a family friend who is also in love with Tita. In his home, Tita refuses to talk, instead, she is filled with wonder at being able to do anything she wants without needing the order and/or permission from her mother. Tita’s world is changed once more upon news of her mother’s death at the hands of a small group of terrorists. It is now that she finds out her mother’s secret: that she too had loved someone she could not be with because her mother forced her to marry someone else. Mama Elena was in love with Jose Trevino but had to marry Juan de la Garza. She continued to have an adulterous relationship with him, however, producing her second daughter Gertrudis. Finding out about this does not change Tita’s feelings towards her mother but she does understand her better. Another instance of the supernatural occurs after Pedro and Tita secretly have sex. Tita fears that she is pregnant and is visited by her mother’s ghost who condemns her. When she finally gathers enough courage to tell her mother she hates her and wants her out of her life, the ghost leaves, but not before setting fire to Pedro who was outside, near a bonfire. Tita’s relief at being rid of her mother is seen in the release of her menstrual cycle, which floods her room and extinguishes the fires outside, thereby saving Pedro from succumbing to the flames. Tita receives a marriage proposal from John, but although she initially accepts, she does not marry him. Later in her life, when Rosaura has passed away as well, Tita receives a wedding proposal from Pedro at the wedding of his second, and only, daughter to John’s son Alex. Although Tita believes she loves John, her passion is for Pedro and she chooses to marry him. On their wedding night, Pedro and Tita experience passion so great, that it sets fire to their ranch and kills them all. Previously, when at the home of Dr. Brown, Tita learns about how each person has a match of box within them. Each match is lit by the breath of a lover, but if all the matches were lit at once, then the body and soul experience happiness so great that it can not remain on earth anymore. This is what happens to Pedro and Tita. All that is left of the ranch is the cookbook that Rosaura’s second then gives to her daughter, Tita’s great-niece who narrates the novel.

