


•What were 
your initial 
reactions to 
each of the 
texts?



• Discuss any 
questions 
you had 
about the 
texts.



• Work together 
to create a 
definitive list 
of elements of 
Magical 
Realism.



• “Magic realism” was coined by German art critic Franz Roh in 
1925.

• Described art that featured an exaggerated look at a mundane 
subject.

• It contained nothing “magical.”

The Fleet’s In!
--Paul Cadmus



• Inspired by the art genres of 
surrealism and magical 
realism

• Fueled by the “Latin 
American Boom”
– A time of when a lot of South 

American writing was 
reaching international 
acclaim

– Inspired by the rule of 
dictators, human rights 
violations, and civil unrest 
during the middle of the 20th

century within the region.



• It is hard to define what 
makes a story “magical 
realism.”

• It is often applied to 
stories that have no 
connection to the 
original magical realists 
from South America.





• Has “magical happenings” 
that are typically an 
allegory for 20th century 
societal/political 
problems.

• These “magical 
happenings” are treated 
as naturally as anything 
else in the “real world” by 
the characters and the 
author.



• The story is still grounded in 
reality.

• In fact, it should be “no less 
real than traditional 
realism.”

• While the “magical” is 
treated as ordinary, the 
“reality” is treated as if it is 
astonishing.



• Metafiction
– It relies on the participation of the 

reader. 
– It is clear to the reader that the story 

recognizes itself as a work of art and 
aware of its purpose…to 
communicate a “truth.” 

– The story attempts to connect its 
fictional elements to our reality.

– This is typically achieved by story 
through symbolism, irony, and self-
reflection. 

– Not written to help a reader “escape” 
their reality but rather to “engage” it.



• The author leaves out 
information that may be crucial 
to fully understand the story, 
sometimes just initially. 

• The author will usually leaves the 
“magical happening” 
unexplained.
– Ignoring a rationale for 

existence
– Ignoring how it could be 

possible in the “real world”

Why does 
this omelet 
taste like 
arsenic?

My authorial 
reticence 
prevents me 
from answering 
that question.



• May have multiple 
“planes of reality.” There 
is often a layering of 
these realities (e.g. “The 
Night Face Up”).

• The narrative is often not 
linear and may “skip 
around.”



These are a few examples!



• European Metaphysical
– Estrangement and uncanny
– Kafka

• Ontological
– “Matter of factness” in 

handling unexplainable 
events

• Anthropological
– Juxtaposing a native 

culture and/or their 
values/beliefs with those 
of the Western culture.

• Many reject this 
categorization of magical 
realism as “euro-centric.” 
– Especially since magical 

realism has so much of its 
roots in Latin America.

• Focuses too much on the 
story’s connection to a 
specific culture.



• 1899-1989 (Argentina)
• A Universal History of Infamy (1935)

– Considered first official 
work of magical realism

– Short stories, fictionalized 
accounts of real criminals

• Better know for his 
surrealist novels.

• Likely more a predecessor 
than the original magical 
realist. 



• 1914-1984 (Argentina)
• Known as a author of 

short stories.
• Best know for his novel, 

Hopscotch (1963).
– An author's note suggests that the 

book would best be read in one of 
two possible ways, either 
progressively from chapters 1 to 56 
or by "hopscotching" through the 
entire set of 155 chapters according 
to a "Table of Instructions" 
designated by the author. Cortazar
also leaves the reader the option of 
choosing his/her own unique path 
through the narrative.



• 1927-2014 (Colombia)
• 1982 Nobel Prize Lit.
• One Hundred Years of 

Solitude (1967)
– A story about seven 

generations of a family 
living in a city of mirrors.



“It is no coincidence that magic realism -
which combines heightened language 
with elements of the surreal - has tended 
to flourish in troubled areas of the world, 
or that many of its practitioners have 
sought to describe calamitous events 
that exceed the grasp of normal 
description. The transactions between 
the extraordinary and the mundane that 
occur in so much Latin American fiction 
are not merely a literary technique, but 
also a mirror of a reality in which the 
fantastic is frequently part of everyday 
life - a reality in which military death 
squads have effectively turned the word 
‘disappear’ into a transitive verb.”

--Michiko Kakutani (1989)





• Life as it is
• “Everyday life”
• 19th century response to 

Romanticism. 
• Reflects only what can 

possibly exist in reality.
• Notable authors of 

realism include Steinbeck, 
Tolstoy, Sinclair, Dickens, 
and Twain.



• The magic “draws special 
attention”

• The magical becomes 
more important than the 
reality. 

• The author creates “new 
worlds”

• Usually presents common 
archetypes like the hero, 
the princess, the witch, 
and the wizard. 



• The “magical” things 
can and typically are 
rationally explained 
through science.

• Creates a new world, 
such as a distant planet 
or a future version of 
our home planet.

• Not a realistic setting.



• Attempts to connect 
the gap between 
dreams and reality.

• Surprising and 
unexpected 
juxtapositions.

• Has a very dreamlike 
quality.

• Mind over material.




