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A note on terminology

Magischer Realismus – or its English translation magic realism – is used to refer to Franz Roh’s categorisation, or any discourses/modes/movements that are directly related or drawn from his work.

lo real maravilloso americano – or ‘marvellous realism’ or ‘the marvellous real of the Americas’ – is used to refer to Alejo Carpentier’s preface essay to The Kingdom of This World and work directly related to it. Subsequent to the ‘boom’ novel in Latin America, Carpentier’s marvellous becomes ‘magical realism’. This is the most frequently used term in literary criticism, and what I refer to as ‘vernacular magical realism’.

le réalisme magique is Johan Daisne’s Flemish strain of literary magic realism, which is later taken up by Belgian filmmaker André Delvaux.

le merveilleux – or the ‘marvellous’ – is used to refer to the surrealist usage.

Cinematic magic realism is my preferred term for twentieth- and twenty-first-century films post-boom, or after Fredric Jameson’s 1986 essay ‘On magic realism in film’. This distinction – in particular the loss of the ‘magical’ – is important as it not only refers back to Roh’s original term but also marks a separation from the literary mode.

magic(al) realism (after Bowers, 2004) combines the art historical and later literary terms. It is used here to indicate a literary genre that is predicated on and refers to the Latin American boom novel.

When writing about the early twentieth century, what has often more recently been described as Latin America, is at times stated as ‘America’ or ‘American’ in line with the Carpenterian usage of americano.

I have reflected Jameson’s capitalisation throughout.

Lastly, ‘magic-realist’ is the adjective I use to describe any work of art, film, or literature characteristic of the mode and discourse of magic realism.





A note on translation

Where titles are commonly known in their original language they have not been translated into English. For ease, some have been abbreviated.

All translations are my own unless otherwise stated. Rahul Bery has translated a significant number of archival documents and essays written by Carpentier especially for this book, many of which were found in the personal archive of the Fundación Alejo Carpentier. These are signalled in the footnotes as RB.





Foreword

Magic realism – The chronicle of a discourse


MAGIC REALISM, compound noun. Socio-cultural critique as self-reflexive storytelling, by which one proposes to express – in painting, photography, film, literature, music, or in any other manner – the dialectical process1 of thought and its strange affects. Dictated by sensory apprehension, formal experimentation, and a resistance to the acceleration of capital, exempt from binary or fixed polarities.

ENCYCLOPEDIA. Philosophy. Magic realism is based on the belief in the mysterious realities of unseen, unexpected, illusory, and often ordinary associations. It is critically poetic, aesthetically unordinary, and revels in the vital intensity of the present moment. It resists the sea change from modernism to postmodernism, resolutely uneven, and optimistically radical. It resists assimilation into the vernacular.2 Key works of magic realism remain effective in their avant-garde qualities in the quest for meaning without resolute conclusion.3

Comprised of seemingly antithetical aspects of lived experience and its cultural representation, magic realism, sometimes also known as magical realism, magic(al)4 or marvellous realism, appears to contradict itself. Somewhere between the assumed facticity of ‘realism’ and the oft-perceived non-rational possibility of ‘magic’, magic realism hovers, resistant to assimilation or sober, regulatory boundaries. It invites us to consider what lies beyond, or deep within, the exterior world apprehended through our senses. Magic realism is equally interested in subjects and objects, blurring the division between them. It rejects the commodification and slick structures of capitalism, interrupting its flows with intense, affective events that exceed or arrest the arrow of linear time, and the boundaries of space. Magic realism revels in its inbetweenness. It looks to poetry, philosophy, and experimental form in order to ‘work through’ the poly-dimensional experience of individuals adrift in worlds that coagulate in mass and enforced systems. Magic realism is rebellious, ambitious, and radical. It can be sardonic and witty. It is often weird and uncanny, and its ‘magic’, regardless of type or denomination, opens up the mundane and the habitual to a new and unforeseen character. It has been claimed as a regional literature throughout Latin America, a mode of painting in Germany, a means of revisiting classicist painting in Italy and the Netherlands, a marginal cinema in East Central Europe. But magic realism has taken root throughout the world, employed by writers, artists, ethnographers, anthropologists, musicologists, filmmakers, journalists, and theorists to express the discourses of transnational and diasporic experience, and the liminality of exile and exclusion. It becomes an intellectual practice, compounded in the form of essays, translations, manifestos, art and literary criticism, where the antagonistic tension and contingency of magic can assist in articulating intense socio-cultural issues – from the metaphorical and allegorical to the literally catastrophic. If we conceive of magic realism as a discourse, it allows much more openly for discussion of the ways in which it has been deployed as a critical as well as an artistic tool.5 It finds inspiration in the struggles of exile and oppression, poverty, and wealth; across geographical boundaries and geo-political conflicts; and in the advances in technological reproduction and shifts in religious and secular belief systems. Magic realism is a world discourse as opposed to a globalising narrative. It contributes to the realisation of ‘a more or less free space in which texts from around the globe can circulate, intersect and converse with one-another’ at the frontiers of semi-peripheral geographies rather than contained within national boundaries. What might be said to occur in works of magic realism is an ‘aesthetics of peripherality’.6 It oft resides in the twilight, or a lugubrious hyperreality cast through artificial lighting.


Notes

1In Negative Dialectics [1966] Adorno makes a distinction between Hegel’s ‘positive’ analysis of emergent identity – created in the relations between thought and being, subject and object world – and replaces it with his own ‘negative’ version (in the vein of Marx’s ‘false consciousness’), in which he asserts that identity is achieved negatively through social suppression and regulation. In place of diversity and difference or originality, he argues, socially constructed boundaries restrict the growth of identity, thus negating its potential (1973, p.143). His motivation is human suffering: ‘Suffering is the corporeal imprint of society and the object upon human consciousness’ (pp.17–8). The primacy of suffering is upheld in Jameson’s discussion of magic-realist film.
2The term vernacular is used by Miriam Hansen to discuss new modes and movements in modern twentieth-century culture that became inseparable from the new ways in which art was produced and transmitted – i.e. through mass production and commodification. Hansen eschews the ‘ideologically overdetermined’ adjective ‘popular’ in favour of vernacular as it ‘combines the dimension of the quotidian, of everyday usage, with connotations of discourse, idiom, and dialect, with circulation, promiscuity, and translatability’. While Hansen focuses on a rather homogenised model of Hollywood cinema, I use it here rather tongue-in-cheek, to critique a conceptualisation of magic realism that while very international and formally diverse in scope is nevertheless boxed into a very homogenous corpus (Hansen, in Gledhill and Williams, 2000, p.333). This usage is distinct from Aga Skrodzka’s deployment of ‘vernacular magic realism’ which she uses to define the parameters of an East Central European strain of cinematic magic realism: ‘I use it [vernacular] here to valorise these filmmakers’ art as an ex-centric discourse that challenges the official history (as well as the hegemonic forces that write it)’ (2012, p.22). I agree that magic-realist cinema is indeed an art of ‘ex-centric discourse’ but one that I further categorise into third, ethnographic, documentary, art cinema, avant-garde, and experimental filmmaking.
3This definition is inspired by, and modelled after, André Breton’s definition of surrealism in ‘Manifeste du surréalisme’ [Manifesto of Surrealism] (1924).
4As coined by Maggie Ann Bowers in Magic(al) Realism (2004).
5In 1975, Fredric Jameson presented what I still consider to be one of the best articulations of the differences between a genre and a mode in ‘Magical Narratives: Romance as Genre’. Treading the ground between Northrop Frye’s and Vladimir Propp’s respective field-defining works on romance literature and the fairy tale, put simply he considers the structural analysis of a ‘fixed form’ genre (Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale, 1968) in contradistinction to the phenomenological and intertextual mode of romance in Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism (1957). There are, of course, overlaps between the two, and in Jameson’s approach to Romance literature, he finds the idea of transformation central to his thesis, whereby both diachronic (historical) and synchronic (shared generic characteristics irrespective of period) approaches to a utopian romance genre are possible. The role of magic in the romance is, as Jameson quotes from Northrop Frye, not concerned with flight from reality: ‘the quest-romance is the search of the libido or desiring self for a fulfillment that will deliver it from the anxieties of reality but will still contain that reality’ (Jameson’s emphasis, 1975, p.138).
6Warwick Research Collective (WReC), formed by members of the Department of English and Comparative Literary Studies at Warwick University in 2007, expand upon Jameson’s term ‘combined unevenness’ (discussed in Chapter 5) in their study of combined and uneven development of capital throughout the world, and the world of literary studies (2015, pp.22; 57).





Acknowledgements

I had no idea when I originally started this project that it would involve so many tangents, layers, and contingencies. It began as a PhD thesis under the supervision of Mandy Merck and Christopher Townsend at Royal Holloway, University of London, and my sincere thanks go to my supervisors for their sage advice and enthusiasm for the project.

I am deeply grateful to my readers, Paul Cooke, Stephanie Dennison, and to series editor Rob Stone, for their patience, support, and helpful comments. Rob, thank you for commissioning that Buñuel chapter all those years ago. Thanks also to my editor at Routledge Jennifer Vennall, you have been a joy to work with. Thank you to Tom McEvoy for your graphic designer skills in turning my scrawl into a stylish diagram (Chapter 7).

Thanks to the Department of English and Film at the University of Exeter, for granting me a period of research leave to work on the book, and to my colleagues for their brilliant discussions. In particular, thanks to the World Cinema/World Literature team convenors Florian Stadtler, Ranita Chatterjee, and Chris Campbell – and to Jana Funke and Jane Feaver – working with you is inspirational. Thanks to my wonderful friends and colleagues in film studies and surrealism: Jonathan Eburne, Anna Watz, Kristoffer Noheden, Catriona McAra, Barnaby Dicker, Anna Backman Rogers, Jenny Chamarette, and Neil Fox.

The British Academy generously funded my research trips to Havana, Cuba, to visit the Fundación Alejo Carpentier, where I could view vital archival documents relating Carpentier to film; and to visit the Havana Film Festival, where Jameson first alighted on the concept of a cinematic magic realism. Visiting Carpentier’s house, his grave, the city that he writes so eloquently about, and experiencing the Cuban weather contributed to a more profound understanding of lo real maravilloso americano. Thanks go to the staff at Fundación Alejo Carpentier who patiently facilitated my visits – Graziella Pogolotti, Xonia, and Marile. Thanks to my gracious translator Rahul Bery, for your expertise and precision. Thanks also to my friend and filmmaker Lisa Stock, for your wonderful films and allowing me to interview you for this project.

There are too many friends to whom I owe immense thanks for boundless love and support throughout the process of writing this book – Jana and Florian (#JFF forever) and my London gang in particular. As well as offering intellectual support, you have provided me with much needed diversions from the desk, for which I am eternally grateful. Thanks to my mum, who was always fascinated by the books I read, and the ideas I had. She did not get to see me publish this work, but I know she would have been so proud. Thank you to David, for treading the path alongside me, and for always believing in me. Lastly, thanks to Angela Carter and The Passion of New Eve, which is where my initial interest in magic realism was born.

It has been a fascinating journey, but I vow that my next book will possibly involve fewer geographical regions, a shorter time period, and fewer characters! I began with a determination to reattribute depth and criticality to the term magic realism especially to its cinematic variant, and to treat it as a discourse not a genre. I am thankful to all my colleagues and friends over the years, with whom I have had sometimes very frustrating but always inspiring conversations about this. In 2020, more than ever, we must seek to find critically poetic discourses with which to challenge and alter mainstream representation. Very special thanks to Anocha Suwichakornpong for graciously allowing me to use a beautiful still from her film By The Time It Gets Dark [Dao Khanong] as this book’s cover image, and to Paul at Electric Eel Films. This image encapsulates what magic realism means to me.


Publisher’s acknowledgements

The publishers would like to thank Fundación Alejo Carpentier for granting permission for the usage of extracts within Chapter 4.






 1

Introduction


Part one: pioneers – Roh, Carpentier, Jameson

Magic realism first emerged as a mode of painting in the early twentieth century and soon disappeared, falling out of favour, superseded by neighbouring movements, and later resurfacing as an enduring literary genre (Warnes 2005). Since its inception in the early 1920s German avant-garde, it has proved persistent as an intermedial mode spanning literature, painting, photography, film, philosophy, gender studies, postcolonial studies, queer theory, feminism, Marxism, and postmodernism. Why does magic realism persist in the twenty-first century? What does it offer as an alternative discourse on subjective experience and world politics? The answers to these questions are addressed within these pages. But this is no linear journey, and there is no fixed point of conclusion. This book tells the story of marginality and creative resistance, remapping a new cinematic discourse through the creative and critical texts that have kept magic realism relevant. It is the story of an interdisciplinary cinema informed by literature and art history in non-traditional and innovative ways, hence my deliberate usage of the art historical term ‘magic realism’ which involved collaborative, polyvalent innovation from the outset. It recognises that any attempt to understand the genesis and evolution of magic realism must take into account its intermedial and multi-generic aspects, what Jameson describes in relation to Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk as ‘distinct diegetical elements […] transformed into a stream of affect’ (Jameson 2015, p.63). The films while geographically, politically, and stylistically varied, share aesthetic, poetic, philosophical, and ideological factors. My interest in magic realism in relation to world cinema lies in its radical potential to undermine fixed hegemonic rationality and certainty, and therefore critique dominant systems of power and orthodoxy. In terms of film specifically, this involves a formal experimentation aimed at capturing the fleeting presence of magic within the everyday. This book argues that magic-realist films expose and interrogate cognitive and phenomenological apprehension of exterior reality through avant-garde practice, or in non-mainstream, non-conventional modes of representation that focus on becoming or metamorphosing. Early writing on the cinema such as Antonin Artaud’s ‘Sorcery and Cinema’ (c. 1928), Ado Kyrou’s Le Surréalisme au cinéma (1952), and André Breton’s discussion of the magical space of the movie theatre in ‘As in a Wood’ (1951) saw the experience of cinema-going, of a psychological identification with oneiric screen images, as magical. Artaud writes that: ‘In essence the cinema reveals a whole occult life, one with which it puts us directly in contact’ (cited in Hammond 2000, p.104). Given the anti-rationalist sentiment that drives much modern art of the early twentieth century, technological ‘magic’ proves a crucial stage in the development of ‘new realisms’. Marcel Mauss and Henri Humbert’s A General Theory of Magic (1902), the wide dissemination of Freud’s Totem and Taboo (translated into French in 1923), Guillaume Apollinaire’s tongue in cheek ‘Little Recipes from Modern Magic’ (1916), Pablo Picasso and Man Ray’s work with indigenous objects, the rise of ethnological and ethnographic studies, promote plural forms of magic as narrative or visual strategies with which to approach the subjects of reality, and realism. The cinematic apparatus and its manipulative réalisation magique (Colville 2006, p.119), is vital to the particularity of the films that I present here as examples. This is also true for literary works, where the relationship between magic and the real ‘has to be defined technically or textually; the mere contextual presence of two world-views is not enough to distinguish magical realism from any type of writing that deals with different cultures’ (Aldea 2011, p.16).

I first began research on magic realism inspired by the symbiotic relationship between mental and physical transformation in Angela Carter’s The Passion of New Eve (1988) and Virginia Woolf’s Orlando: A Biography (1928), and in the films Hedwig and the Angry Inch (John Cameron Mitchell, 2001), Orlando (Sally Potter, 1993), Der Himmel über Berlin [Wings of Desire, Wim Wenders, 1987] and Céline et Julie vont en bateau [Céline and Julie Go Boating, Jacques Rivette, 1974]. Each of these examples takes a psychological desire for transformation and represents it through corporeal metamorphosis. Often based in trauma, such desires for change are realised in varying degrees of ‘realism’ – changing one’s sex, escaping poverty and boredom, transgressing social lines of ‘propriety’ and ‘order’, or exorcising pain through imaginative recourse to the divine or supernatural. In each of these works there is dynamic potential for a metamorphosis in thought based in acute social and personal issues related to identity, temporality, and utopia. There seems to be a general consensus among theorists of magic realism that the reader/viewer of the magic-realist text must accept that there is a possibility for many ‘truths’, many versions of reality to exist simultaneously. Maggie Ann Bowers writes of a disruption of fixed categories of truth and history, which creates ‘a space beyond authoritative discourse, where the unrepresentable can be expressed’ (2004, p.81). The creation of a space and time for the expression of the unrepresentable, the presentation of the taboo or a multiplicity of selves, seemed to me inherent to the mode of magic realism. But the more I read and watched, the more I realised that drawing on a literary model to understand films described as magic(al)-realist, was simply insufficient without actually thinking in depth about the mode’s visual roots in painting and photography, and its philosophical enquiry outlined in critical writings.

Literary criticism on magic-realist fiction has underestimated the centrality of the cinematic apparatus, the camera, to magic-realist discourse.1 This book unearths film criticism, film scenarios, and screen adaptations that intersect with critical magic-realist discourse and illuminate the relations between cinema and what essentially began as a discourse on photo-realist painting. Magic realism as a term has endured the geopolitical shifts of the twentieth century, popping up in critical and creative work, but also more amorphously in popular, vernacular versions (see fn2) which still seem to find use for the term in the twenty-first century. These ‘legacy’ versions are by turn directly and tangentially affiliated with its critical discourse, films that encourage philosophical engagement through affective resonance. Magic realism emerges from a complex web of historical and cultural influences that are typical of flux and uncertainty, and as it continues to migrate and transform in the hands of different writers and artists, it becomes clear that the strength of magic realism as a critical discourse is its mutability. Without doubt many magic-realist works highlight the importance of the role of philosophy, which can be traced to the role of wonder in Plato’s writing. In Plato’s dialogues, most famously in Theaetetus (c. 369 bc), wonder [thaumazein] accompanies the genesis of philosophical thought, like a lightning bolt or the stimulus of mathematical problem.


Theaetetus:Oh yes, indeed, Socrates, I often wonder like mad what these things can mean, sometimes when I’m looking at them I begin to feel quite giddy.

Socrates:[…] It seems that Theodorus was not far from the truth when he guessed what kind of person you are. For this is an experience which is characteristic of a philosopher, this wondering: this is where philosophy begins and nowhere else.2


The dialogue is an epistemological discourse seeking to interrogate links between knowledge, perception, and affect. It ends without resolution, in an impasse, or, more optimistically, doesn’t end but continues on, metamorphosing like thought itself, never still, and always capable of strange and startling observations. This book argues that philosophical investigation defines written magic-realist discourse. For a mode of film, of world cinema, to fall under the title of magic realism it must also be defined by philosophical wonder, evoked in the combination of its technological, political, and creative forces. As Socrates implies, wonder is everywhere, an anthropocentric position that prioritises the feelings and knowledge of humans facing the world – as Hernán Cortés famously declared regarding the ‘new world’: ‘No language on earth can describe its magnitude and originality’.3 The magic in magic realism is variously marvellous and mysterious, as well as magical. Film has a special relationship with reality and magic in its technical feats of processing and editing (celluloid and digital), as well in the elements of chance and accident that may occur in the developing stages. But more than this, film affords an audio-tactile-visual immediacy that can make thought visible (by focusing on interiority, the ineffable, the dream, the micro-wonders of modern life) as well as technically reproduce the sensations of human perception. Magic realism promulgates intense, strange, and challenging ideas that question the oppositional borders between what is known and felt, imagined and experienced, or what is immanent or transcendent. Magic-realist film explores the expansion from modern newness and alienation into different subjectivities that take the form of non-human, as well as human entities. This book aims to explore magic-realist cinema as it develops and metamorphoses, not as a genre, but as a means of expressing a philosophical and socio-critical discourse where ‘magic’ and ‘realism’ shimmer in a complex spectrum of metaphysical and ordinary elements. Above all, these combined elements contribute to a ‘feeling’ or ‘atmosphere’ that remains seductive and useful to contemporary creatives.

In order to reach an understanding of this film variant, I follow the key voices – or chroniclers – for whom the mode proves instrumental as a discourse of enquiry, enchantment, and revolt, in their respective critical and creative practice. These threads connecting magic realism, theory, and avant-garde practice run through the book, formal and philosophical connections, correspondences, and palimpsests that build a cinematics of magic realism, in which there remains a strange seductiveness (Jameson 1986, p.302), something that moves between critical, philosophical thought and affective response. It raises ‘many problems, both theoretical and historical’ (p.301). Various critics have raised questions about allegiance: does an insistence on magic undermine the political context of a given work (Cooper 1991; Aldea 2011), or is magic sided with Marxism, against religion (Wilson 2013)? A widely consensual verdict is that magic realism allows for antithetical aspects of lived experience to appear together (spatially and temporally): ‘In magical realism, the supernatural is not presented as problematic’ (Chanady 1985, p.23). Some of the most useful critiques of the term involve a condensation of its antinomy: ‘magical-realist texts often conflate sight and insight, thus collapsing the literal and figurative meanings of “vision” by making the visible world the very source of insight’ (Zamora 2005, p.31). This also holds true for pre-capitalist (so-called ‘primitive’) cultures and their belief systems when presented alongside ‘modern’ culture (frequently delineated by technical and first world influences). What unites my examples above is an acceptance of difference, which often leads to a non-conclusive dialectical exploration of culture(s). This is an important point of distinction, because throughout this book I argue that the acceptance of difference, and the philosophical and creative means of thinking through difference, is at the heart of cinematic magic realism. I agree with Stephen M. Hart that the widely accepted formula of magic(al) realism presented in the works of Gabriel Garcia Márquez ‘erodes any distinction between the marvellous and the real,’ peaking in Cien años de soledad [One Hundred Years of Solitude, 1967] where ‘reality is not real if it is not simultaneously magical’ (1982, p.44 – note how magical and marvellous are used interchangeably here). Weaving together the marvellous tales of his Caribbean childhood, supernatural events in the fictional world of Macondo where the novel takes place, and the horrific reality of Colombia’s colonial past, Márquez creates a mytho-historical narrative focalised through characters who are to various degrees marginalised and oppressed. Juxtaposed with the unfathomable and unjust reality is a magic which does not seem completely antinomous because it represents a subjective perspective. Magic often functions allegorically, presented in an idealised or utopian vision, or a past event. Márquez’s novel illustrates perfectly the critical contention that ‘Magical realism turns out to be part of a twentieth-century preoccupation with how our ways of being in the world resist capture by the traditional logic of the waking mind’s reason’ (Mikics 1995, p.372). Rationality, to a large extent, is what magic realism rails against, despite an oft-privileged emphasis on order and clarity in magic-realist painting. As humans, our interaction with exterior realities, and interior (virtual) thought processes engenders a constant state that bridges certainty and uncertainty. These sensory interruptions, whether they expand and become intellectual questions or not, constitute a tension, where the mystery does not descend from on high, but dwells within the everyday. As magic-realist filmmaker Lisa Stock puts it, magic realism involves: ‘The small glimmers that maybe only you see. […] The challenge then, may be in creating new metaphors or images not attached to a kind of nomenclature, that transcend cultures and generations, as does [Borges’s] Book of Sand’.4 In our contemporary moment, magic realism can prove fruitful as a language of change, of becoming: a subtle poetic-politics.

In the 1990s, a renewed interest in literary magic(al) realism sparked a flurry of critical anthologies and publications in the English language, building on Chanady’s Magical Realism and the Fantastic: Resolved versus Unresolved Antinomy (1985); Raymond Trousson’s ‘Du Fantastique et du Merveilleux au Réalisme Magique’ (1985) and María-Elena Angulo’s Magic Realism Social Context and Discourse (1995) among many others, which argue for magic realism as a distinct mode. William Spindler’s (1993) ‘Magic Realism: A Typology’ considers the overlap between European and Latin American variants, setting out three thematic categories: metaphysical magic realism; anthropological magic realism; and ontological magic realism.5 Lois Parkinson Zamora’s and Wendy Faris’s Magical Realism: Theory, History and Community (1995), followed by Stephen M. Hart and Wen-chin Ouyang’s A Companion to Magical Realism a decade later (2005) provide translations of key foundational texts, as well as a reassessment of magic(al) realism in later twentieth-century postcolonial and commonwealth writers. Although Márquez’s One Hundred Years cemented magic(al) realism as firmly Latin American, the scope of the material presented in these anthologies gathers influence from disparate places: British and Anglo-Indian fiction, North American Jewish crime novels, nomadic writing in the Maghreb, Australian and Canadian fiction, Japanese fantasy fiction. At this point, the reader begins to question whether the ambiguity and perpetual antinomies that mark magic(al) realism leave it openly applicable to any work of art or literary text combining fantasy and social realism. Indeed, Hart and Ouyang raise this question in the introduction to their anthology: ‘If Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone can be magical-realist, then, the argument goes, surely anything can be part of the discourse of magical realism?’ (2005, p.12). The Harry Potter franchise resides firmly in the children’s fantasy genre, where magic, despite Harry’s ‘backstory’, is cartoonish and bombastic; empty of subtlety or poetry, and the antithesis of magic-realist discourse. There is also the issue in Western studies of magic(al) realism, a criticism frequently levelled at Jameson’s essays on ‘Third World’ film and literature, that local particularity, including folklore, is superficially understood, or generalised. In his review of Zamora and Faris’s anthology, Eduardo González critiques Faris’s chapter, where ‘Scheherazade becomes […] a bit like the Muse of Comparative Literature, less a talking princess on death call than a mountain deity with a brood of prematurely postmodern children’ (1995, p.1000). This is a fairly persistent criticism of magic(al) realism studies throughout the 1990s, and one that I feel has clear reason to take issue with the sometimes breezy and all-encapsulating manner in which non-Euro-American texts are folded into this new canon. However, González demonstrates that he is not above glossing the female-centred narratives of Laura Esquivel’s Como agua para chocolate (1989) and Oscar Hijuelos’s The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien (1993), which he labels ‘sexy feminism’ (p.999). This disagreeable remark reveals that the sides are not so clear-cut. More recent volumes have considered its relation to diasporic and cosmopolitan experience in the twenty-first century (Alonso 2015; Sasser 2014), Gilles Deleuze’s philosophy, and the history of the emotions (Aldea 2011; Arellano 2015), or the excesses of the Nigerian oil industry, through a conjoined literary mode comprised of the political ecological term ‘petro-magic’ and magic(al) realism (Wenzel 2014). This scholarship continues to be pertinent to any study of magic realism in film, which necessarily includes postcolonial, ethnographic, eco-critical and political filmmaking.

Hart and Ouyang stress that critics need to cast off the ‘Latin American straightjacket’ and move beyond purist readings of magic(al) realism that are embedded in postcolonial discourse even when magic-realist codes ‘can be an excellent vehicle for political views and issues’ (pp.20; 4). I argue that it is impossible to assume a ‘purist’ critical position if we follow the discourse of its pioneers. Carpentier’s oeuvre (Chapter 4), for example, illustrates how European artistic influences on the Latin American consciousness lead to gradual processes of transculturation6 that have immense political ramifications in and beyond regional specificity. Here I speak of the obvious shock of sudden colonisation, but more importantly, of the potential for later, reciprocal, cultural exchanges in spite of hierarchical caste, class, racial, or ethnic divides. Silvia Spitta sees in Latin American literature between the First and Second World Wars a mediation between so-called ‘first’ and ‘third’ worlds which spawns a plethora of terms such as hybridity, métissage, and syncretism and works with the world of objects on two levels: ‘its violent deracination from the originating culture and displacement into a world to which it is alien (which forces a reorganization of that world)’ and ‘a reorganization of European collections of objects under the impact of a changed consciousness’ (2009, p.29). Essential to avant-garde fascination with magic at this time is the potential in revolution, by way of the marvellous: ‘The marvellous with all its assumptions of surprise, chance, the fulgurant vista of something more than what we can fully grasp, has never known in the plastic arts the triumphs which are accomplished in great number in Oceanic objects’.7 As a result of increased exile and migration among artists and writers, issues of cultural appropriation, purloining of native objects, casual idealisation, and exoticism have rightfully been addressed in relation to the modernist avant-garde. Martinican surrealist and philosopher René Ménil (1941–1945) reflects on how transnational avant-gardes evolved out of the very particular conditions of the 1930s and 1940s, resulting in a ‘panoply of philosophies’ born of historical materialist, surrealist, and spiritual concerns (cited in Richardson 1996, p.77). Modernist periodicals form an essential part of this exchange, providing new artistic and critical vocabularies for oppressed communities to explore their own cultures, but from which, as in the case of the Martinican avant-garde, the non-Western culture ‘contradictorily keeps its distance in a constant engagement’ (p.72). Transculturation is a long, slow process that, in the case of Latin America, reflects ‘utopian longing for liberation, revolution and self-determination […] Resistance is understood in terms of the struggle to construct and maintain a cultural specificity by appropriating elements that will characterize the diverse historical, social, cultural and political contexts’ (Pick 1987, p.45). Such complex interrelations are seldom made evident in the marketing of magic-realist (or surrealist8) films, despite the crucial dialogue between avant-garde form and geopolitical content that lies within. This book is born out of taking magic realism seriously; it sets out to find greater clarity and reasoning in the ‘tendencies’, ‘affinities’, ‘influences’, and ‘overlaps’ that constitute a magic-realist work – its objects, environments, and politics. Often criticised for a certain political ambivalence, it is my contention that many of the films, and indeed books, tracts, and plastic art that are labelled magic-realist include radical formal element(s), as well as fierce political and cultural critique that is discursive and philosophical.

I choose to focus on its avant-garde roots and legacies, because to chart magic realism’s historical (diachronic) and artistic (synchronic) journeys requires an analysis that accounts for the amorphous and indefinite coordinates of its trajectory during a period riven by seismic socio-cultural and geopolitical change, and characterised by tension. The films I discuss encourage us to think through modernism, as well as modernity, from a truly world perspective, but also, in tracing magic realism’s roots and growth through the international avant-garde, the focus allows for an alignment of experimental form (magic) with a more radical politics (realism) that resists stasis or fixity.9 Aiming to reinject criticality, particularity, and philosophical enquiry with a view to opening out rather than closing off the films’ affective potential, this book reveals a magic realism that is antithetical to the whimsical, vernacular meaning assigned to it in recent years. This book does not court the reading of magic realism as a hyperbolic narrative form in which all that is magical is real. It asks why humans rely on the unknowable, invisible, and inexplicable aspects of existence to imagine the future. Why things that seem irrational or puzzling can be magical or real, or both; and how delving into the ontological implications of representing such conundrums generates genuinely radical and affective bodies of work.

There are three major figures who have sustained and transformed the discourse of magic realism: German art historian Franz Roh, who coined Magischer Realismus [Magic Realism10] in 1923, publishing Nach-Expressionismus: Magischer Realismus. Probleme der neuesten europäischen Malerei11 in 1925 [Post-expressionism: Magic Realism. Problems of the New European Painting]; Cuban writer and musicologist Alejo Carpentier, whose concept of lo real maravilloso americano12 [the marvellous real in the Americas] made the case for a specifically [Latin] American marvellous in opposition to the surrealist merveilleux13 that he encountered while working with members of the French Surrealist Group during 11 years spent in exile in Paris (1928–1939); and North American cultural theorist Fredric Jameson, who in the mid-1980s begins to employ the term magic realism to film, and to an extended theoretical enquiry into the shift between modernism and postmodernism. In a crucial passage from Roh’s Nach-Expressionismus, he writes:


To depict realistically is not to portray or copy but rather to build rigorously, to construct objects that exist in the world in their particular primordial shape. The old Aristotelian idea of imitation had already gained a spiritual quality. For the new art, it is a question of representing before our eyes, in an intuitive way, the fact, the interior figure, of the exterior world.

(Roh, in Zamora and Faris [1925] 1995, pp.23–4, original emphasis)


Roh highlights a tendency in German art of the Weimar period (1918/19–1933) for a sensory rendering of a world shaken by the First World War, paused to ‘reflect on the hope and the compromises of the 1920s’ (Gale 2018, p.94) often with an exacting verisimilitude. They speak of inner and outer worlds colliding, of a mutual relationship between exterior phenomena and human perspective, feeling and seeing, and what Spindler terms ‘making the ordinary seem supernatural’ (1993, p.77). Influenced by his mentor Heinrich Wölfflin’s contrastive analysis of renaissance and baroque styles in the influential study Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe [Principles of Art History, 1915],14 Roh clarifies Magischer Realismus as a shift away from Expressionism, and orders the principle differences between the two styles into a table of 23 pairs of traits (see Table 2.1). Published, significantly, just after Breton’s 1924 ‘Manifeste du surréalisme’ [Manifesto of Surrealism],15 Nach-Expressionismus seeks to categorise a new realism in German painting that is nevertheless influenced by classicism, Romanticism, and concurrent avant-garde movements. From the outset magic realism seemed to have close affinities with the Italian pittura metafisica artists [metaphysical painting] (see Chapter 2) and in particular painter Giorgio de Chirico, whose work Roh encountered through the pages of Valori Plastici (1918–1922).16 Art historian Jean Clair describes de Chirico’s oeuvre as being based in a ‘waiting and melancholy’ that later came to characterise magic realism:


If the world of modern man is still inhabited by memories of demons and gods, then the appearances of the world are the manifest signs of the most secret relationships that the psyche establishes with the configurations of the visible world. […] it is necessary to reproduce the appearance of what is visible with the greatest accuracy – its colour, its form, its structure and everything that communicates with our senses.

(1997, p.276, emphasis in original)17


For Clair, the affinities between de Chirico and magic realism amount to a shared interest in the lives of objects, objects that contain their own meaning, part of which is hidden, or partially obscured, ‘half-alive and half-dead’ (González 1997, p.280). The airless landscapes in his early paintings provide an important touchstone for magic-realist film, and later for Latin American writers of the 1940s and 1950s.

It is difficult to say definitively how and why a term as diffuse as Roh’s Magischer Realismus later found currency across the world, but its migration is in large part thanks to the concurrent publication of excerpts of the preface to Nach-Expressionismus as ‘Realismo mágico. Post Expresionismo. Problemas de la pintura europea más reciente’ (1927) – in Revista de Occidente (April–June, No. 48, pp.274–301), edited by Ortega y Gasset; translated by Fernando Véla,18 and the Franco-Italian journal 900, edited by Massimo Bontempelli and Cuzio Malaparte. Latin American scholars would later question the inherently subjective quality of its ‘spirituality’: ‘Roh’s flaw, from their point of view, lies in his attempt to subtract from the phenomenon he describes a transcendental and religious impulse that appears inherent to it, in order to preserve the phenomenological and formalistic purity of his theory’ (Echevarría 1977, pp.115–16). The division between these ‘formal’, ‘phenomenological’ aspects of magic realism and a more overtly political Latin American strain later come to define the heterogeneous qualities of cinematic magic realism.

The majority of English-language scholarship on Alejo Carpentier focuses on his essay lo real-maravilloso de america19 (originally published in the Venezuelan newspaper El Nacional, April 1948), which later became the prologue to his novel El reino de este mundo [The Kingdom of This World, 1949] with the slightly altered title lo real maravilloso americano.20 The prologue addresses the ontological magic of ‘the Americas’ – an ‘authentic’, immediately graspable reality, which on the one hand heavily critiques, and on the other remains indebted to what he deems the ‘manufactured’ reality of surrealist Paris (Chapter 4). Written following an inspirational trip to Porte-au-Prince with the actor Louis Jouvert in 1943, it is a theoretical negotiation of the gap between his philosophical questioning of faith, art and culture, and the physical reality and historical weight of what he encounters in Haiti. Latin America is a continent, he says, ‘where we have not yet begun to establish an inventory of our cosmogonies’ or begun to catalogue the marvellous that springs from its ‘unexpected richness of reality’ and ‘amplification of scale’ (1995, pp.86–7). These extraordinary physical and historical aspects of the landscape overwhelm him, and immediately conjure images of the African slave uprising centuries earlier which lead to the Haitian revolution (1791–1804):


I was lucky enough to visit Henri Christophe’s kingdom – such poetic ruins […] and I saw the still-Norman Cape Town, the Cap Français of the former colony, where a house with great long balconies leads to the palace of hewn stone inhabited years ago by Pauline Bonaparte. […] I saw the possibility of establishing certain synchronisms, American, recurrent, timeless, relating this to that, yesterday to today.21


The theme of cultural syncretism – a term used by Carpentier for ‘the simultaneous expression of distinct cultural systems in the same expressive forms or […] the accommodation of multiple (and often conflicting) cultural meanings in a shared expressive context’ (Zamora 2006, xv) – years of colonial struggle, slavery, immigration, emigration, and a rise in world travel – is at the core of his marvellous. But so too is the spell of the European avant-garde, and a formal self-reflexivity honed amongst artists and intellectuals. In his writing an extraordinary transformation occurs whereby the cultural and social traits of the coloniser and the colonised intersect are reproduced and proliferated in multivocal histories of colonial power and Black, Indian, and creollo insurgence. He aims to ‘strategize belonging’ (Sasser 2014, p.210) through the mode of lo real maravilloso americano, finding ways in which regional, non-first world cultures challenge Eurocentric power, conventional forms of mimetic realism, and the idea of modernity as progress. The slow crescendo that culminates in Cuba’s Revolution, as well as the country’s on-going relationship with both the United States and the Soviet Union, are factors that bubble beneath his creative evolution. Lo real maravilloso americano is born out of personal experience, but it also articulates the ‘narrative fissure’ between ‘expectations of modernization and the realities of the course of events’ (Moreiras 2001, p.49). Carpentier with one foot in Europe, one in Latin America, bears witness and testimony to the beginnings of a ‘negative globality’ (Moreiras 2001) in which the grand narratives of capitalism and Communism are eventually shown to no longer constitute a dichotomy. His work constitutes a celebration of the heterogeneity of the Caribbean via the marvellous and the baroque, an optimistic stance that is later taken up in Jameson’s theory of magic realism.

Carpentier was an ardent cinephile, and his relationship with film and filmmaking germinated in his early journalistic and production work (Chapter 4). His articles on avant-garde film and art, as well as his involvement in the Cuban film industry – ICAIC [Instituto Cuban del Arte e Industria Cinematográficos] – are illuminating, positing a Carpenterian legacy of magic realism beyond the ‘boom’ novel: ‘In Cuba there had been only a few unremarkable attempts at filmmaking, purely commercial in nature […] But the 1959 Revolution heralded the opening of a new film school in Latin America, a continent in which many countries still have no representation in the field of cinema’.22 Julio García Espinosa tells of how with the arrival of the first Lumière Brothers’ technology from France in 1895, Cuban filmmakers documented the war with Spain and created some of the earliest moving images in the world: ‘Since that time we have been trying to maintain a leading role in the creation of our own image’ (2008, p.122). Espinosa and Carpentier knew that while independent Cuban identities drove the need for a Cuban cinema, they were united with filmmakers across Latin America in promoting a ‘Third’ Cinema’ which parallels magic realism ‘in the context of neocolonial resistance, the tradition of the artist’s vindication of the imagination and subversion of hegemonic models’ (Chanady, quoted in Zamora and Faris 1995, p.141). Carpentier’s fascination for the moving image is, I believe, profoundly integrated into the broader discourse of lo real maravilloso americano, surfacing in his highly cinematic, poetic novels. The tension between the real and the marvellous is constant, nuanced rather than polarised, a latent mutability characterised by its ‘discontinuous intensities’ (Jameson 1986, p.142).

The next critical moment for the discourse occurs in the 1980s when Jameson notes the ‘shared features’ of a ‘certain magic realism’ (1986, p.303) across a number of ‘Third World’ films, marking the first sustained theory of a cinematic vein of the mode. His magic realism with its grip on the modernist avant-garde and a critical resistance to ‘globalisation’ is deeply engaged with questions of affect,23 aspects that he famously saw waning in first world culture after 1945. He writes two key essays: ‘On magic realism in film’, Critical Inquiry (1986), and ‘Soviet magic realism’, a chapter in The Geopolitical Aesthetic (1992). This essential contribution to the discourse of magic realism has been almost entirely overlooked in magic realism studies, as well as in relation to his wider philosophical ideas on capital and neoliberalism.24 Highly subjective in their response to the selected films, these essays seem to lack method, and because until more recently the films have not been available to view on DVD or in cinemas, Jameson’s readings may well have been lost on readers at the time. It is difficult to fully comprehend his fascination with magic realism without an understanding of ideas circulating in his writing from the late 1970s and into the early 1990s (‘The Ideology of the Text’, 1975; The Political Unconscious, 1981; Fables of Aggression, 1981; ‘Postmodernism and Consumer Society’, 1984; and ‘Third World Cinema’, 1986, for example). These texts address the modernist axioms of individualism, alienation, newness and emotionality, asking whether they still have relevance in the 1980s at a time when a material and psychological fragmentation – the cultural logic of late capitalism – means that ‘our cognitive relationship with the social totality’ is eroding (1977, p.978).25 These essays on magic realism are a philosophical investigation into the resistant potential of certain ‘third’ world films to challenge the tendency towards postmodern affectlessness, and thereby disrupt any notion of uniformity in the spread of capitalism. The films are political allegories – obtuse, poetic, experimental, slow, and dark – and his rationale for selecting them seems contingent at best. From my point of view, this contingency is apt and symptomatic, following a great line of antecedents beginning with Roh’s eclecticism. Each film is resolute in its countering and problematising of ‘Western’, or ‘First World’ perspectives on late capitalist culture. Produced in Poland, Colombia, Venezuela, and various regions of the former Soviet Union, they all, at some level, engage with hierarchies of power, but there is no obvious stylistic or generic magic-realist thread that draws them together. In ‘On magic realism’ Jameson recalls two films that he sees by chance at the Sixth Annual International Film Festival in Havana, which he visits with Michael Chanan in December 1984. He described them as Third World film, a now obsolete term – examples of minor world cinema retaining ‘tendencies of the modernist art cinema’, which include ‘the long take, slow-motion narrative, a web of allusions, and morbid subject matter’ (Jameson 2006, p.2). In ‘Soviet magic realism’ he focuses primarily on Alexander Sokurov’s Dni zatmeniay [Days of Eclipse, 1988], which foregrounds experimentation, and eschews narrative clarity in favour of abstract and obfuscated concepts and allegorical allusions to state power and corruption. Colour palette, artifice, defamiliarisation, and phenomenological response constitute the critical and aesthetic emphasis of this discourse. An amplification of suffering and violence, rather than butterflies and miracles, constitutes magic realism for Jameson. This distinction – the magic of pain, discrimination, and anarchy – is what pushes his definition of magic-realist film beyond more popular generic definitions of magic(al) realism. As with all debates encompassing local, world, or ‘global’ concerns, ambiguities of nationhood and belonging, and the tense dichotomy between centre and periphery, create space for vibrant discussion of tradition, oral histories, sacred and supernatural beliefs, and, of course, race, ethnicity, class, gender, and sex.

Magic realism is often highly subversive in content and aim, yet manages to circumvent censorship and mainstream expectations by appearing to mimic or reproduce dominant structures and codes. Suzanne Jill Levine reminds us that Márquez’s One Hundred Years is a deliberate parody: ‘an affirmation of Fiction’s truth over History or of History as an infinite series of contradictory stories’ (1983, p.56). In the case of Soviet magical-realist awakenings after the publication of Márquez’s novel in translation (1970), Erika Haber describes how non-Russian Soviets ‘borrowed’ from Márquez to develop a new style that could bring ‘novelty, stylistic innovation, and experimentation into official literature without being judged anti-Soviet’, and which ‘under the guise of Socialist Realism […] used the system’s rhetoric against itself’ (2003, pp.1–2). For Jameson this sly aesthetic politics hinges on subversive sensory affect. For example, in his detailed analysis of Sokurov’s Days of Eclipse he writes:


What I have called its meaning [… lies] in the problem of the indeterminacy itself and that of assessing the nature of an external force that does something to you, but which, by virtue of the fact that its power transcends your own and cannot be matched, by definition also transcends your capacity to understand it or to conceptualize – better still, to represent – it.

(1992, p.88)


The omnipresent threat of the totalitarian regime is realised through a complex allegory that signals beyond the frame, beyond the action, and towards the incomprehensible yet all pervasive presence of its magic ideological powers. Take the case of East Central European films, which, as Aga Skrodzka describes, probe the value of tradition within their broader political and philosophical agendas. More than two decades after Jameson, she gathers together diverse filmmakers and films in the post-Wall era of New Europe, highlighting in this work a shared trauma and intention to preserve the past, which, in the magic-realist tradition embraces: ‘the shameful, parochial, wrecked, forgotten and naive. Frequently uncanny, even abject, the characters, events and places featured […] speak of the ways in which global, political, historical and economic shifts affect local culture’ (Skrodzka 2014, xi). This charged perspective expands upon the Latin American strain of the mode (choosing not to ‘enter into debate’ with it [p.15]), from the vantage point of ‘being somehow alien in the house of Europe’ (p.1). Skrodzka, like Jameson, finds that: ‘Magic realism, with its smart and always mobile juxtaposition of centre and periphery, offers a very attractive way to oppose the discourses of the centre […] and thus gain the space and voice for the periphery’ (p.15). In a similar vein, magic realism has found purchase in studies of certain Polish films of the 1980s and 1990s, which combine idealised portrayals of the lost Communist regime in a ‘disappointing’ present with ‘exuberant magic’ (Klonowska 2010; Mazierska 2000).26 Magic realism is ‘a kind of ethnographic folkloristic form’ (Klonowska 2010, p.194) in that each narrative carefully preserves traditional values, ‘rescuing them from oblivion’ (p.186). If the convention of magic realism seems ‘unlimited and universal’ (potentially applicable to any national cinema), in practice it is employed ‘to explore rather particular themes and specific perspectives’ and a ‘national collective memory’ (pp.186; 194), which may also reveal a ‘technological and cultural backwardness’27 (Mazierska 2000, n.p.). In terms of a contemporary Polish cinema, magic realism operates as an ‘implicit rather than overt’ political discourse (Klonowska 2010, p.185); social issues are expressed and worked through the imaginary or supernatural events, while magical objects engender a material symbiosis of social realism and cathartic wish-fulfilment on screen. The magic-realist film in its regional specificity puts forward a counter-assertion through an aesthetics of ineffability, and the deflection, or defamiliarisation, of hegemonic power. Jameson’s critical oeuvre is in constant evolution; earlier work is reflected through reconfigured frameworks (affect theory or contemporary politics, for example), and theoretical impasses are challenged. In magic realism he comes closer to a philosophical dialogue that directly targets issues from the margins – racially, ethnically, economically, from queer and non-human perspectives. The aesthetic, geopolitical, and spatio-temporal potential of magic-realist film is predicated on two key principles:


1.Magic realism somehow reflects the more complex and contradictory nature of postmodernity, which contains within it a modernity that is not yet dead, nor fully realised, its avant-garde radicality lying in wait.

2.Magic realism combines the radical nature of the avant-garde with a world systems geopolitics that sits between vernacular and political filmmaking.


The work of these pioneers is essential to understanding the intersection of theory, philosophy, art history, literature, and film in my theory of magic realism. Central is their articulation of non-hegemonic identities, marginal and exilic social and political experience, and insistence on formal experimentation as a means to express thought, or to represent material objects and matter that exceed the bounds of semiotics or logic. This book explores a (non-exhaustive) selection of films that align aesthetically, thematically, and critically with the ideas expressed in these foundational texts, each resistant to vernacular pastiche or the ‘facile’.28 Some of the films explore a more ordinary relationship with exterior reality via an aesthetics that is in line with the new German art of the 1920s. Others are clear allegories of specific political unrest, connected by their repetition of marginal, and liminal, or uncertain habitats, and critical, resistant, and radical thinking. Many of the writers and filmmakers discussed within these pages were considered enemies of the state, revolutionaries, or ‘degenerates’; both Roh and Carpentier served time in prison for their perceived anti-establishment views; Chilean filmmakers Raúl Ruiz and Miguel Littín, and Transcaucasian Sergei Parajanov (also imprisoned) were prevented from filming in their native homelands. Few filmmakers refer to their work directly as magic-realist (André Delvaux – Chapter 7 is an exception), but the term has without doubt served as inspiration for their work. Some are innovators in world cinema, documentary filmmaking, or experimental filmmaking. Other examples originate from auteurs or stand-alone films – filmmakers such as Ruiz, Jean Cocteau, Miguel Gomes, Guillermo del Toro, or Lucile Hadžihalilović; and stand-alone films such as Benh Zeitlin’s Beasts of the Southern Wild (2012), Jean-Pierre Jeune’s Amélie (2001), the Quay Brothers’ The Piano Tuner of Earthquakes (2005), Jaromil Jireš’ Valerie a týden divu [Valerie and Her Week of Wonders, 1970], and Rungano Nyoni’s debut film I Am Not a Witch (2017).


Between the vernacular and the avant-garde – some examples

Vernacular magic(al) realism as a mode or visual style has often centred on film adaptations of magic-realist novels. This is a highly problematic course of pursuit, and, as Chapter 4 reveals, there are many precedents illustrative of the failure to translate magic-realist literature to film. While it is not my desire to focus too heavily on the role of adaptation, there is an underlying preoccupation on the part of producers, directors, and even Hollywood stars, to bring magic-realist novels by Carpentier, and Márquez, for example, to the big and small screens. The technical realities of filming which enable image, movement and sound to leap, loop, blend, vanish, or defy logical chronology or plot, seem an attractive means of realising the complex, confounding, compulsive, and ‘polyperspectival’ narratives of these writers (Stam 2005, p.317). Yet, most of the resulting films are unsuccessful in capturing the marvellous qualities of the original text. The films that most closely replicate the ambiguity and magic of the literary works on which they are based, engage only partially or obliquely with the material. A key example of the type of ‘facile’ magic-realist commodification is evident in the hyperbole surrounding the release of Ang Lee’s Life of Pi (2012), an adaptation of Yann Martel’s 2001 novel. The film is spectacular in its hyperrealistic computer-generated imagery, as Lee ‘piles visual miracle atop emotional epiphany’ while unbelievable events are focalised through the titular protagonist, Pi, whose perspective renders them believable. ‘Magical realism was rarely so magical and never before so real’ gushes Time critic Richard Corliss (2012, n.p.). This superficial application of magic(al) realism to the film is characteristic of a kind of vernacularism reliant on tropes (the natural miracle, empty and uncritical hybridity, seamless CGI rendering the impossible believable) and empties the term of critical and radical potential. The meeting of magic and reality (the miracle of endurance that the young Pi and anthropomorphised Bengal tiger, Richard Parker display, occurs against the turbulence of primordial Nature in the Pacific Ocean, and the context of India’s internal ‘Emergency’ (1975–1977)) is experienced at the level of spectacle, with the issues of world migration reduced. Erik Camayd-Freixas lampoons Márquez for taking the ‘new aestheticism, [… and] deliberate primitivism’ in Carpentier’s novels, to ‘the verge of caricature and parody’ in an ‘imaginary ethnography’ constructed from ‘a conventional image of the primitive’ which is stylised into ‘a sort of pastiche or simulacrum corresponding to a mixture of beliefs and myths’ (2000, pp.112–14). The criticism levelled here finds that magical realism in the vernacular vein, relies upon a flattening out of cultural and ethnological specificities, as well as a shared, conventional perspective of ‘internal otherness’ (p.114), whereby surface, approximation, and exaggeration potentially steer the viewer from deeper philosophical or political engagement. Márquez as the most well-known exemplar of magic(al) realism proves divisive on this point. Life of Pi in its positive conclusion and structured narrative arc retains very little of what Chanady coined the ‘unresolved antinomy’ of magic realism (1985), with no real charged moments of perplexity that could be said to constitute a ‘hermeneutics of vagueness’.29

For the sake of example, we might consider how a range of low-budget, more experimental ‘adaptations’ of Márquez’s texts, direct the content in an altogether amplified magic-realist direction through avant-garde self-reflexivity, playful anarchy, and unpolished audio-tactile-visual montage that achieves a radical ambivalence. The correspondences between the films and the texts are oblique, leaving large gaps for the viewer to feel or contemplate their path through. Márquez adaptations La langosta azul, [The Blue Lobster, 1954, Álvaro Cepedia Samudio and Márquez]; En este pueblo no hay ladrones [There Are No Thieves in This Village, 1965, Alberto Isaac]; Ruy Guerra’s Eréndira (1983, based on La increíble y triste historia de la cándida Eréndira y de su abuela desalmada, 1972); Un señor muy viejo con unas alas enormes [A Very Old Man With Enormous Wings,30 Fernando Birri, 1988, based on the 1955 short story]; and Shūji Terayama’s Saraba Hakobuneさらば箱舟 [Farewell to the Ark, 1985, inspired by One Hundred Years] arguably reproduce core aspects of an historical magic-realist discourse in an incomplete, prismatic pro-filmic world, through a synaesthetic rush of the senses. The Blue Lobster was the first of over 50 screenplays that Márquez wrote for the Mexican film industry in the 1960s and 1970s, resulting in a silent, Buñuelian, black and white short of 29 minutes. An American arrives at a coastal town, carrying a suitcase filled with plastic-wrapped lobsters. The creatures, we learn from a close-up on a document, are blue, tasteless, odourless, and inedible. When a cat walks in and steals one, the man embarks on a futile hunt to retrieve it. The anachronistic techniques (iris ringed sequences, accentuated shadows) combine with photorealist images – the graphic lines of architecture, iron bars, kites flying, boats in the water, and white expanses of sky and sand. The lobster hunt is bizarre and disjointed, ending with the man on the threshold of the sea, looking out at the horizon. There is insufficient space to discuss each film here, however, Terayama’s homage to One Hundred Years is of particular note. A Magrittean concrete cube spins weightlessly above a widening black hole, yellow butterflies promise marvellous encounters, sequences are heavily tinted in the director’s characteristic kaleidoscopic palette, and time and technology are sided with magic drawn from tiny kernels of ideas inspired by Márquez’s novel. Terayama was denied the film rights to make Farewell to the Ark, but stubbornly dedicates it to Márquez and his novel in the credits. The opening shot of a violet-tinted furrow of cracked earth is followed by the burial of all the clocks in the village. Later, we discover that buried time, like death, is subject to strange laws, just as human time can affect the natural laws of sunrise and sunset. Okinawa, Japan’s southern-most island, a region famed for longevity, is the setting for the film’s mythical village, threatened by extinction due to the number of people fleeing for the neighbouring town, which seduces with its new commodities – electricity, photography, and telephones – echoing the gypsies who bring new tools and technologies to Macondo. Flower petals placed under pillows access diving powers through dreaming; Tsutekichi (Tsutomu Yamazaki) weaves a house papered with signs for objects to aid his failing memory, Sue (Mayumi Ogawa) wears a crude, metal chastity device that has been fixed to prevent incest with Tsutekichi (her cousin), and a tunnel connects to dead villagers as well as prematurely aging anyone who falls into it. The mood is bawdy and irrational, and the film presents these weird intimacies of rural life through violence, poverty, perversion, spiritual exorcisms, and theatricality – resolutely anti-vernacular. Magic realism often trades on the anachronistic, a belatedness, or recycling of earlier philosophical and cultural trends, and outlined in Eugene Jolas’s 1929 call for a revolution in literature inspired by ‘magic reality’: ‘The novel of the future will use telegrams, letters, decrees, fairy tales, legends, and dreams as documents for a new mythos. The novel of the future will be a plastic encyclopedia of the fusion of subjective and objective reality. […] The novel of the future will express the magic reality in a language that is non-imitative and evolutionary’.31

Jolas, ventriloquising the multiple voices of the European avant-garde, redirects the marvellous potential of collage towards the novel, where language must evolve in order to accommodate spontaneous, automatic, and irrational elements of everyday life. An alchemical poetry develops, Jolas believes, from the ‘conflict’ between rational and irrational forces; and, citing Novalis’s term ‘magic Idealism’ he argues this to involve both visible and invisible borders, where natural and supernatural coalesce: ‘At the extreme limits of his [the poet’s] consciousness there is a reality that presents immediately a transfiguration of the concrete. […] He strives for the immediacy of a metaphoric mental perception’.32 Magic realism involves antitheses that never resolve, but that constantly move through creative dreaming and practice. Jolas approaches the mundanity of the everyday through Novalis’s cosmological theory of magic Idealism (see Part two). Magic reality, as he describes it, sees modern disorder and disassociation transformed through experimentations of poetic form into liberation, a reorientation, I believe, of affect. A quintessential Terayama film, Farewell to the Ark fuses the indigenous folklore with technological magic, while the non-linear episodes focus on the queer absurdity of modern existence. It presents the exterior world through a cruel black humour as simultaneously nightmarish and utopian, there is no gloss. Similar in tone, Guerra’s Eréndira revels in the cruelty and greed of the grandmother (Irene Papas) who sells Eréndira (Claudia Ohana) to men for sex. The film’s magic-realist effect emerges from the weird capitalism, and the projections from Eréndira’s mind (a floating fish) which condense virtual and actual thought. Birri’s film is a crammed collage of superstitions rendered in multivalent forms: disorientating sepia close-ups, colour tinting, fears imagined as animations, superimposition, a clash between early cinema and 1980s pop culture, chaotic noise, and levitation.

The films discussed in this book tend to have much more in common with experimental and avant-garde cinema (at their most radical) or Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover’s ‘global art cinema’ (2010).
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