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NOTES ON MAGIC REALISYM IN LATTN AMERICA

By Teresa del Conde
AIChe Mexican Sectlons
The subject I will try te deal with is rslated to & branch

of Hexican Art which has been current since very old times. Howe-
ver my a2ppraach concerns only the contemporary aplicatiom of the
terna Mapgle Realism, as related vith stlpra-rezl lconographycal ele-
ments which don't apply to Surrsalisa in the way André Breton de-
fined this movement, though 1t oy have a feé'aspenta frequentiy
found in surrealistic iZagery.

iWhat is Magic Realism % . We can say that it is the objective,
statie and precize representation of evervday's reality, touched
by same sort of unusual ar Improkakle élement thet leavea the vie-
wer nr the readsr zarvelled, disconcerted or bevildered.

Es a precise tendency, classified in the artistle historiography
of our times, Hagic E3alism is: a current that is not exluszivaly
Latin Amarican, nor exclusively plastic, which manifesis itszelf
in Eurape, the USL. and Latin America from 1918 to the present.

However, I have to state that vwhat I have =aid is nol essentialy
true. For Instance, in painting we can trace back that same tenden-
¢y from Hyerconimus Bosch, Arcimbaldo and a great nunber of zzmnerist
rainters. Actually it coz ke salé that it appears toghether with the
first artiztic productions of mankind.

In mndern times, Romantic and Postromantic literature and painting,
spetially the Symbolist movement, offer many evamples. Ona oxr the

most ennspleuss ones are BEdggr Allen Poa's- Extraordinary Storics,

that caused such 2 strog influence upong$ french and Latin American



uriters and artists. The essateric visions of the mexican painter
Julia Huela;, (1870-2907) 1llustrator of the meost lmportant Lvant-
Garde magazzine in Latin Amerlicz, La Bevista Moderna , Tit perfectly
in this tendency. It is not necessary to assert that England provi-
des many examples, both in art znd literaturs. William Elake can

be see2n as a forcruner of Magic Bealism and William Turner's halluci-
nated visions were not far from suggesting paranormal foreces. But
maybe the most efective example comes from literature. Tt 15'&liﬁg

In Wonderland by the writer, matematician, photographer and paidophi-

lic priest Charles Dogson, who wrote under the name of Lewis Carrol,
as we all know. On my oppinion, Carrol's attitudes towards art and
life became a sort of prototype which pervades pur time.

IWhy then 1918 is to be taken as the year iIn which starts this ten-
dency 7 . Becausa Trom the historical podnt of view, the conseient
respoftite te the dilemma caused by techneleogycal era was suffered with
qnxinty form the tims of the First World War, and this conscience is
one of itz effects. Since the end of the =ir started a parpose of re-
ﬂlsén?ering the magical element existing in reality by means of a
sort »af faith. ITn many countries maybe it reflects some of the nhi-
losonhical and psychologyesl ideas spread by Carl Gustav Jung since
1913 (year of his departure from Freud). Ve had been suggesting the
necessity nf complementing men's wpsychieal integrity by joining the
irrational with resson itself.

But the term, which might be appliable in a universsl sensze, nowa-
days is used malnly to desien Latin American artistic prnductions,
either literary or —lastic. It is not by chance that long time ago
this continent was suposced to be the land vhere EL Dorado was to

ke Topund.



Py means of understanding what Magie Realism implies, it is conve-
nient to =<k nneself: :What is maric ?, or verhaps it is better to
say: gWhat things or events are to be considered as magic? . There
are many Torms and varleties of magic, but ’n spite ~f thelir diffe-
rences, one common instanca links them all: the use of paranormal
powers tn compel a desired result in accordance to the practitioners
will. Of course magic is, mo doutt, as old a< man himself, and very
often it has heen suggested that magle was a precurson of Religion,
though maybe both fislds develnped one at the side of the other, like
tarallel lines that mizhi converge sometimes. The only gulf between
the two exists in thoir attitudes to these paranormal powers. For ma-
glec is concerned with commanding, controlling and compelling it to
its own ends, while religion is concermad with adering, asking and
acepting what it gives. No matter if the response is opposite te the
demand, religlon is supossed to guarantee something that benefits the
individual (in the most misterious way, I should think). The magle
pover has quite a different aproach, since it is neither tolerant, no:
mediatized. However, in Latin America the sincretism between the two
attitudes is very strong. For instance, the image of a Saint can be
put upside dowin if he or she has “behaved hbldy", a religious imarse
mirht be pinched or & Crucifix can be strongly senlded. There are som
historieal facts that prove these mixed zttitudes. It is known that
Joté de Ledn Tovar, the man who killed president hlvaro Obregdn, befo
re shutting him at Parque de la Bombilla In Mexlco City, brought his
gun to a Sanctuary, Lz Villa, where the image of Virgen de Guadalupe,
a symbol of mexican icentity, is worshiped. In doing this, he was res.
ponding orders given to him by a nun: "la-madre Conchita™. The pisteol

e~uld kill, only if it was tlesced and sacred by beling In touch



with the holy icon.

Cinema portraits this reality in the most direct way. In the bra-
zilian £ilm by Jabor Tutp Bem (Everything is all tight, 1979), the
maid who serves the extremely catholic family of a bnurgnisa-?uciﬂli:
journalist, is invested with stigma and venerated as a saint, Candl:
are lightened sourrounding the woman, who stands beside her bed, whi
th:uanda nf peovle of different social status form and endleas
gqueua in order to reach her, so as Lo state theif demands.

Hnughlg_sueakiﬁg, there are two princiral tyves of magic: vwhite
and blsck. The first is pursued for good ends and the black for
evil ends. This last has been condemned officialy by most socleties.
We all remember the number of inaplations inflicted to psople (mos-
tly women), put to death by inquisitorial proeesses. However 1t
still persists. A lot of persens are still uzed to po to the "brujos"
bringing photographs, strands of hair, pleces of cleth, so as to ma-
ke possible the rytes which provoke damage, jllnes or even death to
people they hate. These can protect themselves, and do so, by wearir
cpecial types of rings, ammuleis oT gyes of god".

Evil posetion is related to ulack magic and exorcism as a religiol
ryte is still practiced, as quite a few films have illustrated. Tall
of cinema, RMaman Polansky is the one vho has dealt with the subject
in the most surprising way, provoking, as it iz well known, an extn,
msly real Tfusien between fictlen and life. :

If we think of the eertzin comzitments obtained thorugh magic pro
cesses, we have to adscribe them selentifically back te the AVI1L
(&ntury, when Anton Mesmer dizcovered and practiced what he called

Animal Magnetism, which of course, is based on sugpestion. Collecti

ve suggestion plays a fundamental roll In all magle acrtivities. And
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glthar white or black, magic uses the same sort of rytes and symbolism
in different proportions. These rytzs =nd symbols are always visiblee.
They are in the raots of a high quantity of artistilic productions.

Comming back to art terms. We have other wWords to designe thls ar-
tistic tendency related to magical vwrinciples so current in Latin Ame-
rican art of our times. Very often we talk about Mairvellous Realism or
about Fantastic Realism. ¢Are they equivalent terms ¥ . Not exactly, as
ue shall see. However there are so many constants as there are differen-
ces between these denominations.

The first given name: Harvellous Realism, was first used, I think,
by the recently dissapeared cuban writer klejs Carpentier in the »rolo-
gue o3 his novel El reing de este mundn.(TLe Dagdom of This World) 19u9.
He sald that a marvel begilms te be such in an inequivecal way when it
springs from an unsspected alteration of reality, of an unosual illu-
mination or a very favorable one of the inadverted richesness of every-
day's live, or else uken it comes from a privilegiate revelation of
things, These factors are perceived with martienlar intensity due to an
spiritual exaltation which convejs to a sort of border-line state. The
marvell-us senzation isplies faith, he =ays. Those wha don't beliewvs
in saints, can not ke cured by miracles, Seelngz Some faects of existen-
ce as mirzecles, and presanting them in configurations is one tendency
currently round in arclstic works of all times and couatries. In many
small Latin American towns, life a5 a mirmcley might be found befors
the eyes at every momasni, as ths mexicsn ariist Francisco Boledo has rec
tly demostrated in nis huge retrospective exhibition at the Museum ;f
Hodern Art in Hexieco City, wheee the fables, myths and ways of 1life of
hisz native region: Juchitan, Oaxaca, were recrezted through his lavish-
ly refined lconography in a most ccntempara;? sirne-languare,

Whilis the marvel is supossed to exist outzide the self, fantzsy be-



longs to the inner world. Fantastie Realism deals not with improbable
faets, it derls with the impassible. Its kingdom belongs to the oxscer-
bated imagination. Thare, a woman can lay in her bed amidst coluds,
while her veins give 1ife to an ivy which envolves hsr body, liks in
Frida Kahlo's pzinting The Sleep , or else, vomen~-birds might have
scyrp:nt4li;e 1limbs, that coil like walutes, 25 in scme paintings by
Emilio Ortiz. Another Yaethernal-feminine" symbol, Hemedios la Eella,
jevitates fram the land as if she wers ao Aspozis in Hundred Y¥ears of
Splitnde by Gabriel Garefs MdArquez. Fontasy is flixed neither in the pot
tle, nar iz the improbable and it does not TEquife fzith, as dreams do
not require any spetial power to bz produced. Howaver: magle, marvel
and fantasy have something in commons the capaclty of looking at the
war;d or a2t the inner events with the eyes of the visiomer. There is
alse, in the three instznces, the belief in transmutations which nat
only éo hava an existence, but e=n be revealed to hamans. And in a stm
cense, thay do exizt in thelr own right, only thelyr existence takes
place in tihe field of the imaginery. This field is as real as reallily
itself, only 1t works with different type of logycal princlples,othsrs
then thoze w2 are used ta deal with in the ordinary vord. The imﬁigiua-
ry i repul=z=ted by the same laws whlch rule the nyth, the dream or the
o ey L Y

rWhat gort of differences, if =ny, can tbe found between these sort
of Tealisme and the literary and plastic povement nomed under the ters
eoined by Guillaume Lpollinaire znd deseribed by André Breton as Su-
rrealism ? . I would say that this last supra-realism is based on a pro
granme which is deliberately directed to the conquast of the irratio-
nal, like a propositive Praise of Madness.” Surreslistic images reflect

—x

a Teal but arbitrary process. Marvel might exist, only it is not dis-—



discovered, tut provoked by volition. Sometimas it 1s inwvoked by
means of preseriptions whose aim is te link objects with different
proprieties in the most tizarre combinations. For the surrealistic
poets and painters, the marvel was not an spontaneous image recei-
wved with surprire or amazement, it was rather the power to catalize
images and relations between them as a crystal ball does, by infini-
te and distorted reflections on the mirror.

But if we analyze concrete lndividual works: poems, novels, [ilms,
paintings, collages ecc. 7Ts 1t mossible to delimit all these types
of Supra-Realisms, Surrealism included, as 1if we were to stablish
snce and Tor all definite boundaries between them?. We all know
that the answer is no. Proprieties of artistic ~bjects exist clearly
demarked ~nly theorethically, and the worlrs of art have the privi-
lepe of vrovoking msny lectures at the same time, even if some of
these lectures mipght norreqund tztter than others tn the structu-
ral esnfiguration o the object z2nd to the artist's intentions as
well.

Tt is guite vossible to encounter magie, mrvel,ffnt=sy ;nd the su-
rreal co-existing in one single object.sVWhy the, taking th= #?nghie
to underling the differences 7. T will leave my question pnanswered,
hnping that the rezder has alrecady plken up ehat is useful to ﬁis

pun underztanding when having finished to read this parer.



