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• family history 
• relationships and family life 
• life, death and the afterlife 
• multiple realities 
• social and natural catastrophes 

Characters are often 
idiosyncratic and may 
have unusual, historic 
or symbolic names.  
 

• myths 
• legends 
• fairytales 
• magic 
• astrology 
• religion 
 

Salman Rushdie 
Ernst Junger 
Janet Frame 
Gabriel García Márquez 
 

Mário de Andrade's 
influential novel 
Macunaíma. 
 

   

 First used in 
the 40s and 50s 
by German 
Franz Roh to 
describe art 
characterised by 
unusual realism. 
 

 Arturo Uslar Pietri used to 
describe a specific genre of 
South American writing 
mixing magical elements 
with realism.  Term gained 
popularity with the Latin  
American ‘boom’ of the 60s. 
 

Links with postmodernism, 
surrealism, fantasy, slipstream and 
‘bizarro’ fiction. 
 

Angela Carter 

Magic realism 
 
A specific concept of reality – involving 
the reader in a dutiful suppression of 
their own perception of what reality is.  
Readers need to decode the text by 
connecting the cultural, geographic and 
historical references. 

Famous writers 

Concerns 

Background 
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Features 

Chaotic, non-linear plot; 
intertwined, complex, 
with multiple or parallel 
plots. 

Peculiar time shifts – dipping 
in and out of past or future. 

Magical elements or illogical 
scenarios appear in an otherwise 
realistic or ‘normal’ setting. 
 

• fantastic elements are logical but unexplained 
• characters don’t challenge magical elements 
• rich use of sensory description 
• uses much symbolism and imagery (often phallic) 
• emotions and sexuality explored in-depth 
• can collapse time to merge the past and present.  

Also distorts time to create cyclic idea 
• uses legends and folklore 
• may invert cause and effect, e.g. a character 

suffering before a tragedy occurs 
• mirrors past and present/characters/symbols 
• leaves the reader uncertain of which is truth: magic 

or realism. 
(as taken from Wikipedia) 

Uses the fantastical to 
challenge expectations. 

Often dissident. 

A fusion between scientific 
physical reality and psychological 
human reality. 
 


