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JLVKIN TO THE s t r a i n o f p o s t s t r u c t u r a l i s t t h e o r y J a c q u e s D e r r i d a 

pract ices i n his essay " T h e L a w o f G e n r e , " g o v e r n e d by " a p r i n c i ­

p le o f c o n t a m i n a t i o n , a law o f i m p u r i t y , a p a r a s i t i c a l e c o n o m y " 

a n d i n i t i a t e d as " a sort o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n w i t h o u t b e l o n g i n g 

— a t a k i n g p a r t i n w i t h o u t b e i n g p a r t o f ( 5 9 ) , the d i a g n o s t i c 

m e t h o d o f this p a p e r p u r p o r t s to e n c h a i n strains o f p o s t c o l o n i a l -

i s m a n d p o s t m o d e r n i s m as a m o d e l f o r the t h e o r y a n d p r a c t i c e o f 

m a g i c r e a l i s m i n G a b r i e l G a r c í a M á r q u e z ' s Cien años de soledad 

[One Hundred Years of Solitude].1 T h e m o d e l o f m a g i c r e a l i s m 

u n d e r c o n s t r u c t i o n h e r e is a d o u b l e - h e l i x : p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m as 

o n e g e n e t i c s t r a n d , p o s t m o d e r n i s m as the other . I n this m o d e l , 

m a g i c r e a l i s m a n d the m a g i c rea l is t text are c o l l o c a t e d i n the 

twists a n d gaps o f this d o u b l e d i s c o u r s e , that is, the d iscurs ive o f 

e n c h a i n m e n t o f p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m a n d p o s t m o d e r n i s m . 

I n the essays c o l l e c t e d by L o i s P a r k i n s o n Z a m o r a a n d W e n d y B. 

Far is f o r the a n t h o l o g y Magic Realism: Theory, History, Community 

( 1 9 9 5 ) , p o s t m o d e r n i s m a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m e n t w i n e as n o n -

i d e n t i c a l t h e o r e t i c a l d iscourses i n the g e n e a l o g y o f m a g i c real­

i s m . L i k e p o s t m o d e r n i s m a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m , m a g i c r e a l i s m is 

r e c o g n i z e d as a h i s t o r i c a l p r o d u c t o f the d iscourses o f m o d e r n ­

i s m a n d c o l o n i a l i s m . It is a c c e p t e d a m o n g c o m m e n t a t o r s o n 

m a g i c r e a l i s m that i n 1 9 2 5 the G e r m a n art c r i t i c F r a n z R o h 

c o i n e d the t e r m i n r e f e r e n c e to post -express ionis t v i s u a l a r t . 2 A s 

w e l l , cr i t ics g e n e r a l l y observe a n a l ternat ive c o n c e p t o f m a g i c 
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r e a l i s m , t h o u g h n o t the t e r m itself, p i o n e e r e d by the C u b a n 

novel is t A l e j o Charpentier, w h o c o i n e d the p h r a s e " l o rea l m a r ­

a v i l l o s o " ["the m a r v e l o u s rea l ( i ty )" ] i n his pre face to El reino de 

este mundo ( 1 9 4 9 ) i n o r d e r to d i s e n g a g e his l i t e r a r y p r a c t i c e f r o m 

that o f E u r o p e a n s u r r e a l i s m ( Z a m o r a a n d Far is 7; C o n n e l l 9 6 ) . 

C r i t i c s o f t e n c i te C a r p e n t i e r ' s t e r m " the m a r v e l o u s r e a l ( i t y ) " i n 

c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h R o h ' s " m a g i c r e a l i s m , " s o m e t i m e s c o n f l a t i n g 

the two terms. I n p a r s i n g e a c h t e r m , L i a m C o n n e l l u n d e r s c o r e s 

the p r o b l e m a t i c c o r r e l a t i o n : "that C a r p e n t i e r uses maravilloso 

r a t h e r t h a n magico, a n d that cr i t ics w h o w i l f u l l y mis trans la te 

C a r p e n t i e r ' s p h r a s e or, by n o t t r a n s l a t i n g , i m p l y a s i m p l e c o r r e ­

s p o n d e n c e b e t w e e n ' the m a r v e l o u s real i ty ' a n d M a g i c R e a l i s m — 

n o t o n l y o b s c u r e a g e n e a l o g y w h i c h i n c l u d e s a S u r r e a l i s t interest 

i n the m a r v e l l o u s ( B r e t o n , VV7¿ai Is Surrealism?), b u t also i n v o k e a 

n u m b e r o f c u l t u r a l a t t r ibutes w h i c h f o l l o w f r o m the m a g i c a l . . . 

w h i c h are n o t , I t h i n k , s i m i l a r l y assoc iated w i t h the m a r v e l l o u s " 

( 9 6 ) . T h e " m a g i c r e a l i s m " versus " the m a r v e l o u s r e a l ( i t y ) " de­

bate is n o w so w i d e s p r e a d that I c a n n o t d e t a i l it b e y o n d its c r i t i c a l 

o r i g i n s : i n s h o r t , because R o h writes f r o m a E u r o p e a n , post-

e x p r e s s i o n i s t p e r s p e c t i v e a n d C a r p e n t i e r f r o m a L a t i n A m e r i c a n , 

post-surreal ist p e r s p e c t i v e , the d e b a t e i n e v i t a b l y invites antago­

n i s m a m o n g cr i t ics . A n g e l F l o r e s ' s l a n d m a r k essay " M a g i c a l R e a l ­

i s m i n S p a n i s h A m e r i c a n F i c t i o n " ( 1995) r e c o g n i z e s n e i t h e r R o h 

n o r C a r p e n t i e r as the s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r w h a t he n a m e s the " n e w 

phase o f L a t i n A m e r i c a n l i t e r a t u r e , o f m a g i c a l r e a l i s m , " o p t i n g 

i n s t e a d f o r J o r g e L u i s Borges ' s 1935 c o l l e c t i o n Historia universal 

de la infamia ( 1 8 9 ) . A l t h o u g h F l o r e s d o e s n o t cite Borges ' s 1932 

essay " E l arte n a r r a t i v o y la m a g i a " as a n o r i g i n a r y m o m e n t i n the 

t h e o r i z a t i o n o f m a g i c r e a l i s m , the w i d e l y a c k n o w l e d g e d i n f l u ­

e n c e o f B o r g e s o n G a r c í a M á r q u e z suggests that cr i t ics s h o u l d 

also c o n s i d e r Borges ' s essay as a p r o t o t y p e . M o r e o v e r , to situate 

B o r g e s i n r e l a t i o n to G a r c í a M á r q u e z n o t o n l y avoids the R o h 

versus C a r p e n t i e r d e b a t e , b u t also d iagnoses b e t t e r the s t ra in o f 

m a g i c r e a l i s m i n Cien años de soledad, e spec ia l ly i n the c o n t e x t o f 

L a t i n A m e r i c a n p o s t m o d e r n i s m a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m . 

T h e o D ' h a e n presents the h is tory o f the t e r m m a g i c r e a l i s m 

as o n e c o e x t e n s i v e w i t h the h i s t o r y o f the t e r m p o s t m o d e r n i s m . 

F o r D ' h a e n , m a g i c r e a l i s m is the p r o g e n y o f the c o n t i n e n t a l 
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E u r o p e a n avant-garde ( p o s t - e x p r e s s i o n i s m , s u r r e a l i s m ) a n d , as 

s u c h , const i tutes a d i s c o u r s e " e x - c e n t r i c " to the " p r i v i l e g e d c e n ­

tre" o f A n g l o - A m e r i c a n m o d e r n i s m ( 2 0 3 ) . C i t i n g a c o n s o r t i u m 

o f i n t e r n a t i o n a l p o s t m o d e r n theorists ( D o u w e F o k k e m a , A l l e n 

T h i h e r , L i n d a H u t c h e o n , B r i a n M c H a l e , I h a b H a s s a n , D a v i d 

L o d g e , a n d A l a n W i l d e ) , D ' h a e n locates the o r i g i n o f the t e r m 

p o s t m o d e r n i s m w i t h the L a t i n A m e r i c a n c r i t i c F r e d e r i c o de O n í s 

i n the 1930s ( 1 9 2 - 9 3 ) . 3 D ' h a e n suggests that the c o - e m e r g e n c e 

o f m a g i c r e a l i s m a n d p o s t m o d e r n i s m i n the 1930s o c c u r s w h e n 

" L a t i n A m e r i c a was p e r h a p s the c o n t i n e n t m o s t ex-centr ic to 

the ' p r i v i l e g e d c e n t r e s ' o f p o w e r " ( 2 0 0 ) ; that the i n t e r n a ­

t i o n a l a c c e p t a n c e o f p o s t m o d e r n i s m w o u l d e v e n t u a l l y a b s o r b its 

"ex-centr ic" d i s c o u r s e i n t o the " p r i v i l e g e d c e n t r e " d iscourses 

o f E u r o p e a n d the U n i t e d States; a n d that, at the same t i m e , 

m a g i c r e a l i s m w o u l d es tabl i sh i tself as the p r o v i n c e o f "ex-

c e n t r i c " c u l t u r e s i n c l u d i n g , b u t n o t l i m i t e d to, L a t i n A m e r i c a . 

A t present , D ' h a e n d e t e r m i n e s , " i n i n t e r n a t i o n a l c r i t i c a l par­

l a n c e a c o n s e n s u s is e m e r g i n g i n w h i c h a h i e r a r c h i c a l r e l a t i o n 

is e s t a b l i s h e d b e t w e e n p o s t m o d e r n i s m a n d m a g i c r e a l i s m , 

w h e r e b y the la t ter c o m e s to d e n o t e a p a r t i c u l a r s t ra in o f 

the c o n t e m p o r a r y m o v e m e n t c o v e r e d by the f o r m e r " ( 1 9 4 ) . 

D ' h a e n ' s r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f the c r i t i c a l h i s t o r i e s o f m a g i c r e a l i s m 

a n d p o s t m o d e r n i s m leads h i m to c o n c l u d e that p o s t m o d e r n i s m 

enacts "aesthet ic c o n s c i o u s n e s s - r a i s i n g " a n d m a g i c r e a l i s m " p o ­

l i t i c a l c o n s c i o u s n e s s - r a i s i n g . . . w i t h i n p o s t m o d e r n i s m " ( 2 0 2 ) , 

or, to b o r r o w f r o m F r e d r i c J a m e s o n ' s The Political Unconscious, 

that t h e i r narrat ives p e r f o r m " a s o c i a l l y s y m b o l i c act." D ' h a e n 

d o e s n o t p r o p o s e a n e x c a v a t i o n o f the L a t i n A m e r i c a n roots o f 

p o s t m o d e r n i s m i n the same way h e d o e s the c o n t i n e n t a l E u r o ­

p e a n o r i g i n s o f m a g i c r e a l i s m , b u t r a t h e r advocates a r e c o g n i t i o n 

o f the d i s s e m i n a t i o n o f the t h e o r y a n d p r a c t i c e o f p o s t m o d e r ­

n i s m a n d m a g i c r e a l i s m i n a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l c o n t e x t . 

T o r e a d the g e n e a l o g i e s o f p o s t m o d e r n i s m a n d m a g i c r e a l i s m 

D ' h a e n constructs w i t h o u t s k e p t i c i s m , however, w o u l d be to 

c o n t r a c t the s t r a i n o f h i s t o r i c a l a m n e s i a e x p e r i e n c e d by the t o w n 

o f M a c o n d o i n Cien años de soledad. D ' h a e n ' s g e n e a l o g i e s i n f e c t us 

w i t h p o s t m o d e r n strains o f G a r c í a M á r q u e z ' s i n s o m n i a a n d ba­

n a n a p lagues; they b l o c k o u r m e m o r y o f the h is tor ies o f c o l o n i a l -
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i s m a n d repress t h e o r i e s o f p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m d e s i g n e d to u n b l o c k 

o u r m e m o r y . T h e c u l t u r a l l y spec i f i c l o c a t i o n o f the t e r m post­

m o d e r n i s m w i t h the L a t i n A m e r i c a n c r i t i c O n i s is p a r t o f the 

h i s t o r y o f c o l o n i a l i s m ; that is, the a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f postmoder­

nismo by a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l c r i t i c a l c o m m u n i t y c l e a r l y const i tutes a 

k i n d o f c o l o n i z a t i o n o f the L a t i n A m e r i c a n t e r m . I n fact, to s o m e 

L a t i n A m e r i c a n cr i t ics , the c u r r e n t i n t e r n a t i o n a l a p p l i c a t i o n o f 

the t e r m p o s t m o d e r n i s m to L a t i n A m e r i c a n fiction represents a 

type o f d i s c u r s i v e r e c o l o n i z a t i o n . 

A s a r e a c t i o n to i n t e r n a t i o n a l p o s t m o d e r n theorists , the L a t i n 

A m e r i c a n c r i t i c Iris Z a v a l a d e c r i e s " the u n c r i t i c a l , n o r m a t i v e , 

u n i v o c a l a c c e p t a n c e o f ' ( p o s t ) m o d e r n i s m ' . . . i n o r d e r to 

object , f r o m a H i s p a n i c p e r s p e c t i v e , to s o m e A n g l o - A m e r i c a n 

a n d F r e n c h c u r r e n t s o f the p h i l o s o p h i c a l a n d m e t a - t h e o r e t i c a l 

m a i n s t r e a m a n d t h e i r t e n d e n c y to a p p l y the t e r m (post) m o d ­

e r n i s m g l o b a l l y a n d a-his tor ica l ly" ( 9 6 ) . Z a v a l a r e m i n d s A n g l o -

A m e r i c a n a n d c o n t i n e n t a l E u r o p e a n cr i t ics o f the h i s t o r i c a l a n d 

c u l t u r a l spec i f ic i ty o f modernismo i n H i s p a n i c l i t e r a t u r e . 4 I n 

a u g m e n t i n g O n i s , Z a v a l a t h e n posits a m o d i f i e d d e f i n i t i o n o f 

postmodernismo: 

I f o n e wants to c o n s e r v e t h e t e r m ' p o s t m o d e r n i s m ' at least a s o m e ­
w h a t m o r e r e l i a b l e p o i n t o f r e f e r e n c e f r o m w h i c h t o ask t h e q u e s t i o n 
is n e e d e d . G o i n g b a c k to O n i s , we m u s t a g r e e t h a t m o d e r n i s m is t h e 
l i t e r a r y e x p r e s s i o n , a n d the styl ist ic m o t i v a t i o n , o f t h e e n t r y o f the 
H i s p a n i c w o r l d i n t o m o d e r n i t y , a d d i n g to h i s d e f i n i t i o n t h a t it is the 
p r o d u c t o f a severe r u p t u r e w i t h past m o d e s o f p r o d u c t i o n a n d o f t h e 
e m e r g e n c e o f i n d u s t r i a l i z e d s o c i e t i e s . . . . T h i s a r g u m e n t c a n b e 
q u a l i f i e d i f m o d e r n i t y is u n d e r s t o o d as a n u n f i n i s h e d p r o j e c t i n some 
soc ie t ies a n d c u l t u r e s , a p r o g r a m w h i c h c o n s t a n t l y r e w r i t e s itself. 

(105) 

B i l l A s h c r o f t offers a n i m p o r t a n t c o r r e c t i v e to the a h i s t o r i c a l a n d 

g l o b a l a p p l i c a t i o n s o f the t e r m p o s t m o d e r n i s m to w h i c h Zavala 

objects. T h e d i s c u r s i v e c o l o n i z a t i o n a n d r e c o l o n i z a t i o n o f post­

modernismo is b u t o n e i n t e r n a t i o n a l i n c i d e n t i n the l o n g h i s t o r y o f 

c o l o n i a l i s m i n L a t i n A m e r i c a . A c c o r d i n g to A s h c r o f t , " the c o l o ­

n i z a t i o n o f L a t i n A m e r i c a o b l i g e s us to address the q u e s t i o n o f 

p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m at its roots , at the very e m e r g e n c e o f m o d e r n i t y " 

( 13) . I n this view, n o t o n l y does m o d e r n i t y o r i g i n a t e w i t h E u r o ­

p e a n i m p e r i a l e x p a n s i o n a n d c o l o n i z a t i o n o f L a t i n A m e r i c a , b u t 
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also " p o s t m o d e r n i t y is c o t e r m i n o u s w i t h m o d e r n i t y a n d rep­

resents a r a d i c a l p h a s e o f its d e v e l o p m e n t . . . i n the same 

way p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m is c o t e r m i n o u s w i t h c o l o n i z a t i o n , a n d the 

d y n a m i c o f its d i s r u p t i v e e n g a g e m e n t is firmly s i tuated i n m o d ­

erni ty" ( 15) . " M y c o n t e n t i o n , " A s h c r o f t c o n t i n u e s , "is that post­

c o l o n i a l i s m a n d p o s t m o d e r n i s m are b o t h d iscurs ive e l a b o r a t i o n s 

o f p o s t m o d e r n i t y , w h i c h is i tsel f n o t the o v e r c o m i n g o f m o d e r n ­

ity, b u t m o d e r n i t y c o m i n g to u n d e r s t a n d its o w n c o n t r a d i c t i o n s 

a n d u n c e r t a i n t i e s " ( 1 5 ) . A s h c r o f t ' s p l a c e m e n t o f the d iscurs ive 

category p o s t m o d e r n i s m at the a d v e n t o f p o s t m o d e r n i t y i n L a t i n 

A m e r i c a o b v i o u s l y e x t e n d s b e y o n d the r e a c h o f p o s t m o d e r n 

theorists w h o locate the o r i g i n o f p o s t m o d e r n aesthetics at the 

m o m e n t o f O n i s ' s c o i n a g e i n the 1930s. M o r e o v e r , A s h c r o f t ' s 

c o n j u n c t i o n o f m o d e r n i t y a n d p o s t m o d e r n i t y a n d e n c h a i n m e n t 

o f p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m a n d p o s t m o d e r n i s m i n a L a t i n A m e r i c a n 

c o n t e x t const i tutes a d o u b l e d i s c o u r s e a n a l o g o u s to the d iscur­

sive c o d e o f m a g i c r e a l i s m i n Cien años de soledad. F o r at the 

o r i g i n a r y j u n c t u r e o f p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m a n d p o s t m o d e r n i s m , Cien 

años de soledad narrates the " c o n t r a d i c t i o n s a n d u n c e r t a i n t i e s " 

that f o l l o w f r o m i m p e r i a l e x p a n s i o n , c o l o n i z a t i o n , a n d m o d e r n ­

i z a t i o n o f L a t i n A m e r i c a . 

L i k e p o s t m o d e r n i s m , m a g i c r e a l i s m is subject to c o l o n i a l i m ­

peratives. F o r i n s t a n c e , those cr i t ics w h o l i m i t the t e r m m a g i c 

r e a l i s m to its first issue f r o m the E u r o p e a n avant-garde c l a i m that 

" L a t i n A m e r i c a n rea l i ty is c o l o n i z e d by the t e r m " (Janes 102 ). Yet 

even i n a L a t i n A m e r i c a n c o n t e x t , B o r g e s ' s a t t e m p t to r e c o n c i l e 

the d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n m a g i c a n d n a r r a t i v e r e a l i s m p r o m u l g a t e s 

a c o l o n i a l i m p e r a t i v e . T h e tacit c o l o n i a l i s t p r o j e c t o f Borges ' s 

essay " E l arte n a r r a t i v o y l a m a g i a " is m a d e m a n i f e s t i n his 

e x p l i c a t i o n o f narrat ives o f c o l o n i z a t i o n : W i l l i a m M o r r i s ' s Life 

and Death ofJason ( 1 8 6 7 ) , E d g a r A l l e n P o e ' s Narrative of Arthur 

Gordon Pym ( 1 8 3 8 ) , a n d José A n t o n i o C o n d e ' s Historia de la 

dominación de los árabes en España ( 1 8 5 4 - 5 5 ) . T o i n t e r p r e t the law 

o f cause a n d effect i n n a r r a t i v e , B o r g e s e n j o i n s S i r J a m e s F r a z e r ' s 

r e d u c t i o n o f m a g i c i n The Golden Bough to " u n a c o n v e n i e n t e ley 

g e n e r a l , l a d e l l a s impat ía , q u e p o s t u l a u n v í n c u l o i n e v i t a b l e 

e n t r e cosas distantes, ya p o r q u e su figura es i g u a l — m a g i a i m i ­

tativa, h o m e o p á t i c a — y a p o r e l h e c h o d e u n a c e r c a n í a a n t e r i o r 
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— m a g i a c o n t a g i o s a " ( " E l arte" 8 8 ) ["a c o n v e n i e n t g e n e r a l law, 

the L a w o f Sympathy , w h i c h assumes that ' t h i n g s act o n e a c h 

o t h e r at a d i s t a n c e t h r o u g h a secret sympathy, ' e i t h e r because 

t h e i r f o r m is s i m i l a r ( i m i t a t i v e , o r h o m e o p a t h i c , m a g i c ) o r be­

cause o f a p r e v i o u s p h y s i c a l c o n t a c t ( c o n t a g i o u s , o r contact , 

m a g i c ) " ( " N a r r a t i v e " 3 7 ) ] . R a t h e r t h a n r e c o g n i z e d i f f e r e n c e , 

B o r g e s i n t e n d s " d e m o n s t r a r q u e la m a g i a es l a c o r o n a c i ó n o 

p e s a d i l l a de l o causal , n o su c o n t r a d i c c i ó n " ( " E l ar te" 8 9 ) ["to 

s h o w that m a g i c is n o t the c o n t r a d i c t i o n o f the law o f cause a n d 

effect b u t its c r o w n , o r n i g h t m a r e " ( " N a r r a t i v e " 3 7 ) ] . Borges ' s 

sense o f the n o n - c o n t r a d i c t o r y r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n the law o f m a g i c 

a n d the law o f cause a n d effect betrays a c o l o n i a l i s t t e n d e n c y to 

ass imilate the f o r m e r (the p r e m o d e r n d i s c o u r s e o f the c o l o ­

n i z e d ) to the lat ter (the m o d e r n d i s c o u r s e o f the c o l o n i z e r ) . A s 

a c o r o l l a r y , the c o l o n i z e r ' s d i s c o u r s e is c o n t a m i n a t e d o n c e it 

c o m e s i n t o c o n t a c t w i t h the c o l o n i z e d ' s d i s c o u r s e , a n d v ice versa; 

this p r i n c i p l e o f d i s c u r s i v e c o n t a m i n a t i o n is mani fes t , as we w i l l 

see, i n the narrat ives o f the i n s o m n i a a n d b a n a n a p l a g u e s i n Cien 

años de soledad. F o r at the c o l o n i a l j u n c t u r e o f the p r e m o d e r n a n d 

the m o d e r n , n a r r a t i v e d i s c o u r s e f u n c t i o n s a c c o r d i n g to " a p r i n c i ­

p l e o f c o n t a m i n a t i o n , a law o f i m p u r i t y " ( D e r r i d a , " L a w " 5 9 ) ; this 

s t ra in o f n a r r a t i v e d i s c o u r s e i n h a b i t s m a g i c r e a l i s m , w h i c h o r i g i ­

nates n o t w i t h B o r g e s h i m s e l f i n the 1930s, b u t w i t h the c o l o n i a l 

narrat ives o f the ear l ies t e x p l o r e r s o f L a t i n A m e r i c a . 

A d o p t i n g this l o n g h i s t o r i c a l view, A m a r y l l C h a n a d y ident i f ies 

the c o l o n i a l o r i g i n s o f m a g i c real is t narrat ives i n L a t i n A m e r i c a . 

C h a n a d y represents a n d contests several d i f f e r e n t d e f i n i t i o n s o f 

m a g i c r e a l i s m : the p o r t r a y a l o f a s u p e r n a t u r a l i n d i g e n o u s w o r l d -

v iew ( m a g i c ) c o m b i n e d w i t h the d e s c r i p t i o n o f c o n t e m p o r a r y 

p o l i t i c a l a n d s o c i a l p r o b l e m s ( r e a l i s m ) ; the p e r c e p t i o n o f L a t i n 

A m e r i c a as e x o t i c ; a n d the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f a n a u t h e n t i c geo­

g r a p h i c a l , i d e o l o g i c a l , a n d h i s t o r i c a l e x p r e s s i o n o f L a t i n A m e r ­

i c a ( 5 0 ) . " I n fact," C h a n a d y posits, " m a g i c r e a l i s m is o f ten 

d e f i n e d as the j u x t a p o s i t i o n o f two d i f f e r e n t r a t i o n a l i t i e s — t h e 

I n d i a n a n d the E u r o p e a n i n a syncret ic fictitious w o r l d - v i e w 

b a s e d o n the s i m u l t a n e o u s ex is tence o f several e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t 

c u l t u r e s i n L a t i n A m e r i c a " ( 5 5 ) . L i k e B o r g e s ' s " E l arte n a r r a t i v o 

y la m a g i a , " C h a n a d y ' s l o c a t i o n o f the e m e r g e n c e o f m a g i c 
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r e a l i s m is c o t e r m i n o u s w i t h the e m e r g e n c e o f c o l o n i a l i s m i n 

L a t i n A m e r i c a , b u t C h a n a d y ' s r e c o g n i t i o n o f d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n 

L a t i n A m e r i c a n c u l t u r e s c o u n t e r s B o r g e s ' s n o t i o n o f the n o n -

c o n t r a d i c t o r y r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n d i s c u r s i v e w o r l d s . F o r C h a n a d y , 

n e i t h e r t e r m i n the s e l f - c o n t r a d i c t o r y p h r a s e m a g i c r e a l i s m is 

t h e r e f o r e r e d u c i b l e o r se pa ra bl e : " m a g i c " c a n n o t be r e d u c e d to a 

p r e m o d e r n nat ive world-v iew, n o r " r e a l i s m " to a m o d e r n E u r o ­

p e a n world-view. A s a d iscurs ive f o r m a t i o n , m a g i c r e a l i s m i n the 

L a t i n A m e r i c a n c o n t e x t e laborates those " c o n t r a d i c t i o n s a n d 

u n c e r t a i n t i e s " that arise o u t o f the co-existence o f m u l t i p l e c u l ­

tures a n d d iscourses , a n d that s t e m f r o m the s i m u l t a n e i t y o f 

i m p e r i a l c o l o n i z a t i o n a n d m o d e r n i z a t i o n . 

C h a n a d y cites S p a n i s h e x p l o r a t i o n narrat ives i n o r d e r to i l lus­

trate the h i s t o r y o f c o l o n i a l i s m as a m e t a n a r r a t i v e s u b t e n d i n g 

L a t i n A m e r i c a n m a g i c r e a l i s m . 5 H e r first text, f r o m B e r n a l D í a z 

d e l C a s t i l l o ' s Historia verdadera de la conquista de la Nueva España 

o n the d iscovery o f the A z t e c c a p i t a l o f T e n o c h t i t l á n , speaks to 

c o l o n i a l t e x t u a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f the n e w w o r l d as f a b u l o u s : 

"[Estas] g r a n d e s p o b l a c i o n e s . . . p a r e c í a a las cosas y e n c a n t a ­

m e n t o q u e c u e n t a n e n el l i b r o de A m a d í s . . . y a u n a l g u n o s de 

nuestros soldatos d e c í a n q u e si a q u e l l o q u e ve ían si e r a e n t r e 

s u e ñ o s . Y n o es m a r a v i l l a r q u e y o a q u í l o e s c r i b a desta m a n e r a , 

p o r q u e hay q u e p o n d e r a r m u c h e n e l l o , q u e n o sé c o m o l o 

c u e n t e , ver cosas n u n c a o ídas n i vistas y a u n soñadas , c o m o 

v i m o s " ( 2 3 8 ) ["These great towns . . . s e e m e d l i k e a n e n c h a n t e d 

v i s i o n f r o m the tale o f A m a d í s . I n d e e d , s o m e o f o u r so ld iers 

asked w h e t h e r it was n o t a l l a d r e a m . . . . It was a l l so w o n d e r f u l 

that I d o n o t k n o w h o w to d e s c r i b e this first g l i m p s e o f th ings 

n e v e r h e a r d of, seen o r d r e a m e d o f b e f o r e " ( Conquest 214; q t d . i n 

C h a n a d y 5 0 ) ] . H e r s e c o n d text, f r o m H e r n á n Cortés ' s s e c o n d 

relación to E m p e r o r C h a r l e s V i n 1 5 2 0 , presents a c o l o n i a l 

e n c o u n t e r w i t h the n e w w o r l d c o n g r u o u s w i t h the e x p e r i e n c e 

G a r c í a M á r q u e z ascribes to the i n h a b i t a n t s o f M a c o n d o : " s o n 

tantas y d e tantas c a l i d a d e s , q u e p o r l a p r o l i j i d a d y p o r n o m e 

o c u r r i r tantas a l a m e m o r i a , y a u n p o r n o saber p o n e r los n o b r e s , 

n o las e x p r e s o " (Cartas 5 2 ) ["there are so many," that is, th ings i n 

the N e w C o n t i n e n t , " a n d o f so m a n y k i n d s , that because o f the 

great n u m b e r o f t h e m a n d because I d o n o t r e m e m b e r t h e m a l l , 
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a n d also because I d o n o t k n o w what to c a l l t h e m , I c a n n o t relate 

t h e m " ( C h a n a d y 5 1 ) ] . 6 G a r c í a M á r q u e z , i n the o p e n i n g para­

g r a p h o f Cien años de soledad, i n t r o d u c e s a fictional w o r l d a n a l o ­

gous to the " u n n a m e d " c o n t i n e n t f a c e d by S p a n i s h e x p l o r e r s : " E l 

m u n d o e r a tan r e c i e n t e , q u e m u c h a s cosas c a r e c í a n d e n o m b r e , 

y p a r a m e n c i o n a r l a s h a b í a q u e señalaras c o n e l d e d o " (9) ["The 

w o r l d was so r e c e n t that m a n y t h i n g s l a c k e d n a m e s , a n d i n o r d e r 

to i n d i c a t e t h e m it was necessary to p o i n t " ( 1 1 ) ] . T h i s c o n d i ­

t i o n o f namelessness i n Cien años de soledad p r e d i c a t e s the meta-

n a r r a t i v e o f c o l o n i a l history. T h e lack o f l a n g u a g e necessary to 

n a m e the c o l o n i z e d w o r l d p o i n t s to the f o r m a t i o n a n d awareness 

o f d iscurs ive gaps, d i s r u p t i v e p o s t c o l o n i a l sites o f " c o n t r a d i c t i o n s 

a n d u n c e r t a i n t i e s " at the very o r i g i n s o f c o l o n i z a t i o n i n L a t i n 

A m e r i c a . 

S i t u a t i n g the c o n c e p t o f m a g i c r e a l i s m i n a p o s t c o l o n i a l c o n ­

text, as S t e p h e n S l e m o n p r o p o s e s , " c a n e n a b l e us to r e c o g n i z e 

c o n t i n u i t i e s w i t h i n l i t e r a r y c u l t u r e s that the e s t a b l i s h e d g e n r e 

systems m i g h t b l i n d us to": c o n t i n u i t i e s , that is, b e t w e e n c o n t e m ­

p o r a r y m a g i c real is t texts a n d texts w r i t t e n at e a r l i e r stages o f a 

c u l t u r e ' s l i t e r a r y a n d c o l o n i a l h i s t o r y ( " M a g i c R e a l i s m " 4 0 g ) . 

T h e m a g i c real is t text enters i n t o a d i a l o g u e w i t h genres o f 

c o l o n i a l a n d p r e - c o l o n i a l h i s t o r y a n d m y t h o l o g y ; this d i a l o g i s m 

m a r k s L a t i n A m e r i c a n m a g i c r e a l i s m as p o s t c o l o n i a l d i s c o u r s e . 

F o r this r e a s o n , S l e m o n writes, t h e r e is " the p e r c e p t i o n that 

m a g i c r e a l i s m , as a s o c i a l l y s y m b o l i c c o n t r a c t , carr ies a r e s i d u u m 

o f resistance t o w a r d the i m p e r i a l c e n t r e a n d to its t o t a l i z i n g 

systems o f g e n e r i c c l a s s i f i c a t i o n " ( " M a g i c R e a l i s m " 4 0 8 ) . L i k e 

D ' h a e n ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f m a g i c r e a l i s m as a p o s t m o d e r n i s t dis­

c o u r s e , S l e m o n h o l d s that m a g i c r e a l i s m as a p o s t c o l o n i a l dis­

c o u r s e p e r f o r m s "a s o c i a l l y s y m b o l i c act." A c c o r d i n g to S l e m o n , 

the a g o n b e t w e e n narrat ives a n d the d e c e n t e r i n g o f d o m i n a n t 

m e t a n a r r a t i v e s o f g e n e r i c c lass i f i cat ion c h a r a c t e r i z e the m a g i c 

real is t text as p o s t c o l o n i a l : 

In the language of narration in a magic realist text, a battle between 
two oppositional systems takes place, each working toward the cre­
ation of a different k i n d of fictional world from the other. Since the 
ground rules of these two worlds are incompatible, neither one can 
fully come into being, and each remains suspended, locked i n a 
continuous dialectic with the "other," a situation which creates dis-
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j u n c t i o n w i t h i n e a c h o f t h e s e p a r a t e d i s c u r s i v e systems, r e n d i n g 

t h e m w i t h gaps , a b s e n c e s , a n d s i l e n c e s . ( " M a g i c R e a l i s m " 4 0 9 ) 

For García Márquez, the absence of language adequate to de­
scribe the phenomenal, unnamed world is signified through 
the "gaps, absences, and silences" in the magic realist text of 
Cien años de soledad. These silences and memory gaps are fore­
grounded in the insomnia plague, where precolonial and colo­
nial discursive systems collide, and again in the banana 
plague, where neocolonial imperialist andjudicial discourses de-
legitimate and erase the local political histories of the banana 
workers' revolt and of their massacre. But are such contestations 
between narratives and collisions between discursive worlds lim­
ited to magic realism as a postcolonial discourse? 

Brian McHale argues in Postmodernist Fiction that one of the 
functions of the postmodern study of ontology as the "theoretical 
description of a universe" is to ask such questions as: 

W h a t is a w o r l d ? W h a t k i n d s o f w o r l d are t h e r e , h o w are t h e y c o n s t i t u ­

t e d , a n d h o w d o t h e y d i f f e r ? W h a t h a p p e n s w h e n d i f f e r e n t k i n d s o f 

w o r l d are p l a c e d i n c o n f r o n t a t i o n , o r w h e n b o u n d a r i e s b e t w e e n 

w o r l d s are v i o l a t e d ; W h a t is t h e m o d e o f e x i s t e n c e o f a text , a n d w h a t 

is t h e m o d e o f e x i s t e n c e o f t h e w o r l d ( o r w o r l d s ) i t pro jects? H o w is a 

p r o j e c t e d w o r l d s t r u c t u r e d ? A n d so o n . ( 10) 

These questions lead McHale to propose the double thesis that 
"the dominant of postmodernist fiction is ontological," whereas 
"the dominant of modernist fiction is epistemological" (9, 10) and 
functions as if to ask such questions as: 

W h a t is t h e r e to b e k n o w n ? W h o k n o w s it? H o w d o t h e y k n o w it , a n d 

w i t h w h a t d e g r e e o f c e r t a i n t y ? H o w is k n o w l e d g e t r a n s m i t t e d f r o m 

o n e k n o w e r to a n o t h e r , a n d w i t h w h a t d e g r e e o f r e l i a b i l i t y ? H o w d o e s 

the o b j e c t o f k n o w l e d g e c h a n g e as i t passes f r o m k n o w e r to k n o w e r ? 

W h a t are t h e l i m i t s o f t h e k n o w a b l e ? A n d so o n . (9) 

What I am forwarding here—as a heuristic strategy—is less the 
modernist or postmodernist status of Cien años de soledad than the 
notion that the novel, to import McHale's thesis, "dramatizes the 
shift of dominant from problems of knowing to problems of modes 
of being—from an epistemological dominant to an ontological 
one" ( 1 0 ) . In my view, the shift from questions of knowledge to 
questions of being is dramatized in the acts of reading embedded 
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in Cien años de soledad.7 Melquíades's parchments—and the epis­
temologica! task of reading, interpreting, and translating them 
taken up by successive generations of the House of Buendia— 
are revealed in the final pages by Aureliano Babilonia, the last 
Buendia, to be the narratives of his own life and his family's 
history: the parchments, written prior to the events of the 
novel by Melquíades himself. Suddenly the embedded reader, 
Aureliano Babilonia, and the implied reader of Cien años de 
soledad are thrown, as Robert Alter puts it, into an "ontological 
vertigo" (6). For Aureliano Babilonia, the world of the parch­
ments he reads is indistinguishable from his world, the world of 
Macondo: for him, reading as a mode of interpretation gives way 
to a mode of being. So too, for the implied reader of the novel, a 
mode of interpretation is transformed into a mode of being. The 
text of Cien años de soledad therefore looks back upon both the 
implied and the embedded reader as "un espejo hablado" (350) 
["a speaking mirror"] ( 3 8 3 ) . 

The ontological status of the implied reader is called into 
question in what Jon Thiem names a "fable of textualization" 
( 2 3 1 ) : 

N o t b e i n g l i t e r a l l y i n t h e text p e r m i t s t h e r e a d e r to e n j o y t h e e x c i t i n g 

a n d d a n g e r o u s fictional w o r l d w i t h o u t h a v i n g to suf fer t h e c o n s e ­

q u e n c e s o f l i v i n g i n th is w o r l d . . . . I n a t e x t u a l i z a t i o n th is b a l a n c e is 

u p s e t . T h e w o r l d o f t h e text loses its l i t e r a l i m p e n e t r a b i l i t y . T h e 

r e a d e r loses t h a t m i n i m a l d e t a c h m e n t t h a t k e e p s h i m o r h e r o u t o f 

the w o r l d o f t h e text. T h e r e a d e r , i n s h o r t , ceases to b e r e a d e r , ceases 

to b e i n v u l n e r a b l e , c o m f o r t a b l e i n h i s o r h e r o w n a r m c h a i r , a n d 

safely d e t a c h e d , a n d i n s t e a d b e c o m e s a n actor , a n a g e n t i n the 

f i c t i o n a l w o r l d . ( 2 3 9 ) 

But what is the ontological status of this displaced reader? If we 
consider the relationship between reader and text in terms of the 
hierarchized binary of "self ' and "other," the displacement of the 
reader from the privileged position of "self into the position of 
"other" performs what Linda Hutcheon in A Poetics of Postmoder­
nism terms "aesthetic and political consciousness-raising" ( 7 3 ) . 
From a postcolonial perspective, Chanady argues that the exotic 
representations of Latin America in magic realist texts are "di­
rected towards a reader who has little knowledge of certain 
aspects of Latin American nature and civilization. That reader 
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need not be European—he can also live in a large Europeanized 
metropolis like Buenos Aires" ( 5 2 ) . Chanady's location of the 
(euro)centric reader in relation to the postcolonial, ex-centric 
text recalls Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin's construction of post-
colonial theory and practice in The Empire Writes Bach; this dis­
placement of the magic realist text from privileged centres of 
imperial culture represents a postcolonial discourse writing back 
from a place "other" than "the" or "a" centre. While D'haen may 
theorize "the notion of the ex-centric, in the sense of speaking 
from the margin, from a place 'other' than 'the' or 'a' centre . . . 
[as] an essential feature of that strain of postmodernism we call 
magic realism" ( 1 9 4 ) , it is critically important to theorize writing 
back from a place "other" than the centre in that strain of 
postcolonialism we call magic realism. 

The discursive enchainment of postmodernism and postcolo­
nialism— the double-helix of magic realism in Cien años de 
soledad—is foregrounded in what I am calling fables of the 
plague years: the tales of the insomnia plague and the banana 
plague. The isolation of these fabulous tales in the text is per­
haps analogous to the medical practice of quarantine; but it is, 
in keeping with my metaphor of the double helix, an attempt 
to isolate elements of a double code of postmodernism and 
postcolonialism in the generic code of magic realism. I will 
first isolate the insomnia plague in chapter three of Cien años 
de soledad as a kind of allegorical narrative, a fable in the 
broad sense of a fabulous tale, of the theoretical concerns of 
magic realism as a postmodernist and postcolonial ist narrative 
discourse. Proceeding from the theoretical symptomology of the 
insomnia plague, I will then isolate the conditions of the banana 
plague beginning in chapter twelve of Cien años de soledad as 
an allegorical narrative of the sociopolitical concerns of magic 
realism and as a counter-colonialist and imperialist narrative 
discourse. 

Prior to analysis of such theoretical allegories, however, an 
account of the insomnia plague itself is in order: an orphan — 
who is somehow related to Úrsula and J o s é Arcadio Buendia but 
remembered by neither, who is subsequently named Rebeca 
(after her mother, so named in a letter of introduction), who 
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refuses to speak until she is spoken to in the Guajiro native 
language by the servant Visitación, who actually speaks fluently 
in the Guajiro and Spanish languages, and who suffers from the 
vice of eating earth until she is cured by Ursula's homeopathic 
medicine—is revealed to be a carrier of the insomnia plague 
which infects the House of Buendia with the illness of insomnia. 
Visitación relates to the Buendias the critical manifestation of 
the insomnia plague — the loss of memory—which J o s é Arcadio 
Buendia dismisses as a native superstition. The town of Macondo 
is then infected with the illness by eating Ursula's candied ani­
mals. In order to remedy the inevitable loss of memory, J o s é 
Arcadio Buendia first marks every object in the town with its 
name and later appends a kind of instruction manual for each 
object, so transforming the town of Macondo into a text. He then 
embarks on the construction of "la mánquina de la memoria" 
(48) ["the memory machine" ( 5 4 ) ] : an encyclopedic text in 
imitation of the marvelous inventions of the gypsies, "se fundaba 
en la posibilidad de repasar todas las mañanas , y desde el princi­
pio hasta el fin, la totalidad de los conocimientos adquiridos en 
la vida" (48) ["based on the possibility of reviewing every morn­
ing, from beginning to end, the totality of knowledge acquired 
during one's life" ( 5 4 ) ] . Despite J o s é Arcadio Buendia's at­
tempts to forestall the decimation of the collective memory of 
Macondo with his strategies to inscribe and transcribe the totality 
of language-based knowledge, the insomnia plague ultimately 
effects the complete erasure of linguistic signifiers and signi-
fieds: "Así continuaron viviendo en una realidad escurridiza, 
momentáneamente capturada por las palabras, pero que había 
de fugarse sin remedio cuando olvidaran los valores de la letra 
escrita" (47) ["Thus they went on living in a reality that was 
slipping away, momentarily captured by words, but which would 
escape irredeemably when they forgot the values of the written 
letters" (53) ]. As an alternative system to J o s é Arcadio Buendia's 
memory machine, the fortune teller Pilar Ternera conceives "el 
artificio de leer el pasado en las barajas como antes había leído el 
futuro. Mediante ese recurso, los insomnes empezaron a vivir en 
un mundo construido por las alternatives inciertas de los naipes" 
(48) ["the trick of reading the past in cards as she had read 
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the future before. By means of that recourse the insomniacs 
began to live in a world built on the uncertain alternatives of the 
cards" ( 5 3 ) ] . In the end, the panacea for the insomnia plague, 
restoring meaning to the meaningless yet textualized world of 
Macondo, is procured by the gypsy Melquíades. He returns as if 
from the dead, for it is believed that "la tribu de Melquíades, 
según contraron los trotamundos, había sido borrada de la faz de 
la tierra por haber sobrepasado los límites del conocimiento 
humano" (40) ["Melquíades' tribe, according to what the wan­
derers said, had been wiped off the face of the earth because they 
had gone beyond the limits of human knowledge"] ( 4 5 ) . While 
J o s é Arcadio Buendia and Pilar Ternera face the problem of 
meaning in terms of interpretive or epistemological strategies, 
the problem of the insomnia plague is revealed to be ontological, 
a theoretical description of a world "beyond the limits of human 
knowledge," an ontology of the magical real known only to 
Melquíades. 

From the position of postmodernism, I interpret the insomnia 
plague in terms of what Thiem calls a "fable of textualization," 
that is, a type of textualization which takes place when "the world 
of the text literally intrudes into the extratextual or reader's 
world" ( 2 3 6 ) . Textualizations, Thiem writes, "partake of a 
dreamlike quality which aligns them with a host of other magic 
realist devices and motifs.... [T]he oneiric resonance of textual­
ization . . . , like so many other dream occurrences,... arises out 
of the literalization of a common metaphor" ( 2 3 7 ) . The literaliz­
ation of common metaphors, such as plague and illness in Cien 
años de soledad, parallels the argument of Susan Sontag's book 
Illness as Metaphor, which opens with a kind of fable: 

I l lness is t h e n i g h t - s i d e o f l i f e , a m o r e o n e r o u s [ a n d o n e i r i c ] c i t i z e n ­

s h i p . E v e r y o n e w h o is b o r n h o l d s d u a l c i t i z e n s h i p , i n t h e k i n g d o m o f 

t h e w e l l a n d i n t h e k i n g d o m o f t h e s ick . A l t h o u g h we p r e f e r to use 

o n l y the g o o d p a s s p o r t , s o o n e r o r l a t e r e a c h o f us is o b l i g e d , at least 

f o r a s p e l l , to i d e n t i f y o u r s e l v e s as c i t i z e n s o f t h a t o t h e r p l a c e . (3) 

Analogous perhaps to the manner in which we speak of "master 
narratives," Sontag refers to "master illnesses" ( 7 1 ) : so in the 
phrase "illness as metaphor," metaphor functions as a narrative 
in miniature. But Sontag urges the démystification of illness as a 
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poetic figure. To argue that Garcia Marquez literalizes the meta­
phor of "plague" or "illness" forces Sontag's point that "illness is 
not a metaphor" ( 3 ) . In the textualized town of Macondo, the 
"illness" is literalized as a text inscribed upon a extratextual 
world. Thus in a "fable of textualization" such as "la peste del 
insomnio" (44) ["the insomnia plague" ( 5 0 ) ] , where "the world 
of the text literally intrudes into the extratextual or reader's 
world," both lector in fabula (embedded reader) and (perhaps 
more tentatively) lector ex fabula (implied reader) literally be­
come contaminated with the illness of insomnia.8 

For the oneiric citizen of Macondo, the insomnia plague also 
stages the exhaustive possibilities of postmodernist metafiction: 

L o s q u e q u e r í a n d o r m i r , n o p o r c a n s a n c i o s i n o p o r n o s t a l g i a d e los 

s u e ñ o s , r e c u r r i e r o n a t o d a c lase d e m é t o d o s a g o t a d o r e s . Se r e u n í a n a 

c o n v e r s a r s i n t r e g u a , a r e p e t i r s e d u r a n t e h o r a s y h o r a s los m i s m o s 

chis tes , a c o m p l i c a r h a s t a los l í m i t e s d e l a e x a s p e r a c i ó n e l c u e n t o d e l 

g a l l o c a p ó n , q u e e r a u n j u e g o i n f i n i t o . (46) 

[ T h o s e w h o w a n t e d s l e e p , n o t f r o m f a t i g u e b u t b e c a u s e o f the 

n o s t a l g i a f o r d r e a m s , t r i e d a l l k i n d s o f m e t h o d s o f e x h a u s t i n g t h e m ­

selves. T h e y w o u l d g a t h e r t o g e t h e r t o c o n v e r s e e n d l e s s l y , to t e l l o v e r 

a n d o v e r f o r h o u r s o n e n d t h e s a m e j o k e s , t o c o m p l i c a t e to t h e l i m i t s 

o f e x a s p e r a t i o n t h e s tory a b o u t t h e c a p o n , w h i c h was a n e n d l e s s 

g a m e (51)]. 

The fictions developed by the insomniacs of Macondo recall 
John Barth's theorization of postmodernist fiction as "'the litera­
ture of exhausted possibility' — or, more chicly, 'the literature of 
exhaustion'" ("Literature of Exhaustion" 6 4 ) . The metafictional 
implication, of course, is the theorization of a "literature of 
replenishment" (Barth, "Literature of Replenishment" 1 9 3 ) : the 
restoration of dream narratives, that is, the metanarratives of the 
unconscious. But postmodernist metafiction in the insomnia 
plague does not deliver the panacea; it theorizes the deferral 
of sleep, the endless game of exhaustion, the automation of 
insomnia. 

Reading the insomnia plague in the context of a magic realist 
strain of postmodernism, subtended by Lyotard's definition of 
the postmodern condition as "incredulity toward metanarra­
tives" (xxiv), demonstrates a corrosion of the semiotic chains 
of signifier and signified, a collapse of metalinguistic systems 
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of referentiality, and a world without access to legitimation of 
knowledge based on metanarratives about knowledge. Yet mean­
ing is restored to the world by way of Melquíades 's panacea, a 
magical remedy perhaps for the postmodern condition. But the 
ontology of the panacea is, of course, but a nostalgia for what 
Derrida calls the pharmakon (Dissemination 9 5 f t ) . 

Reading the insomnia plague in the context of a magic realist 
strain of postcolonialism requires attention to the specific history 
of a marginal character—Visitación. That the insomnia plague is 
the same one which exiled Visitación and her brother Cataure 
from "un reino milenario en el cual eran príncipes" (44) ["an 
age-old kingdom where they had been prince and princess" 
( 4 9 - 5 0 ) ] suggests that one mutation of the insomnia plague is 
the history of European imperialism and colonialism in which 
the critical manifestation of amnesia (loss of memory) effects the 
violent erasure and expulsion of indigenous people and their 
cultures. For Visitación, "su corazón fatalista le indicaba que la 
dolencia letal había de perseguirla de todos modos hasta el 
último rincón de la tierra" (44) ["her fatalistic heart told her that 
the lethal sickness would follow her, no matter what, to the 
farthest corner of the earth" ( 5 0 ) ] . F o r j ó s e Arcadio Buendia, 
"se trataba de una de tantas dolencias inventadas por las super­
stición de los indígenas" ( 4 4 - 4 5 ) ["it was just a question of 
one of the many illnesses invented by the Indian's supersti­
tions" (50) ]. Documentation of lethal sickness in colonial history 
would support Sontag's point that illness is not a metaphor and 
give evidence to prove that for colonized people illness is neither 
a metaphor nor a superstition. Yet the fabled representation of 
"an age-old kingdom" foregrounds the fabulous origins of the 
illness of insomnia and the fabulous narrative of the insomnia 
plague itself. The dialogic form of magic realism in a postcolonial 
context, then, incorporates the genre of the fable from an imme­
morial time in Visitación's age-old indigenous culture. Accord­
ing to Chanady, the incorporated genre of the fable in magic 
realism also originates in the fabulous tales of explorer narra­
tives. To reiterate Chanady's point, "magic realism is often de­
fined as the juxtaposition of two different rationalities—the 
Indian and the European in a syncretic fictitious world-view 
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based on the simultaneous existence of several entirely different 
cultures in Latin America" ( 5 5 ) . The double code of the insom­
nia plague in a postcolonial context thus enlists magic realism in 
what Rawdon Wilson calls the "analysis of postcolonial discourse 
as the mode of a conflicted consciousness, the cognitive map 
that discloses the antagonism between two views of culture, two 
views of history . . . and two ideologies" ( 2 2 2 - 2 3 ) . Wilson's 
analysis occasions one final speculation on the double cultural, 
historical, and ideological code of the insomnia plague: that is, 
while a colonial strain of the insomnia plague effects Visitación's 
exile from "an age-old kingdom," it could be argued also that a 
postcolonial strain of the insomnia plague effects the temporary 
erasure of the colonial imperialist system of naming. If only for a 
short spell, as it were, the world of Macondo is suspended in a 
fabled primordial narrative of namelessness. 

Given the strain of colonial imperialism evident in the insom­
nia plague, the magic realist narrative of "la peste del banano" 
(19g) ["the banana plague" ( 2 1 7 ) ] exhibits the exposure of 
the inhabitants of Macondo to the sociohistorical epidemic of 
wiocolonial imperialism. After the construction of the railroad 
into Macondo by one of Colonel Aureliano Buendia's illegiti­
mate sons, Aureliano Triste, "no sólo para la modernización de 
su industria, sino para vincular la población con el resto del 
mundo" ( 1 g2) ["not only for the modernization of his business 
butto link the town with the rest of the world" ( 2 0 g ) ] , the town is 
exposed to what is, in effect, a modern plague of industrializa­
tion and neocolonial imperialism. The railroad, as an effective 
and historically precedented vehicle for neocolonial imperial­
ism, is the catalyst for the banana plague. Moreover, the narrative 
of the banana plague and the modernization of Macondo by 
railroad evidences Jameson's definition of magic realism, which 
"depends on a content which betrays the overlap or the coexis­
tence of precapitalist with nascent capitalist or technological 
features" ( 3 1 1 ) . 

As a conduit to multinational corporations, the railroad first 
brings about the "invasión" ( i g 7 ) ["invasion" ( 2 1 5 ) ] and recol-
onization of Macondo by "los gringos" ( i g 7 ) ["the gringos" 
( 2 1 4 ) ] , which provokes the town-dwellers to speculate on the 
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relation between recolonization and their past experience of the 
catastrophic effects of civil war: 

N o h u b o , s i n e m b a r g o , m u c h o t i e m p o p a r a p e n s a r l o , p o r q u e los 

s u s p i c a c e s h a b i t a n t e s d e M a c o n d o a p e n a s e m p e z a b a n a p r e g u n t a r s e 

q u é c u e r n o s e r a l o q u e e s t a b l a p a s a n d o , c u a n d o e l p u e b l o se h a b í a 

t r a n s f o r m a d o e n u n c a m p a m e n t o d e casas d e m a d e r a c o n t e c h o s d e 

z i n c , p o b l a d o p o r f o r a s t e r o s q u e l l e g a b a n d e m e d i o m u n d o e n e l 

t r e n . . . . D o t a d o s d e r e c u r s o s q u e e n o t r a é p o c a e s t u v i e r o n reser­

v a d o s a l a D i v i n a P r o v i d e n c i a , m o d i f a c a r o n e l r é g i m e n d e l l u v i a s , 

a p r e s u r a t i o n e l c i c l o d e las c o s e c h a s , y q u i t a r o n e l r í o d e d o n d e 

estuvo s i e m p r e y l o p u s i e r o n c o n sus p i e d r a s b l a n c a s y sus c o r r i e n t e s 

h e l a d a s e n e l o t r o e x t r e m o d e l a p o b l a c i ó n , d e t r á s d e l c e m e n t e r i o . 

. . . T a n t o s c a m b i o s o c u r r i e r o n e n t a n p o c o t i e m p o , q u e o c h o meses 

d e s p u é s d e l a v i s i t a d e M r . H e r b e r t [ t h e b a n a n a c o m p a n y r e p r e s e n t a ­

tive] los a n t i g u o s h a b i t a n t e s d e M a c o n d o se l e v a n t a b a n t e m p r a n o a 

c o n o c e r su p r o p r i o p u e b l o . ( 1 9 6 , 197, 198) 

[ T h e r e was n o t m u c h t i m e t o t h i n k a b o u t i t , h o w e v e r , b e c a u s e the 

s u s p i c i o u s i n h a b i t a n t s o f M a c o n d o b a r e l y b e g a n to w o n d e r w h a t the 

d e v i l was g o i n g o n w h e n t h e t o w n h a d a l r e a d y b e c o m e t r a n s f o r m e d 

i n t o a n e n c a m p m e n t o f w o o d e n h o u s e s w i t h z i n c r o o f s i n h a b i t e d by 

f o r e i g n e r s w h o a r r i v e d o n t h e t r a i n f r o m hal fway a r o u n d the w o r l d . 

. . . E n d o w e d w i t h m e a n s t h a t h a d b e e n r e s e r v e d f o r D i v i n e P r o v i ­

d e n c e i n f o r m e r t i m e s , t h e y c h a n g e d t h e p a t t e r n o f t h e r a i n s , a c c e l e r ­

a t e d t h e cyc le o f the harvest , a n d m o v e d t h e r i v e r f r o m w h e r e it h a d 

always b e e n a n d p u t i t w i t h its w h i t e s tones a n d icy c u r r e n t s o n t h e 

o t h e r s ide o f t h e t o w n , b e h i n d t h e c e m e t e r y . . . . S o m a n y c h a n g e s 

t o o k p l a c e i n s u c h a s h o r t t i m e t h a t e i g h t m o n t h s af ter M r . H e r b e r t ' s 

v is i t t h e o l d i n h a b i t a n t s h a d a h a r d t i m e r e c o g n i z i n g t h e i r o w n t o w n 

( 2 1 4 , 2 1 5 ) ] . 

That the droves of foreigners coming to Macondo by the railroad 
and occupying the town are described as "una invasión tan 
tumultuosa e intempestiva" ( 1 9 7 ) ["a tumultuous and intem­
perate invasion" ( 2 1 5 ) ] invokes a discourse signifying a neo-
colonialist invasion; this invasion of Macondo, therefore, is a 
recolonization of colonial space. When the authors of The Empire 
Writes Back argue that "the construction or demolition of houses 
or buildings in postcolonial locations is a recurring and evocative 
figure for the problematic of postcolonial identity" ( 2 8 ) , it sug­
gests that the neocolonialist invaders settle in Macondo and so 
transform it into a postcolonial location. For a definition of the 
postcolonial in such a context, Slemon proposes that "the con­
cept proves most useful not when it is used synonymously with a 
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post-independence historical period in once-colonized nations 
but rather when it locates a specifically and- or /««¿-colonial 
discursive purchase in culture, one which begins in the moment 
that colonial power inscribes itself onto the body and space of its 
Others" ("Modernism's Last Post" 3 ) . Taken together, the inva­
sion of Macondo, the construction of encampments, the rerout­
ing of the river, and the magical alteration of meteorological and 
seasonal cycles thus signify the inscription of neocolonial imperi­
alism on an already colonial location. The invasion of Macondo 
even extends into the Buendias' home when "la invasion de la 
plebe" ["the plebeian invasion"] of foreigners comes to inhabit 
and transform the house into "un alboroto de mercado" ( 199) 
["a marketplace" ( 2 1 6 ) ] , and thereafter recolonize the home of 
the ancestral colonizers of Macondo, the House of Buendia. 
However, as a counter-narrative strategy, García Márquez's de-
familiarization of the historical representation of a neocolonial 
invasion through the narrative discourse of magic realism serves 
to destabilize rather than monumentalize the history of neo­
colonial imperialism represented by the invasion of Macondo. 

The invasion is only a preliminary symptom of the banana 
plague, not the plague itself. Instigated by the Buendias' hospita­
ble offer of bananas to Mr. Herbert, who arrives in Macondo as a 
hot-air balloon businessman and amateur entomologist, the sub­
sequent "plebeian invasion" by rail and later land survey by "un 
grupo de ingenieros, agrónomos , hidrólogos, topógrafos y agri­
mensores que durante varias semanas exploration los mismos 
lugares donde Mr. Herbert cazaba mariposas" ( 196) ["a group 
of engineers, agronomists, hydrologists, topographers, and sur­
veyors who for several weeks explored the places where Mr. 
Herbert had hunted his butterflies" ( 2 1 3 ) ] , leads to the banana 
company's invasion of Macondo. The banana plague lies dor­
mant for a year following the arrival of Mr. Herbert, after which 
the invasion of Macondo comes to fruition: "Había pasado más 
de un año desde la visita de Mr. Herbert, y lo único que se sabía 
era que los gringos pensaban sembrar banano en la región 
encantada que J o s é Arcadio Buendia y sus hombres habían 
atravesado buscando la iuta de los grandes inventos" ( 199) 
["More than a year had gone by since Mr. Herbert's visit and the 
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only thing that was known was that the gringos were planning to 
plant banana trees in the enchanted region that J o s é Arcadio 
Buendia and his men had crossed in search of the route to the 
great inventions" ( 2 1 6 ) ] . Just as the great inventions, the prod­
ucts of capitalist industrialization and ideology, arrive by rail, so 
too do the banana company and the banana plague, the pro­
ducers and products of neocolonial imperialism and its ideology. 
They invade Macondo by the same route. The colonization of 
"the enchanted region," the barrier isolating the town from the 
industrial world, thus signifies the exposure of Macondo and its 
inhabitants to a particular ideological strain of neocolonial impe­
rialism, that is, the banana plague. 

The invasion and settlement, exploration and mapping, and 
later martial government of Macondo by the banana company 
and its plebeian workers work through the ideology and militant 
practice of colonial imperialism, though in the modern guise 
of multinational industrial capitalism. Colonel Aureliano 
Buendía ' s planned armed resistance to this neocolonial hege­
mony—"una conflagración mortal que arrasara con todo ves­
tigio de un régimen de corrupción y de escándalo sostenido por 
el invasor extranjero" ( 2 1 0 ) ["a mortal conflagration that would 
wipe out the vestiges of a regime of corruption and scandal 
backed by the foreign invader" (229)]—gestures toward a post-
colonial resistance narrative, but remains unrealized for the 
reason that his ideological position, as a militant civil revolution­
ary, is virtually powerless against the multinational and anony­
mous forces backing the new colonizer, the banana company. 
Colonel Aureliano Buendía ' s dream of "la guerra total" ( 2 1 0 ) 
["the total war" ( 2 2 8 ) ] against the unspecified and unspecifiable 
"foreign invader" is a nostalgic remnant of an outworn ideology. 
The imperialist ideology of the new world colonizer, symbolized 
by the House of Buendia, is absorbed and then displaced by the 
neocolonial imperialist ideology of multinational industrial cap­
italism, symbolized by the banana company. Hence the naturaliz­
ation of this neocolonial imperialist ideology in Macondo is 
signified by its penetration into the quotidian routines of the 
House of Buendia: 

L a fiebre d e l b a n a n o se h a b í a a p a c i g u a d o . L o s a n t i g u o s h a b i t a n t e s 

d e M a c o n d o se e n c o n t r a b a n a r r i n c o n a d o s p o r los a d v e n e d i z o s , t ra-
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b a j o s a m e n t e a s i d o s a sus p r e c a r i o s r e c u r s o s d e a n t a ñ o , p e r o r e c o n ­

f o r t a d o s e n t o d o caso p o r l a i m p r e s i ó n d e h a b e r s o b r e v i d o a u n 

n a u f r a g i o . E n l a casa s i g u i e r o n r e c i b i e n d o i n v i t a d o s a a l m o r z a r , y e n 

r e a l i d a d n o se r e s t a b l e c i ó l a a n t i g u a r u t i n a m i e n t r a s n o se f u e , a ñ o s 

d e s p u é s , l a c o m p a ñ í a b a n a n e r a . (217) 

[ T h e b a n a n a fever h a d c a l m e d d o w n . T h e o l d i n h a b i t a n t s o f 

M a c o n d o f o u n d t h e m s e l v e s s u r r o u n d e d by n e w c o m e r s a n d w o r k i n g 

h a r d to c l i n g to t h e i r p r e c a r i o u s r e s o u r c e s o f t i m e s g o n e by, b u t 

c o m f o r t e d i n a n y case by t h e sense t h a t t h e y h a d s u r v i v e d a s h i p ­

w r e c k . I n t h e h o u s e t h e y s t i l l h a d guests f o r l u n c h a n d t h e o l d r o u t i n e 

was n e v e r r e a l l y set u p a g a i n u n t i l t h e b a n a n a c o m p a n y left years l a t e r 

(236)]. 

Like a latent disease, the "banana fever" settles into remission; 
its narrative recedes but does not disappear because its carrier is 
the House of Buendia, whose narrative is Cien años de soledad. 
Diagnosed by his wife Fernanda to be a carrier of "la sarna de 
los forasteros" (217) ["the rash of the foreigners" ( 2 3 7 ) ] , J o s é 
Arcadio Segundo, who is later employed as a foreman with the 
banana company, not only infects the House of Buendia with 
the neocolonial imperialist ideology of banana plague, but also 
realizes the narrative of resistance against the same ideological 
strain. 

"Illnesses have always been used as metaphors to enliven 
charges that a society was corrupt or unjust" ( 7 2 ) , Sontag writes 
in the introduction to her analysis of sociopolitical disease meta­
phors. For instance, Colonel Aureliano Buendia's metaphor of 
militant resistance that "would wipe out the vestiges of a regime 
of corruption and scandal backed by the foreign invader" at once 
deploys the figurative language of a plague, but it simultaneously 
redeploys the figure in order to attack it, as it were, using the 
plague metaphor to counteract the sociopolitical conditions of 
neocolonial imperialism embodied by the banana plague. As a 
figure of postcolonial discourse, the banana plague carries a 
politicized narrative of invasion and resistance; it is a socially 
symbolic narrative of neocolonial imperialist ideology and post-
colonial resistance to this ideological strain. However, the enact­
ment of resistance to the sociopolitical corruption and injustice 
signified by banana plague is, significantly, not carried out by 
Colonel Aureliano Buendia, but by an actual carrier of the 
plague, J o s é Arcadio Segundo. 
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While the former fable of the plague years, the insomnia 
plague, presents a positive condition of namelessness, a Utopian 
moment of the deinscription of colonial imperialist power, the 
latter, the banana plague, presents a negative act of erasure, a 
dystopian moment of the disempowerment and later depopula­
tion of the banana workers. Like the narrative of the insomnia 
plague, the banana plague narrates a crisis of representation, but 
in the context of judicial and political discourse, and a loss of 
referential meaning, in the context of the banana workers' legal 
demands against the banana company. Reaper-like harbingers of 
the death of referentiality in the discursive arena of the court, 
" [1] os decrépitos abogados vestidos de negro que en otro tiempo 
asediaron al coronel Aurelano Buendia, y que entonces eran 
apoderados de la compañía bananera, desvirtuaban estos cargos 
con arbitrios que parecían cosa de magia" ( 2 5 5 ) ["[t] he decrepit 
lawyers dressed in black who during other times had besieged 
Colonel Aureliano Buendia and who now were controlled by the 
banana company dismissed those demands with decisions that 
seemed like acts of magic" ( 2 7 9 ) ] . Masters of illusion and the 
deferral of meaning, the lawyers represent deft poststructuralist 
practitioners of judicial discourse; their professional capacity, 
absorbed into the neocolonial imperialist power structure of the 
banana company, serves to exercise a sociopolitical hegemony 
over postcolonial subjects, namely, the banana workers. That the 
lawyers' "acts of magic" can cloak the neocolonial imperialist 
reality of the banana company speaks to the danger of discursive 
fabulation as a rhetorical and narrative device; that is, the reap-
propriation of magic realism into the judicial discourse of neo­
colonial imperialism strategically erases and ineffectuates the 
oppositional narrative discourse of postcolonialism. This discur­
sive erasure of persons through the operations of fabulous judi­
cial processes is evident in the concatenation of events prior to 
the massacre of the banana workers: 

L o s l u c t u o s o s a b o g a d o s d e m o s t r a r o n e n e l j u z g a d o q u e a q u e l h o m ­

b r e [ M r . B r o w n , a b a n a n a c o m p a n y e x e c u t i v e ] n o t e n í a n a d a q u e 

n a d i e p u s i e r a e n d u d a sus a r g u m e n t o s l o h i c i e r o n e n c a r c e l a r p o r 

u s u r p a d o r . . . . C a n s a d o s d e a q u e l d e l i r i o h e r m e n é u t i c o , los t r a b a ­

j a d o r e s r e p u d i a r o n a las a u t o r i d a d e s d e M a c o n d o y s u b i e r o n c o n sus 

quejas a los t r i b u n a l e s s u p r e m o s . F u s al l í d o n d e los i l l u s i o n i s t a s d e l 
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d e r e c h o d e m o s t r a r o n q u e las r e c l a m a c i o n e s c a r e c í a n d e t o d a va l ­

i d e z , s i m p l e m e n t e p o r q u e l a c o m p a ñ í a b a n a n e r a n o t e n í a , n i h a b í a 

t e n i d o n u n c a n i t e n d r í a j a m a i s t r a b a j a d o r e s a su s e r v i c o , s i n o q u e los 

r e c l i n a b a o c a s i o n a l m e n t e y c o n c a r á c t e r t e m p o r a l . . . . [Y] se estab­

l e c i ó p o r f a l l o d e t r i b u n a l y se p r o c l a m ó e n b a n d o s s o l e m n e s l a 

i n e x i s t e n c i a d e los t r a b a j a d o r e s . (255, 256) 

[ T h e m o u r n f u l lawyers s h o w e d i n c o u r t t h a t t h a t m a n h a d n o t h i n g to 

d o w i t h the c o m p a n y a n d i n o r d e r t h a t n o o n e d o u b t t h e i r a r g u m e n t s 

t h e y h a d h i m j a i l e d as a n i m p o s t o r . . . . T i r e d o f t h a t h e r m e n e u t i c a l 

d e l i r i u m , t h e w o r k e r s t u r n e d away f r o m the a u t h o r i t i e s i n M a c o n d o 

a n d b r o u g h t t h e i r c o m p l a i n t s u p t o the h i g h e r c o u r t s . It was t h e r e 

t h a t t h e s l e i g h t - o f - h a n d lawyers p r o v e d t h a t t h e d e m a n d s l a c k e d a l l 

v a l i d i t y f o r the s i m p l e r e a s o n t h a t t h e b a n a n a c o m p a n y d i d n o t h a v e , 

n e v e r h a d h a d , a n d n e v e r w o u l d h a v e w o r k e r s i n its s e r v i c e b e c a u s e 

t h e y w e r e a l l h i r e d o n a t e m p o r a r y a n d o c c a s i o n a l b a s i s . . . . [ A ] n d by 

a d e c i s i o n o f t h e c o u r t it was e s t a b l i s h e d a n d set d o w n i n s o l e m n 

d e c r e e s t h a t the w o r k e r s d i d n o t exist (279)]. 

For Slemon, one of the ways in which the postcolonial is distin­
guished from the postmodern depends upon the different theor­
ization of the referentiality of language. While the postmodern 
text "necessarily admits a provisionality to its truth-claims" ( 2 ) , 
the postcolonial text maintains "a mimetic or referential pur­
chase to textuality," a claim which admits "the positive produc­
tion of oppositional truth-claims" ("Modernism's Last Post" 5 ) . 
However, if the textual referents (contracts, degrees, laws) are 
governed by a judicial and political system which is controlled by 
a neocolonial power such as the banana company, the post-
colonial purchase to textuality is rendered meaningless and 
powerless. On the one hand, then, the positive production 
of oppositional truth-claims subtends the banana workers' con­
testation of the banana company as a postcolonial resistance 
narrative; on the other hand, the provisionality of truth-claims 
underlies the sleight-of-hand lawyers' proof of the non-existence 
of both Mr. Jack Brown and the banana workers. The lawyers' 
poststructuralist language games, as a postmodernist strain of 
magic realist narrative discourse, thus overpower the banana 
workers' resistance narrative, as a postcolonial strain of magic 
realist discourse. This double-handed discursive logic ultimately 
effects the "real" massacre and disappearance of three thousand 
banana workers who "did not exist." 
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The prognosis for the banana plague is that of terminal illness. 
As a historiographie realist narrative — that is, a narrative based 
on textualized versions of history—the massacre of the banana 
workers might have terminated with the dissemination of "un 
bando nacional extraordinario, para informar que los obreros 
habían obedecido la orden de evacuar la estación, y se dirigían a 
sus casas in caravanas pacíficas" ( 2 6 2 ) ["an extraordinary procla­
mation to the nation which said that the workers had left the 
station and returned home in peaceful groups" ( 2 8 6 ) ] . Such a 
narrative, an official record of history sanctioned by the neo­
colonial imperialist agenda of the banana company, would have 
erased the other narrative of three thousand banana workers, 
massacred, then stacked and exported "en el orden y el sentido 
en que se transportaban los racimos de banano" ( 2 6 0 ) ["in the 
same way in which they transported bunches of bananas" ( 2 8 4 ) ] . 
The collision between these two narratives, one of official neo-
colonialist history and the other of unofficial postcolonialist 
history, creates a discursive situation in which both of the sepa­
rate narratives are rent by silences, absences, and gaps in that 
each is negated by the existence of the other. Magic realist 
narrative discourse allows for the coexistence of such contradic­
tory narratives of history. In the postmodernist strain of magic 
realism, Linda Hutcheon would describe this crisis of represen­
tation as "historiographie metafiction" (106)—insofar as the 
banana massacre narrativizes the construction of historical nar­
ratives (although this designation would be dependent upon the 
textual referent of official history, that is, the neocolonial imperi­
alist textualization of history). In the postcolonial strain of magic 
realism, conversely, I would posit J o s é Arcadio Segundo's unoffi­
cial account of the history of the banana company as a post-
colonial resistance narrative. J o s é Arcadio Segundo, the only 
survivor of the massacre, lives to pass on to Aureliano Babilonia, 
the last Buendia, "una interpretación tan personal de lo que 
significò para Macondo la compañía bananera, que muchos 
años después, cuando Aureliano se incorporara al mundo, había 
de pensarse que contaba una versión alucinada, porque era 
radicalmente contraria a la falsa que los historiodores habían 
admitido, y consagrado en los textos escolares" ( 2 9 6 ) ["such 
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a personal interpretation of what the banana company had 
meant to Macondo that many years later, when Aureliano be­
came part of the world, one would have thought that he was 
telling a hallucinated version, because it was radically opposed 
to the false one that historians had created and consecrated in 
the schoolbooks ( 3 2 2 ) ] . What the foregoing attests is how the 
magic realist text stages a crisis of representation in which the 
double discourse of postmodernist and postcolonialist narra­
tives, official and unofficial histories, acts out its contestations 
and contradictions. 

Turning back to the final pages of Cien años de soledad, which I 
have already interpreted in terms of a postmodernist code of 
textualization, an alternate thesis presents itself and a reading in 
terms of a postcolonial decoding of historical, colonial narrative. 
In these final pages Aureliano Babilonia deciphers Melquiades's 
parchments to reveal the historical conditions of colonial­
ism, that is, the absurd history of Sir Francis Drake attacking 
Riohacha and hunting alligators with cannons and stuffing them 
as trophies for Queen Elizabeth, which predicates the narrative 
of the House of Buendia: "Sólo etonces descubrió que Amaranta 
Ursula no era su hermana, sino su tía, y que Francis Drake había 
asaltado a Riohacha solamente para que ellos pudieran buscarse 
por los labemitos más intrincados de la sangre, hasta engendrar 
el animal mitológico que había de poner término a la estirpe" 
( 3 5 0 ) ["Only then did he discover that Amaranta Úrsula was not 
his sister but his aunt, and that Sir Francis Drake had attacked 
Riohacha only so that they could seek each other through the 
most intricate labyrinths of blood until they would engender 
the mythological animal that was to bring the line to the end" 
( 3 8 2 - 8 3 ) ] . In brief, Aureliano Babilonia's decipherment of the 
parchments decodes both the arche (origin) and telos (terminus) 
of the historical narratives of the House of Buendia and of 
colonialism. Beyond the code of colonialism hovers the post-
colonial possibility, beyond the threshold of the magic realist 
text, as it were, in the unwritten absence, gap, and silence left 
after the decoding of the colonial code and the eradication of 
the House of Buendia: "Sin embargo, antes de llegar al verso 
final ya había compredido que no saldría j a m á s de ese cuarto, 
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pues estaba previsto que la ciudad de los espejos (o los espe­
jismos) sería arrasada por el viento y desterrada de la memoria de 
los hombres en el instante en que Aureliano Babilonia acabara 
de descifrar los pergaminos, y que todo lo escrito, en ellos era 
irrepetible desde siempre y para siempre, porque las estirpes 
condenadas a cien años de soledad no tenían una segunda 
oportunidad sobre la tierra" (351) ["Before reaching the final 
line, however, he had already understood that he would never 
leave that room, for it was foreseen that the city of mirrors 
(or mirages) would be wiped out by the wind and exiled from 
the memory of men at the precise moment when Aureliano 
Babilonia would finish deciphering the parchments, and that 
everything written on them was unrepeatable since time imme­
morial and forever more, because races condemned to one 
hundred years of solitude did not have a second opportunity on 
earth" ( 3 8 3 ) ] . As both arche and telos, the final paragraph of 
the novel reflects upon the unnamed world in the opening 
paragraph: Cien años de soledad is indeed a city of mirrors, a 
mise en abîme. As the colonial narrative of the House of Buendia, 
Melquiades's parchments (and Cien años de soledad) mirror the 
colonial narrative of Melquiades's tribe, for the Buendias ("ex­
iled from the memory of men") are likewise "borrada de la faz de 
la tierra por haber sobrepassado los limites del conocimiento 
humano" (40) ["wiped off the face of the earth because they 
had gone beyond the limits of human knowledge" ( 4 5 ) ] . After 
Aureliano Babilonia's final act of decoding Melquiades's parch­
ments, the "exile" of the House of Buendia and the erasure of 
colonial history impose closure upon one narrative and open the 
possibility for postcolonial narrative. 

To rearticulate Slemon's theorization of the confrontation 
between two oppositional discourses—that is, an encounter in 
which "each remains suspended, locked in a continuous dialec­
tic with the 'other,' a situation which creates disjunction within 
each of the separate discursive systems, rending them with gaps, 
absences, and silences" ("Magic Realism" 4 0 9 ) — also reiterates 
the agon I have tried to mediate between the strains of post­
colonialism and postmodernism and the gaps between their 
separate discursive systems. Because of the very difficulties theor-
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ists have with the term magic realism, it has often been consid­
ered a "theoretical void" (González Echevarría, "Isla a su vuelo 
fugitiva" i8). 9 But magic realism read through a double code 
of postmodernism and postcolonialism facilitates, if not a uni­
lateral agreement between oppositional discourses, then an arbi­
tration of aporias and theoretical voids. 

NOTES 

' A l l subsequent English translations that follow the original Spanish of Cien años de 
soledad refer to Gregory Rabassa's translation of One Hundred Years of Solitude. 

- See Franz Roh, Sach-Expressionismus: Magischer Realismus. Probleme der neuesten 
europäischen Malerei ( 1 9 2 5 ) . 

: i Among the essays collected in Postmodern Fiction in Europe and the Americas, co-
edited by D'haen, Iris M . Zavala's "On the (Mis-) uses of the Post-Modern: Hispanic 
Modernism Revisited locates Onis's coinage of the temi postmodernism in his 
1934 Antología de la poesía española e hispanoamericana {1882-11)^2) (Zavala 8 4 ) . 

1 For a current survey of critical discussions of modernismo see Gerard A d l i n g s The 
Politics of Spanish American Modernismo (1()3). 

r ' Flores first delineated the colonial origins of "magical realism ": "realism, since the 
Colonial Period but especially during the 1880s; the magical, writ large from the 
earliest in the letters of Columbus, in the chroniclers, in the sagas of Cabeza de 
Vaca" ( 1 8 9 ) . Where Flores separates realism and the magical into two historical 
periods, Chanady recombines the two in her analysis of colonial narratives. 

6 I have maintained Chanady's own translation of Cartas de relación de Fernando Cortes, 
Historiadores primitivos de Indias. 

" For other analyses of the act of reading in Cien años de soledad, see the following: 
Julio Ortega, "Postmodernism in Latin America" and "La risa de la tribu, el 
intercambio signico en Cien años de soledad",]on Thiem, "The Textualization of the 
Reader in Magic Realist Fiction"; Anibal González, "Translation and the Novel: One 
Hundred Years of Solitude"; Roberto González Echevarría, "Cien años de soledad: The 
Novel as Myth and Archive"; Edwin Williamson, "Magical Realism and the Theme 
of Incest in One Hundred Years of Solitude"; Michael Palencia-Roth, "Los perigamos 
de Aureliano Buendia"; and E. Rodriguez Monegal. "One Hundred Years of Solitude: 
The Last Three Pages." 

K In his introduction to Hannes Wajlrafen's photographic text 7¾« World of Márquez, 
García Márquez describes yet another kind of textualization of the extratextual 
world: 

I have always had great respect for readers who go off in search of the reality 
hidden behind my books. I have even greater respect for those who find it, 
because I've never been able to. In Aracataca, the Caribbean village where I was 
bom, this seems to have become an everyday occupation. Over the last twenty 
years a whole generation of sharp children has grown up there, lying in wait for 
the myth hunters at the railroad station so they can introduce them to the places, 
things, and even the characters from my novels . . . . These children haven't read 
my novels, of course, so their knowledge of the mythical Macondo can not have 
been acquired through them. The places, things and characters they show 
tourists are real only to the degree that the latter are willing to accept them as so. 
That is to say, behind the Macondo created by literary fiction there is another 
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Macondo, even more imaginary' and mythical, created by readers and authenti­
cated by the children of Aracataca with a third visible and palpable Macondo 
which is, without a doubt, the falsest of them all. Fortunately, Macondo isn't a 
place, but a stale of mind that allows people to see what they want to see as they 
see fit. (5-6) 

9 1 have followed Chanady's quotation and translation of Gonzalez Echevarria's 
phrase (Chanady 4 9 ) . 
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