BEATA GESICKA

On the Carnivalesque in Magical
Realism: Reflexions on Robert
Kroetsch's What the Crow Said
Some definitions of magical realism stress the importance of the magical
worldview in this mode. For example, in her study Magical Realism and the
Fantastic: Resolved versus Unresolved Antinomy, Chanady argues that in magical realist
texts the magic constitutes a coherent code whose presence has the effect of
inducing the reader to accept it as a world-view that is equally as valid as his or her
own (Chanady 1985). However, a close examination of many novels reputed to
be magical realist reveals that the magical/supernatural events, rather than a
coherent code, constitute a heterogeneous combination of randomly selected
elements. Consequently, if a magical worldview is projected, it is its arbitrary
nature that is foregrounded, and therefore thinking of magical realism in terms of
coherent and valid worldviews is misleading1. In accordance with this view, I will
argue in this paper that the specificity of the mode resides rather in the
self-conscious foregrounding of inconsistency and discontinuity as inherent
properties of all worldviews, magical and rational. Inspired by David Danow's book
The Spirit of Carnival: Magical Realism and the Grotesque (1995), I argue that this
exposure of the incongruous nature of world-views is in keeping with the logic of the
carnivalesque and that this logic is one of the fundamental features that all magical
realist novels, Latin American or others, share in common. To illustrate my
position, I will focus on the specific case of Robert Kroetsch's What the Crow Said
(1998). This novel has been unanimously acclaimed as magical realist on the basis
of its similarity to the Latin American classic G. Garcia Marquez' One Hundred Years
of Solitude (\ 982). Much has been written about both novels, and some comparative
studies have
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appeared (see Edwards 1987). However, none of these studies grounds the
discussion of the similarities between the two works in a cogent theory of
magical realism. Rather, critics typically adduce a number of obvious points of
likeness and conclude on the basis of these that the Canadian work must be
magical realist. However, not all similarities are genre-specific. By isolating the
specific nature of the magical plot events as one of the defining features of
magical realism, this paper makes several contributions. Firstly, it provides a
more rigorous rationale for the classification of Kroetsch's novel as magical
realism. Secondly, it identifies the concrete way in which magical realist novels
deconstruct the referential fallacy of the coherent, magical world-view, and
thwarts the reader's propensity to construct Latin Americans on the basis of that
fallacy. Thirdly, it provides a framework for discussing the thematic level of the
Canadian author's novel.
My analysis will demonstrate that the novel incorporates and juxtaposes
elements derived from disparate sources such as oral and folk culture myths,
stereotypes, tall-tales, jokes and gossip; and that these carnivalesque
juxtapositions operate at two levels: of structure and language. The incongruity of
the disparate sources (that are all part of the carnivalesque tradition, as will be
shown) is projected into the structure of the novel, and reinforced by essentially
carnivalesque language, humor, the aesthetic of the monstrous, and hyperbole. By
means of these textual properties, magical realism challenges Western
epistemology, exposing the "rational" as inconsistent and arbitrary, and the
"irrational," or mythical, as equally fictitious and constructed. Therefore,
contrary to Chanady's argument, if magical realism has any effect on the readers,
it is rather to lead them to question the validity of all world-views.
Carnivalesque Subversions
In Kroetsch's novel, many strange, "unnatural" events occur within the
depicted world that recall the fictional world of Latin America's prototypical
works of magical realism such as G. Garcia Marquez' One Hundred Years of
Solitude, Isabel Allende's The House of the Spirits, Laura EsquivePs Like Water for
Chocolate, etc. For example, the winter season arrives after spring to last an entire
year, Liebhaber loses his memory but remembers the future, Vera Lang is
impregnated by bees, a man missing one leg and his genitals somehow
impregnates Rose Lang; there is an afternoon plague of salamanders; the world is
tormented by floods, snow, rain and wind, and of course, the crow talks.

On the Carnivalesque in Magical Realism / 395

The very disparity of these events resists the kind of interpretation that is
elicited by fairy tales or tales of the fantastic, in which the magical events do
constitute a coherent code in that they are united by a common logic. It also
resists any naive interpretation of the events as constitutive of some pre-modern
world-view or aboriginal belief in wonders. Instead of relating magical events to
some presumed referential reality, we should see them in the broader structure of
the magic realist mode of narration. I would argue that what is distinctive of this
narrative structure and what changes the significance and function of the magical
events is the carnivalesque-grotesque liberating spirit that permeates every
magical realist text. In other words, the logic of the carnivalesque (with its
exaggeration, excessiveness, "billingsgate language," and the aesthetic of the
monstrous) provides the magical realist text with the capacity of undermining the
validity of any given worldview, whether "real" or "magical." Therefore, it is my
belief that the features of the carnivalesque-grotesque are inherent in magical
realist narrative.
Michael Gardiner, drawing upon Bakhtinian research on the carnival and
carnivalesque, gives us a complex description of the carnival: "a bewildering
constellation of rituals, games, symbols, and various carnal excesses" that
constitutes "alternative 'social space' of freedom, abundance and equality"
(Gardiner 1992, 45-47). It is a space of spontaneous messaliances, of
contradictory events and images that free people from the fixed constraints of
their social roles and destabilize any coherent category, norm and rule that
organize everyday political, social and cultural life. Simultaneously, it points out the
relativity of its own rules. Carnival "brings together, unifies, weds and combines
sacred and profane, the lofty with the low, the great with the insignificant, and
the wise with the stupid" (Gardiner 1992,46). It is the "gay" time when the world
is turned totally upside-down.
All of the characteristics of the carnival converge to flaunt the lack of a
finished and temporal quality. Gardiner notices that the carnivalesque
exchanges of "the contradictory yet interconnected processes of death and birth,
ending and becoming" (48) symbolize the impossibility of completion, of finality.
Distorted, unfinished, and elastic, the carnival body "outgrows itself,
transgresses its own limits, and conceives new bodies" and against a static,
finished beauty of antique sculpture, reflects an "always incomplete character of
being" (Shohat and Stam 1998, 36). Thus, the carnival is a hybrid. The harmony
and unity are rejected in favor of the constantly changing contradictions and
nonexclusive opposites that "transgress monologic true-or-false thinking typical of
a certain kind of positivistic rationalism"; thereby the
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carnival is a multi-voiced and dialogic interaction between conflicting images and
events (Shohat and Stam 1998, 35).
Mikhail Bakhtin puts his hopes for the truly dialogical medium into the
novel because it is the only genre that still develops, that is incomplete by nature,
and permits the constant process of re-definition as a consequence of its
open-endedness (Anchor 1985, 240-42). In fact, according to Julia Kristeva, the
novel is heir to the carnival:
The use of folk speech itself, language from the oral tradition in which the
carnivalesque survived is a way to issue the carnivalistic challenges to the official
codes, the official law. (Kroetsch 1989, 102)

Unquestionably, the carnivalesque spirit signifies a time of transformation,
exchange and reversal, and reveals the character of reality to be completely
ambivalent, violating and degrading any official world-view. The carnival spirit and
energy do violence to the laws of genre: boundaries are blurred, and oppositions
are constantly configured to produce a multiplicity of meanings, although none of
them can avoid further dissolution. The carnivalesque spirit is thus a liberating
force that, when applied to literature, promises its refreshment, and "renewal by
destruction." Ella Shohat and Robert Stam claim us that "carnivalization is not an
external and immobile schema imposed upon ready-made content but an
extraordinarily flexible form of artistic visualization, a peculiar sort of heuristic
principle making possible the discovery of new and as yet unseen things" (1998,
35). David Danow reminds us that the carnivalesque represents "not so much a
single literary form as a complex form of thought" (Danow 1995, 22).
Michael Holquist, in his critical account on the place of carnival theory in
Bakhtin's works, declares (Holquist 1985, 221) that the carnival has to be
perceived as a part of a broader philosophical problem of the "mysterious
workings of shared differences" that Bakhtin always conceived dialogically. Seen
from this perspective, the carnival is an "interaction of differences" (between
official and unofficial codes) "in simultaneity" (Holquist 1985, 222). All this leads
to a phenomenon coined and developed by Bakhtin: alterity. It is a "defining
condition of all perception and all representation" (Holquist 1985, 223). The
principle of alterity assumes that "one can never perceive himself as finished and
complete and one can only see others as already having become what they are"
(Holquist 1985, 223). The self exists only dialogically, "not as a substance or
essence in its own right, but only in a tensible relationship with all that is
other" (Holquist 1985, 224). However, this
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apparent limitation should not be lamented, because in fact, thanks to the
other/friend, we are constantly enriching the knowledge of ourselves. The
world is therefore shaped through those two "conceptualizing lenses"
(Holquist 1985, 228) of the self and of the other. Holquist notices that, if the
culture functions the same way as individuals do, and this is the assumption that
Bakhtin makes, culture is likely to follow the same pattern and thus has to find its
meaning through another culture's eyes. In the carnival, whole societies can
represent to themselves "the folly of their own pretensions to unite and make
final" (Holquist 1985, 230) as it is a time when "cultural systems come to know
themselves by playing at being different" (1985, 230). During the carnival, the
official self enters into a dialogue with the unofficial other; they exchange roles
and borrow their discourses from one another. The constant processes of
acceptable or unacceptable transformations lead to a variety of truths that are
"peripheral" and "ephemeral" by nature. David Danow reminds us that "no truth is
ever the truth" (1995, 24); it would be logical to add: "no meaning is ever the
meaning."
On the whole, when the carnivalesque spirit (with its rich repertoire of
inversions and transformations that mix up official and unofficial codes even at
the level of language) enters literature, it opens the possibilities of the novel by
foregrounding what is only accessible to the "language of carnivalization." It
(...) supports the unsupportable, assails the unassailable, at times regards the
supernatural as natural, takes fiction as truth, and makes the extraordinary or
"magical" as viable a possibility as the ordinary or "real," so that no true
distinction is perceived or acknowledged between the two. (Danow 1995, 3)

By the same logic, the carnivalesque spirit gives magic realism its unique
capacity of relativizing every single "truth" or world-view by degrading,
mocking and undermining its validity.
Narrative Structure in Magical Realist Texts
At the level of narrative structure, the spirit of the carnivalesque-grotesque
manifests itself in a magic realist novel through the combination of plot
elements derived from a variety of different symbolic systems associated with
oral and folk culture, with all their myths, stereotypes, legends, jokes,
superstitions and gossip. The magical and fantastic elements of the plot of
Kroetsch's novel, summarized above, betray their diverse origins. This
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confrontation of disparate elements of human constructs of reality is
reminiscent of G. Garcia Marquez' One Hundred Years of Solitude (see
Bortolussi's paper in this issue) and other works unanimously claimed to be
magical realist such as Ana Castillo's So Far From God (1994). In this novel,
resurrections and levitations, uncanny visions, miraculous recoveries,
mysterious and unnatural disappearances occur alongside talking babies,
clairvoyance, and the appearance of legendary figures. The incongruity of
magical events dismantles the coherence of the "magical world-view," in a
typically postmodern meta-reflective and deconstructive manner. Magical events
do not appear in magical realist prose simply to demonstrate that (according to
Alejo Carpentier's concept) the marvelous real is an inherent property of uniquely
Latin American aboriginal world-view (Carpentier 1949). Rather, magical events
are present as an incentive for meta-textual reflection on the arbitrary and relative
nature of all myth-making systems:
The carnival spirit offers the chance to have a new outlook on the world, to realize
the relative nature of all that exists, and to enter a completely new order of things.
(Anchor 1985, 237)

Referring to Kroetsch's novel, Susan Rudy Dorscht talks about an
incoherent, non-unified text in which the "bloody confusion" of images, events
and characters "is welcome because it is textual confusion, made to be misread"
(Rudy Dorscht 1991, 72). Such a structural incongruity serves to mock
established patterns of thought and symbolic conventions by reminding us of the
arbitrariness and heterogeneity of all world-views.
In magical realist texts, oral culture is taken to the level of written
literature, where diverse elements of folk culture: its myths, stereotypes, tall-tales,
superstitions, legends and gossip are made to exist at the same level, and are
therefore relativized. In this way, magical realism challenges Western
epistemology, not by means of questioning any particular world-view, but by
providing a territory for the confrontation of multiple subjectivities. What
occurs on the carnivalesque stage of magical realism is not the reconciliation, but
the ongoing negotiation between disparate elements that are incapable of forming
any kind of coherent system. Under the influence of the carnivalesque-grotesque
spirit, a simple magical event ("unnatural" event, that otherwise might be ascribed
for instance to the fantastic), is transformed into the magical realist event. This is
to say that the liberating carnivalesque-grotesque tone undermines the
seriousness and gravity of usually disturbing and strange magical events. This
makes the magical events more natural, but
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never totally acceptable. The magical realist story is in fact an "interrogative
story" (Rudy Dorscht 1991, 73).
Robert Kroetsch, author of What the Crow Said, understands magical
realism as a game in which "the meaning never really surfaces." In the book of
interviews, Labyrinths of Voice (1982), Kroetsch describes the attitudes of
everyone who enters the game of magical realism, the narrator, the reader, and the
characters:
(...) we're playing a game and we can't find the rules. (...) We know enough rules to
be in the game but we don't know enough to really play the game and that's where
we are at... I think that's what every character in that novel is doing. Some of them
are desperately trying to make sense by those absurd acts... flying into the air and
so on Liebhaber shooting the bees into the skies. (Neunian and Wilson 1982,
163)
The reader is faced with a game that seems to have no rules and is full of
contradictions. But:
For the reader to play the reading game (...) he can transgress the rules as much as
the writer does, putting together or dismantling the text in whatever way he
chooses, telling the story. (Rudy Dorscht 1991, 78)

Kroetsch does not offer his readers a coherent, unified story, but rather
"traces of unfinished, indeed unfinishable text" (Rudy Dorscht 1991, 72). Susan
Rudy Dorscht observes that, like the crow, the story and the characters are
"absent presences" (Rudy Dorscht 1991, 77), and "the temptation of meaning"
is always impeded (Rudy Dorscht 1991, 78). The third person narrator of What
the Crow Said offers an explanation of magical realist events that people give
retrospectively. Or maybe, the explanation itself is magical, whereas the event is
not? "Perhaps" is a guiding word in a narration (Rudy Dorscht 1991, 79).
Moreover, the narrator is not an individual, but rather the voice of an entire
community, that writes down, years after the events, multifarious version of the
story, often providing contradictory accounts of the events. He bases his narrative
on gossip, tall-tale, memory and collective fantasy. "The wordsjears later suggest
both the legendary authority (you can tell years later) and the impossibility of the
record (you never can tell)" (Rudy Dorscht 1991, 75). Rudy Dorscht adds: "What
the Crow Said is, and is not, what the crow said!" (1991, 77). What we have in the
text are only reports and arguments that undermine the traditional position of the
realist narrator as a
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withdrawn, omniscient and omnipresent observer. The following passages from
Kroetsch's novel (reorganized by Rudy Dorscht 1991, 73) illustrate this point:
The black crow, according to all reports, flew away, flew south, that very day. It had
recently taken to napping a lot, especially after meals. Some people claimed that as it
has left it called out, one last time, "Total asshole." Most people argued fiat it has left
without saying a word; it flapped up into the sky; it flew, tossed and torn and ragged,
the way any crow flies, into the wind shuffling of the everlasting wind. (Kroetsch
1998, 131, as quoted in Rudy Dorscht 1991, 73)
Why she took off her clothes, no one explained that either, nor why she lay down,
perhaps ... (Kroetsch 1998, 2, as quoted in Rudy Dorscht 1991, 73)
For how long she lay transfixed, there is never a way to tell (Kroetsch 1998, 3, as
quoted in Rudy Dorscht 1991, 73)
Why the drones followed her, why they mistook a swarming into a new nest for a
mating flight, was simply a mystery. (Kroetsch 1998, 3, as quoted in Rudy Dorscht
1991,73)

The narrator tries to make sense of the disparate acts told to him, as do the
characters and the reader. Kroetsch's magical realist novel constitutes a game that
resists a simple, decodifying reception. The game entices the reader to play with
the interpretations: "it literally invites the reader to produce answers to the
questions it implicitly or explicitly raises" (Rudy Dorscht 1991, 73). The notion of
the game (the time of a temporal suspension of existent rules) plays an important
role as an element of carnivalesque subversion. All the same, it is a pivotal
characteristic of any magical realist text. In Labyrinths of Voice, Kroetsch
comments:
I take card games very seriously. For me, a card game is a model of life. (...) Card
games are interesting because, on the one hand, there are absolute rules, and, on
the other, inside those rules there is absolute chance, or at least an indefinite
mathematically large number of chances that even to deal yourself the same hand
would be a grotesque unlikelihood. There are absolute rules and there is chance.
(Neuman and Wilson 1982, 64-65)
Seen in this light, magical realism "breaks down certain very strongly
established boundaries between imagination and so-called reality which
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probably aren't there" (Neuman and Wilson 1982,11). Boundaries make our
perception blind to certain things, but a magical realist game can open us up to
those surprising possibilities of the story.
The subversive carnivalesque spirit that joins incongruous magical events
(pieces of the story that do not follow any coherent logic, and cannot be
inscribed to any coherent world-view of any particular cultural group), gives the
magical realist text an inherently self-reflexive quality. This quality is not
achieved by simply questioning its own viability, but rather by confronting
disparate elements of our constructed reality, and thereby exposing its
arbitrariness. It allows the telling of stories, while simultaneously interrogating "its
own knowledges" (Rudy Dorscht 1991, 73). The carnivalesque spirit undermines
the seriousness of the stories, while at the same time allows "into language every
story possibility and thus the whole world" (Neuman and Wilson 1981,
158-59). In this respect, the following insight offered by the Canadian author
himself is very revealing:
Kroetsch: That's why it is not fantasy. Some of those older conventions of realism, and of
narrative, really, were deceiving us about our world, were imposing a coherence that wasn't there
and imposing limitations that aren't there as far as I'm concerned. One of the things this
magic realism does is open up narrative possibility. That's why they're all such
great storytellers, these people. But they're also opening up the ways of
perception.
Kenyon: Yes, I'm sure there are things that we don't see and possibilities that we
don't allow, because they haven't been there in the writing. That feels like really
shaky ground, saying that our literature shapes how we see the world. (Kenyon
1985, 14, emphasis mine)

The reader of this novel plays the reading game, but he can transgress the
rules, just as the narrator and characters do. Everybody in Kroetsch's novel is
telling the story, and it is precisely the telling (which never means the same story)
that matters:
To understand an utterance means to formulate a reply for it, to evaluate it, to
determine its meaning within a particular context. Understanding is thus itself a
dialogue. It follows moreover, that 'meaning' does not belong alone either to the
speaker or the listener, but to the interaction between the two. (Anchor
1985,246-47)
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The foregrounding of narration and perception is developed with
mastery by G. Garcia Marquez in The Autumn of the Patriarch (1975). In this
novel, the narrator is collective, and numerous, often contradictory feelings
underline the theme of the myth-making function. It may be argued that this
novel is not magical realist precisely because much of the magic is exposed as a
function of subjective perceptions and distorting rhetoric, but one could easily
demonstrate that the difference between One Hundred Years of Solitude and The
Autumn of the Patriarch is really only one of degree. Both novels draw attention to
the implausibility of the fictional world, but through different techniques, all of
which are intended to emphasize the natural and inevitable propensity to impose
various products of the imagination on the world. Magical realist events "may"
happen. "These things happen" the narrator tells us, "maybe these happen
sometimes," repeat the characters, "but there is never a way too tell" (excerpts
from Kroetsch, 1998). Hence, the implied reader of the magical realist novel can
only speculate, constantly re-reading the text. This is because the carnivalesque
spirit undermines the viability of the narrator, and forces the reader to make sense
of the absurdity of the world depicted, by his own means.
The meta-reflective purpose of magical realist mode seems to be a
response to the postmodern vision of reality, with its fragmentariness and
relativity. In postmodernity, Kroetsch reminds:
We go through a day picking up the fragments everywhere and somehow
patching them together so that we don't fall off the edge of the world, or
through a hole in the story. (Kenyon 1985, 14)

And this is the reaction that writing and reading of magical realist texts
hopefully provokes.

Degrading Language, Obscene Humor, Festive Laughter and Excess
The liberating capacity of carnivalesque literature has its basis in the
carnivalization of language, in, so called, gramatica jocosa ("laughing grammar"
described by Rabelais), an artistic language liberated from norms and
correctness:
Carnivalesque art is thus "anti-canonical"; it deconstructs not only the canon, but
also the generating matrix that makes canons and grammaticality. (Gardiner 1992,
36)
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This verbal rebellion is called "marketplace speech": colloquial oaths and
profanities unofficial in tone and content (Gardiner 1992, 50). It is manifested in
all kinds of swearwords, dirty jokes and anecdotes, and, as such, joins the verbal
humor with the non-verbal collective communication act — the laughter. The
"billingsgate language" and ambivalent humorous tone transposed into the
discourse of the novel produce a "radically new temporal model of the world in
which there is no first word (no ideal word) and the final word has not yet been
spoken" (Anchor 1985, 242). Accordingly, the novel is never defined once and for
all. Kroetsch's humor is ambivalent, "it denies and buries, even as it asserts and
revives" (Randall 1989, 85). It has all the features of carnivalesque humor, as
defined by Bakhtin: it simultaneously degrades and affirms, employing an oral
humor, replete with marketplace jokes, obscene idioms, dirty expressions and
insulting words.
This obscene language of carnival is related to one of its essential aspects,
namely the "material bodily principle" (Gardiner 1992, 47), a term related to the
aesthetic of grotesque realism. The "material bodily principle" embraces the rich
imagery that represents the material functions of the human body and the sensual
aspects of human existence. Thus, excrement and defecation, sexual acts, birth
and death, eating and drinking are common elements of grotesque description.
All of those acts are simultaneously degrading and renewing, "the act of being
inundated by urine or excrement is complemented by a connection to the
procreative genital organs, which represent the locus of birth and fertility"
(Gardiner 1892, 48). Grotesque realism degrades "upwards" — the sky, the spirit,
and the head — by bringing it down to earth, to the bodily perspective,
"downwards." Degradation means profanation, the bringing of lofty matters into
contact with material matters. Grotesque bodies are excessively deformed and
distorted; they usually are ironic caricatures, and carnival masks and costumes have
the power to convert a fool into a king (Anchor 1985,240). It must be emphasized
that the greatest influence that the carnivalesque-grotesque has on a text is
precisely its capability to transcend boundaries. Gardiner explains it as follows:
(...) tendency towards extreme exaggeration in the grotesque is not simply a
satirical device. (...) When infused with grotesque imagery, objects transcend their
own natural boundaries and become fused and linked with other things. From this
derived their pregnant and two-sided nature, the quality of unfinished becoming.
(Gardiner 1992, 47)
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The carnivalesque oral humor permeates the narration of What the Crow
Said and is frequently related to lower body strata. The most common "term of
degradation" (Randall 1989, 88) is "asshole" that, pronounced by the crow,
applies to Liebhaber and other men:
The black crow watched Liebhaber pull off the rags that had once been a camel-pile
coat. "Well, Lieb," it said, "I've got to hand it to you. You are finally a total
asshole." "Listen, crow, go fuck yourself with a wire brush", Liebhaber said; that
same Liebhaber who had defended the black crow against its critics. Liebhaber, for
the first time in 151 days, lost complete control of his temper. "Crow," he went
on, "you are a little turd. A teeny-weeny turd. You are a prick with ears".
"Gentlemen," the crow said, ignoring the insults, "I want to welcome you back. We
missed your filthy mouths and your slovenly behavior. We missed your abrasive
laziness and your dirt and your stink. May you all die abnormal deaths." JG, locked
up in a parlor, hearing the men return, was excited beyond all reason; but he couldn't
speak a sound. He farted loudly out of pure joy. (Kroetsch 1998, 113)
The crow, which seems to speak only in order to degrade men,
emphasizes "anus, filth, abrasiveness, and stink" (Randall 1989,95); Liebhaber
answers in the same degrading terms. It is JG who, farting "out of a pure joy,"
merges "the lower body stratum with a joy of life itself (Randall 1989, 95). In
different occasion — during the critical moments under the boat — Liebhaber
eventually becomes a "total asshole." The moment of the total debasement when,
paralyzed by the fear of death, he defecates in the water, is also a moment of
surfacing, saving his life and letting go.
The "glue of collective experience" of the carnival (Gardiner 1992, 57) is
laughter. It permits a unique kind of contact, different from the verbal one.
According to Bakhtin, carnival laughter is universal, being "the laughter of all
people (...) it is directed at all and everyone, including the carnival participants"
(Neuman and Wilson 1982, 35). What makes a carnivalesque laughter and humor
so specific is the fact that it is ambivalent: "it is gay, triumphant, and at the same
time mocking and deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and revives"
(Neuman and Wilson 1982, 35). As such, it has also the power of degrading and
healing.
In his novel, Kroetsch acknowledges fully the renewing and liberating
power of the laughter, usually attributed to the men's behaviour:
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She spoke softly (...). They watched the light on her face. (...) Vera went on. (...) "The
males are useless ...Is Martin Lang here?" Liebhaber asked. (Kroetsch 1998, 50)
The men in the tower burst out laughing. Liebhaber had saved them from the
seduction of Vera's cold, fatal beauty and from the pain of her words too. They were
only men. They laughed in pleasure at their own laughing. They could talk now,
stand up, stretch, cough, spit, fart, laugh, and holler. Someone gave a holler, out at
the night. (Kroetsch 1998, 50)

Structure and language work together in magic realism to reinforce the
carnivalesque spirit of subversive reversals and humoristic excessiveness, as is
evidenced by the magical plot elements and their telling. Those moments of order
reversal are in fact prompted by the quest for coherent meaning, known causality
and predictability. This is the quest for control and truth, compelling men to play
the schmier game and undertake a battle against the sky. The schmier game is an
act of separation of men from the uncontrollable world (Wall and Thompson
1993, 93-97). Its magical character lies in the fact that it lasts one hundred and
fifty one days without the shortest break. The ridiculed men2 "place themselves in
the microcosm of the game" (Wall and Thompson 1993, 96), that begins
innocently after a never partaken dinner feast, quickly gains a transcendental
importance, lasts one hundred fifty one days, and ends also with a dinner, both
feasts determining two opposite points: a dissolution and return to the order. The
game has its own rules, and thus separates men from the hostility of objective
world's rules. During the game, they are capable of "ignoring the weather,
ignoring time, family, duty, season; ignoring everything but their one passion"
(Wall and Thompson 1993, 96). This is also a time when the stereotypical roles of
men and women are destroyed. Women — mothers and lovers — run the world
better than the men who are just "a bunch of useless bastards." Notwithstanding,
women are not capable of living on their own, being chaotic and indecisive. A
closer look at the female characters gives us a kaleidoscope of figures that have
small but significant mental distortions. In fact, in Kroetsch's novel "binaries are
altered and alter each other. They are parodied until they collapse under the weight of
their own absurdity" (Wall and Thompson 1993, 98). The carnivalesque obscene
humor
It is noteworthy that almost all the participants of the game have different kinds of physical distortions
achieved in some absurd way: scar, missing finger, missing eye, missing toes, missing genitals, deafness.
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of the situation affirms life in the presence of death when the purpose of the
game turns out to be keeping one man alive. Schmier players attempt to save one
man's life and, at the same time, forget about their needs:
They looked like a pack of scarecrows. Almost all of them were coughing. One or
two at time; they leaned over the side of the sleigh box, spat into the snow. They
farted, and their farts almost warmed them. Their assholes were raw and bleeding
from the combination of diarrhea and prairie hay that was full of thistle and
buckbrush. They tried once or twice to sing, but then Alphonse Martz cursed
instead, pointing to a magpie that hopped off the road, away from a dead rabbit. The
magpie began to follow a sleigh; it was joined by another magpie, then another.
(Kroetsch 1998, 88)

The scene that comes after is even worse: every man in town, without any
exception, gets drunk and then, "the dispossessed men, drunk, shouting, farting,
whining, hollering, cursing, belching, swearing, puking, spitting, were forced out
of a beer parlor, into the street. Some of them have collapsed into the arms of
waiting wives ..." (Kroetsch 1998, 88). The image becomes even more grotesque
and pitiful, but still humorous. The second reversal takes place when men go
hunting, but nature adversely changes the rules and the wind is so high that the
ducks cannot get down to earth, and the ammunition they fire turns against them.
The community "needs to believe that the natural world is predictable, thereby
giving them some mode of control or controlled response, that causes the
deaths attributed to the sky" (Wall and Thompson 1993,99). Again then, men try
to dominate the uncontrollable world and begin a war with the sky. Or rather, the
"sky turns against them as if to indicate the folly of the undertaking" (Wall
1991, 98). An absurd war ends with the "magical event" — the rise and fall of
Joe Lightning, the one who wanted to get to know the rules of the "god's game."
As on many occasions before, the uncanny of this particular event is totally
mocked when Joe falls into the church's outhouse hole.
These examples of the magical events, degraded and brought down to
earth through a carnivalesque mode of telling, become much more "realist,"
natural and prosaic than expected. They illustrate very well the power of the
carnivalesque spirit that, "with the exuberance of language, narrative, and myth
results not in meaningless but in many meanings" (Wall and Thompsonl993, 99).
The tone of absurdity derived from the carnivalesque-grotesque aesthetic of
exaggeration undoubtedly changes the whole perspective of the magical event. I
would argue that a mockery or at least a distanced perspective is
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necessary to convert the magical event into a magical realist event. We can take as
an example of the "magical" event, the speaking crow. It could be considered
as an element of the fantastic if the imposed coherence of the "unnatural world"
logically explained all enunciations of the talking bird (like the crow having
serious discussions on politics). However, the speaking crow in this magical realist
novel is not what we expect: it is not part of any coherent "magical world-view."
Although the bird is given a possibility to speak, its creativity is absurdly limited
to a few obscene declarations. The third person narrator provides various accounts
of this particular magical event, characters attempt to apply logic to this and other
events, while the disoriented reader is incapable of taking the magic seriously.
It becomes clear then that the "magical" reality presented is disparate,
inconsistent, and arbitrary, and consequently, the reader cannot accept it as a
world-view equally as valid as his or her own.
Magical Realist Novel: A Realm of Inconsistency
I have shown that What the Crow Said is permeated by the carnivalesque spirit. Its
narrative structure relies heavily on a rich variety of oral discourses. Jokes, myths,
folk tall-tales, stereotypes and gossip, are all expressed by the "collective voice" of
the third-person narrator. The novel also incorporates abundantly festive
laughter, introduces "marketplace speech," revels in the lower body strata,
degrades, reverses the order, brings the lofty down to earth and, finally, is full of
mentally and physically distorted characters.
Obviously, linking degradation with affirmation, and emphasizing
defecation, procreation, and the sequences of birth and death, belongs to the
realm of carnivalesque logic (Randall 1989, 98). Such an assemblage of
disparate elements not connected by any coherent code, but by the
carnivalesque spirit of absurdity, serves as a ground for the confrontation of
these inconsistencies and discontinuities. In my view, the incongruity is inherent
in any particular world-view, rational or irrational (magical), and magical realist
texts demonstrate self-consciously the arbitrary and constructed character of all
myth-making systems. In short, in magical realism, the basis of any epistemology is
challenged. In this respect, the carnivalesque dimension of magical realism consists
of much more than just obscene language and humor as these particular stylistic
features are not intrinsic to the genre. We do not find them, for example, in
Asturias' Men of Maize (1949). Rather, the logic of carnivalesque, in particular its
disparate intermingling of oral discourses from

408 / Beata Gesicka

On the Carnivalesque in Magical Realism / 409

which all sorts of magical events are drawn, functions in magical realism as a
meta-reflective tool. Rather than pit the rational against the irrational, magical
realism induces the reader to reflect on the relativity of all codified systems of
belief and on the very nature of reality itself.
University of Alberta
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