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Abstract

This paper is aimed at reading Through the Arc of the Rain Forest in terms of “postmodern magi-
cal realism.” For the last two decades, the author Karen Tei Yamashita (1951-) as a third-generation
Japanese American writer has been taking an active part in the literary scene, not only in the United
States but also in other parts of the world including Japan. When her first novel Through the Arc of the
Rain Forest, set in Brazil towards the end of the Cold War era, was published in 1990, many critics
rated highly in her “magical realistic” story-making and story-telling about postmodern immigrants’
experience in Latin America. The literary term “magical realism” today has been often said to signify
a genre of fiction that represents the blend of “magical” elements into a “realistic” ambience.

We might say, however, that as a literary genre it is quite polymorphous, or perhaps rather amor-
phous, with much ambiguity in definition. The critical common sense is that the literary term sets its
birthplace in Latin America, but nowadays it is less inhibiting to call North American literature “magi-
cal realistic” with its applied sphere expanding worldwide. Then, for what reason should we describe
the mode of this novel “postmodern magical realism™? Yamashita’s text performs splendid narrative
tricks in front of us to present quite a few ideological issues to be discussed.
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I have heard Brazilian children say that whatever

passes through the arc of a rainbow becomes its opposite.

But what is the opposite of a bird? Or for that matter, a

human being? And what then, in the great rain forest,

where, in its season, the rain never ceases and the rain-

bows are myriad? ¢ (THRUIIEZIZ L B)
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The story that follows is perhaps a kind of novela, a

Brazilian soap opera, of the sort which occupies the

imagination and national psyche of the Brazilian people

on prime-time TV nightly and for periods of two four
months. . . . This is not an exaggeration. The prime-time
novela in Brazilian life is pervasive, reaching every Bra-
zilian in some form or manner regardless of class, status,

education or profession, excepting perhaps the Indians

and the very isolated of the frontiers and rural backlands.

In traveling to the most remote towns, one finds that a

single television in a church or open plaza will gather the
people nightly to define and standardize by example the

national dress, music, humor, political state, economic
malaise, the national dream, despite the fact that Brazil is
immense and variegated. (Yamashita ix) ( F#RIZEH |2
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O Reservation Blues (1995) 236 2<Y v 2 1) 71 X A
e bEL LA, Alexie DHe, TEmOREICIETH £
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Yet even as it standardizes by example, the novela’s

story is completely changeable according to the whims of

public psyche and approval, although most likely, the un-

happy find happiness; the bad are punished; true love
reigns; a popular actor is saved from death. Still, the ba-
sic elements must remain the same. And what are these
elements? Claude Levi-Strauss described it all so well so
many years ago: Tristes Tropiques—an idyll of striking
innocence, boundless nostalgia and terrible ruthlessness.
I thank you for tuning in. (Yamashita, ix) (T #i3ZEE 12
£%)
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I am a realist writer. . . because I believe that in

Latin-America everything is possible, everything is real.

There is a technical problem in that the writer finds diffi-
culty in transcribing real events in Latin-America be-

cause no one would believe them in a book. We live sur-

rounded by these fantastic and extraordinary things and
still some writers insist on recounting to us immediate re-
alities of no real importance. I believe that we have to
work, investigating language and the technical forms of

narration so that the entire fantastic reality of Latin-

America might form part of our books, and so that Latin-

American Literature might in fact correspond to Latin-

American life where the most extraordinary things hap-
pen every day. (Harris and Bundy 174-75) (T #ER L&
=)
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By a strange quirk of fate, I was brought back by a

memory. Memory is a powerful sort of thing, although at
the time I made my reentry into this world, no notice at
all was taken of the fact. . .

. This was one of those
monthly events under the influence of the full moon on a
well-beaten floor of earth on what had once been known,
many years before, as the Matacdo. That I should have
been reborn like any other dead spirit in the Afro-

Brazilian syncretistic religious rite of Candomblé is hu-
morous to me. But then I could have been reincarnated,

if such things are possible, into the severed head of that
dead chicken or some other useless object—the smutty
statuette of Saint George or those plastic roses. Instead,

brought back by a memory, 1 have become a memory,

and as such, am commissioned to become for you a
memory. (3) (TFHERIZESR)
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The old forest has returned once again, secreting its
digestive juices, slowly breaking everything into edible
absorbent components, pursuing the lost perfection of an
organism in which digestion and excretion were once and
the same. But it will never be the same again.

Now the memory is complete, and I bid you fare-

well. Whose memory you are asking? Whose indeed?
(212) (FHRERIZESR)
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