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ABSTRACT 

Magic realism is a literary genre characterized by the fusion of realistic elements 

with fantastical or magical ones. In other words, it blends the mundane with the 

extraordinary, creating a world where the supernatural is presented as an ordinary part of 

reality. This paper examines Gloria Naylor’s novel Mama Day as a work of magic realism 

that intertwines African-American heritage, cultural identity, and ancestral legacy. By 

following Cocoa’s journey back to her ancestral home, the novel address’s themes of identity, 

trauma, and healing within the African-American experience. Naylor’s use of magic realism 

challenges Western literary conventions and empowers Black women to reclaim their 

histories through myth and tradition, demonstrating how cultural memory and supernatural 

elements can reflect and enrich complex social realities. 

Keywords: Magic Realism, African-American Heritage, Ancestral Legacy, Cultural Identity, 

Folklore and Myth 
 

Introduction 

The concept of magic realism, originally coined by German art critic Franz Roh in the 

1920s, refers to a unique artistic style that emerged during the Weimar Republic, 

characterized by a method of portraying the enigmas of reality. Although it began as a 

movement in visual art, magic realism transitioned into literature when it was adopted by 

Latin American and Caribbean writers in the 1940s. This can be seen in Gloria Naylor's 

Linden Hills and Mama Day. In works like Mama Day, magic realism serves to reflect 

cultural beliefs, folklore, and historical contexts, enriching the narrative with layers of 

meaning that intertwine the ordinary and the supernatural. 

Magical Realism 

Naylor employs magical realism to challenge western narratives, enabling black 

women to reclaim their histories through myths and oral traditions. In Mama Day, Gloria 

Naylor effectively uses magical realism to empower black women by addressing historical 

silences and gaps, redefining knowledge and representation through a matrilineal, mythical or 

magical system of signification. The novel is set in the fictional island of Willow Springs, 

which is inhabited by African Americans. The cultural context of the novel is rooted in 
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African-American heritage, which is largely defined by the experiences of slavery, 

segregation, and racism. Naylor's use of magic realism allows her to explore the complexities 

of African-American identity and culture in a way that is both fantastical and grounded in 

reality. Through a formal device of alternating narrators and perspectives and a double 

narrative set in completely opposite words, New York and the island of Willow Springs, 

Naylor offers a unique vision of love and magic within an African and American context.  

Magical Realism used in Mama Day 

In Naylor's novel Mama Day, the use of magic realism allows the author to explore 

the complexities of African American identity and the struggles of living in a society that is 

often harsh and unkind. The novel tells the story of Cocoa, a young woman who returns to 

her family's ancestral home on the island of Willow Springs, where she faces the hidden 

truths and mysteries of her family's past.  

The community of Willow Springs is defined by the story of Sapphira Wade. Using a 

legend as the basis of the narrative highlights a key aspect of anthropological magic realism.  

Sapphira is an African slave woman, whose character is developed through the legend of her 

killing her former slave master and father to her seven children, in order to hand over the 

island to his slaves and her descendants in the year 1823, who still own the land in 1999. She 

is Mama Day's great-grandmother and is known as the mystical "great, great, grandmother" 

on the Island. She is remembered as a powerful figure in the history of Willow Springs. She 

is "a true conjure woman: satin black, biscuit cream read as Georgia clay: depending upon 

which of as takes a mind to her” (3).  

Sapphira Wade’s supernatural abilities have a profound impact on the novel, 

reflecting the complex interplay between the rational and mystical. Her supernatural abilities 

also have a significant impact on Mama Day, who is her great-granddaughter and the 

protagonist of the novel. Mama Day is a powerful figure in her own right, with the ability to 

summon lightning with her walking stick and knowledge of herbal cures. Sapphira's legacy 

serves as a source of inspiration and guidance for Mama Day, reflecting the importance of 

tradition and heritage in the novel. Mama Day uses her knowledge, inherited from Sapphira 

to help the people of Willow Springs, often in subtle and mysterious ways. 

The unique location of the island adds mystique and sense of isolation, which is a key 

aspect of its magical nature. The belief in magic is deep-rooted in the island of Willow 

Springs. The island is also said to be cursed, and many people believe that it is haunted by the 

spirits of the dead. The island's history and folklore are filled with stories of magic and 

mysticism, which are part of everyday life on the island.  
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The weather on Willow Springs Island often mirrors the emotional states of the 

characters, particularly Cocoa's struggles. This technique is a hallmark of magic realism, 

where the natural world is intertwined with human experience, reflecting inner turmoil in a 

tangible way. For instance, when Cocoa is distressed, a storm brews on the island, which 

symbolizes her inner chaos. "As the clouds darkened and thunder rumbled in the distance, 

Cocoa felt the weight of her worries pressing down upon her, as if the very sky mirrored her 

heart's tempest." (45) When Cocoa finds herself in a moment of turmoil, and the weather 

shifts dramatically, "The winds howled through the trees, a cacophony that echoed Cocoa's 

own cries for help, as if the island itself was mourning alongside her." (78) This connection 

between her emotional state and the environment creates a vivid backdrop that enhances the 

narrative and these incidents illustrate how the external environment reflects internal 

conflicts, which is a fundamental aspect of magic realism. 

Cocoa’s transition from New York City to Willow Springs symbolizes a journey 

between two worlds—the modern and the traditional. Her experiences on the island challenge 

her perceptions of reality. When Cocoa walks through the woods and begins to see her 

ancestors, the narrative describes her surroundings in vivid detail, grounding the moment in 

reality while simultaneously introducing the supernatural. "As she stepped deeper into the 

woods, the air shimmered, and the faces of her ancestors emerged from the trees, whispering 

secrets of the past." (45) This line illustrates the seamless integration of the magical with the 

natural world, inviting readers to experience her awakening to her heritage. "In that moment, 

the boundaries between past and present dissolved, and she understood that the island was not 

just a place, but a living memory of those who came before her." (48) In this moment, the 

narrative explores the theme of magic realism and also highlights the character's 

transformation and her newfound connection to her cultural identity, suggesting that the 

island holds a deeper significance beyond its physical existence. 

In African religious belief, the term ‘living dead’ refers to an individual who has 

experienced physical death but remains alive in the memories of those who knew them. This 

person is believed to exist simultaneously in the realm of the spirits. In Mama Day, the 

conversation between a living person, Cocoa and a living dead George, reveals the thin line 

between life and death. The presence of George is felt throughout the novel, but he is never 

fully seen or understood. For example, when Cocoa is exploring the island, she catches a 

glimpse of George: “She saw a figure standing in the distance, a figure that seemed to be 

made of mist and moonlight. He was tall and gaunt, with eyes that seemed to bore into her 

very soul.... Cocoa felt a shiver run down her spine as the figure vanished into thin air." (156) 
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At one point, Cocoa reflects, “He’s gone, but he’s still here with me,” (208) 

highlighting the concept of the living dead. It serves as a gentle reminder that death is not an 

end, but a doorway to another realm. This aspect of the novel is a prime example of magic 

realism, as it blends the realistic depiction of Cocoa's life with the supernatural element of 

George's continued existence. The silent conversation between the dead George and the 

living Cocoa is significant in the context of African culture, as it points to the African belief 

in the interconnectedness of the living and the dead.  

Ruby, driven by jealousy and unresolved emotions, resorts to magic to inflict illness 

on Cocoa. As she contemplates her actions, she reflects, “I wanted her to feel the way I felt.” 

(189). This act highlights the complexities of personal power within the framework of magic 

realism. In response, Mama Day harnesses her deep-rooted ancestral wisdom to heal Cocoa, 

stating. This showcases the strength of community ties and cultural traditions. The interplay 

between Ruby's malicious intent and Mama Day's restorative magic illustrates how the 

fantastical intertwines with everyday life, emphasizing magic as both a source of conflict and 

a pathway to healing in their world. 

The novel ends with the same corrective voice of Willow Springs back in the present, 

August 1999, where Mama Day saves Cocoa from a strange illness. She is ready to depart as 

she has passed her heritage to Cocoa, who has finally found the meaning of peace. The 

ending of the novel is a magical and symbolic moment that represents the transformation and 

healing that has taken place in the characters' lives. 

As the sun rose over the island, Cocoa felt a sense of peace and tranquillity wash over her. 

She knew that she had been healed, that she had been given a second chance at life. And as 

she looked out at the sea, she saw a figure standing on the shore, a figure that seemed to be 

made of mist and moonlight. It was George, and he was smiling at her. (256)  

This incident illustrates the magical and mysterious nature of the ending, and the ways in 

which the characters have been transformed and healed through their experiences. 

Conclusion 

The use of magic realism in Mama Day allows Naylor to explore the complexities of 

African American identity and the struggles of living in a society that is often hostile and 

unforgiving. The incidents from the novel illustrate the magical and mysterious nature of the 

characters and the world they inhabit, and demonstrate the ways in which magic realism can 

be used to create a sense of wonder and enchantment that is both captivating and thought 

provoking. 
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