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Magical Characterization in the Stories Al-Marhoom by Hassan Kamal and Fear and
Trembling by Gholamhossein Saedi with Emphasis on the Main Character(s)
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Abstract

Magical realism is among the elements of realism that, while intertwined with imagination, transforms the structures of
reality. Hassan Kamal, a contemporary Egyptian writer, and Gholamhossein Saedi, a contemporary Iranian writer, are both
inclined toward this style and have produced works in the field of narrative literature. Kamal’s Al-Marhoom and Saedi’s
Fear and Trembling are stories written based on the school of magical realism, in which the authors, through an artistic
technique, blend reality and imagination in order to critically examine and evaluate social problems. Hassan Kamal and
Gholamhossein Saedi, as writers, are aware of the transformations that have occurred in the art of writing in the modern
period, and their narrative style lends their works a remarkable quality, most notably through the successful application of
elements of magical realism. In both stories, magical character(s) are employed, and the contrast between the imaginary and
real worlds is evident throughout the narratives. Both authors have primarily used the technique of magical realism in a
humanistic direction. Hassan Kamal attempts to affirm and seek the identity of the Egyptian individual, whereas Saedi,
through depicting the superstitions of people in parts of southern regions, reveals their true identity. In this study, after
examining the characteristics and historical background of magical realism and providing a brief overview of the biographies
of the two authors, the magical character(s) in their works are analyzed, and through a descriptive—analytical method, the
narrative techniques employed by these authors are presented to the audience.

Keywords: Magical Realism, Hassan Kamal, Gholamhossein Saedi, Al-Marhoom, Fear and Trembling, Character.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Magical realism emerged as one of the most
productive narrative modes for representing
fractured realities in societies marked by
cultural tension, historical anxiety, social
inequality, and psychological unrest. In both
Arabic and Persian narrative traditions, this
mode became especially significant because it
allowed writers to move beyond the limitations
of direct realism without abandoning the social
world. Rather than negating reality, magical
realism reconfigures it by incorporating
supernatural, uncanny, or extraordinary
events into an otherwise realistic narrative
environment in such a way that the marvelous

appears ordinary and acceptable within the
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logic of the text. Critics have therefore
described it not merely as a decorative use of
fantasy, but as a literary strategy through
which the real and the unreal, the rational and
the irrational, the visible and the hidden are
fused into a single narrative field (1, 2, 6-9). In
this context, Hassan Kamal in Egypt and
Gholamhossein Saedi in Iran can be viewed
as two important contemporary writers who
employed magical realism not as an escapist
technique, but as a human and critical
instrument for exploring concealed dimensions
of lived experience. Kamal’s Al-Marhoom and
Saedi’s Fear and Trembling are rooted in very
different cultural and narrative environments,

yet both works rely on magical
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characterization in order to expose social
contradictions, psychological vulnerability, and
hidden structures of collective life. Previous
scholarship has emphasized the role of
magical realism in Arabic fiction, the narrative
legacy of the marvelous in both traditions, and
the prominence of this mode in Iranian fiction,
especially in works associated with symbolic,
regional, and socially critical writing (3, 10-12,
14-16). However, the specific issue of how
magical realism operates through the main
character or characters in these two texts
remains insufficiently examined, which gives
this comparative study its relevance.

The conceptual background of the study rests
on the idea that magical characterization is not
reducible to the mere presence of strange or
supernatural events. Rather, the magical
character functions as a mediating center
through which the narrative naturalizes
extraordinary phenomena and turns them into
carriers of social meaning, symbolic tension,
and epistemic ambiguity. In magical realism,
the character often occupies a liminal position:
between life and death, sanity and madness,
body and spirit, locality and myth, individual
experience and collective imagination. This
dynamic is especially important in traditions
where folklore, superstition, oral culture, and
regional memory remain deeply active in
shaping literary expression. The Arabic novel
and Persian fiction both contain conditions
favorable to such a mode: political repression,
social ~ fragmentation, postcolonial  or

authoritarian pressures, and strong survivals

of mythic and popular consciousness
encouraged writers to represent reality
through forms that exceed ordinary realism (3,
11, 13, 15). In Egypt, magical and fantastic
writing gained force as authors sought new
expressive means after political and
intellectual disillusionment, while in Iran the
expansion of symbolic and magical narrative
forms was closely linked to censorship, crisis
of values, and the need to encode social
criticism through metaphor and narrative
estrangement (11, 15). Studies on Saedi have
also shown that his fiction stands near the
boundary between psychological abnormality,
symbolic representation, local culture, and
magical realism, especially where fear, illness,
superstition, and communal mental states
shape the world of the narrative (10, 12, 17).
Likewise, Kamal's Al-Marhoom has been
recognized as a narrative that blends medical
knowledge, existential anxiety, bodily
experience, and the uncanny through a self-
consciously mixed poetics of reality and
imagination (4). The theoretical premise of the
present study, therefore, is that magical
characterization in both texts is central to the
production of meaning and is inseparable from
the writers’ attempts to diagnose the crises of
their societies.

Methodologically, the study adopts a
descriptive-analytical and comparative
approach. It first outlines major features of
magical realism and then examines the
principal magical figures in Al-Marhoom and

Fear and Trembling with emphasis on their

NY.N
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narrative functions, symbolic charge, and
relation to the surrounding social world. The
analysis is based on close reading of the two
primary texts together with relevant critical
sources on magical realism, Arabic narrative,
Iranian fiction, Saedi’s literary world, and the
relation between myth, fantasy, and realism
(2-4, 10, 14, 17, 20). In Al-Marhoom, the
investigation centers on the figure of al-
Marhoom/Abd al-Hayy, whose spirit moves
between corpses, enters and exits his own
body, communicates with the dead, perceives
their wishes, and acts as a mediator between
worlds. These extraordinary capacities are
analyzed not only as magical motifs but also
as signs of symbolic identity crisis, moral
protest, and narrative resistance to the
corruption and dehumanization of Egyptian
social life (4). In Fear and Trembling, the
analysis focuses not on a single supernatural
protagonist in the same sense, but on a cluster
of major figures—such as the Black Figure,
Salem Ahmad, Zahid, Muhammad Ahmad Ali,
Salih Kamzari, and Zakariya—whose
characterization unfolds within a community
structured by fear, poverty, superstition, and
unstable interpretations of reality (17-20).
Here, magical characterization is distributed
across a collective social field in which the
villagers’ perceptions transform ordinary
events into uncanny phenomena. This method
allows the study to compare two distinct
models of magical characterization: the
singular, symbolically saturated magical

protagonist in Kamal’s novel, and the socially

diffused, collectively sustained magical
atmosphere embodied in Saedi’s recurring
characters.

The findings indicate that in Al-Marhoom
magical characterization is concentrated in
one dominant figure whose ontology is
unstable from the outset. Al-Marhoom is
neither fully dead nor fully alive; he inhabits the
mortuary  while moving across bodily
boundaries, and his self-presentation fuses
corporeality, soul, memory, and mission. His
magical powers include entering his own
corpse and other corpses, perceiving the
desires of the dead, helping them fulfill
unfinished wishes, moving in and out of graves
and the morgue, and intervening symbolically
in the affairs of the living. These events are
narrated in a matter-of-fact tone that reduces
ontological hesitation and compels the reader
to accept the marvelous as part of the narrative
world (4). At the same time, the text
strategically preserves a degree of interpretive
tension through the skeptical reactions of Dr.
Mahmoud Salman, who occasionally reads al-
Marhoom’s claims as signs of madness; yet
this skepticism ultimately intensifies rather
than dissolves the magical texture because
the narrative repeatedly produces events that
exceed rational explanation (4). The
protagonist thus becomes a symbolic figure at
several levels: he is the suffering conscience
of Egyptian society, the custodian of the
forgotten dead, the embodiment of moral
outrage against corruption, and a paradoxical

being whose magical agency exposes the
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failure of ordinary institutions to deliver justice.
His library, his medical setting, his dialogue
with corpses, and his aspiration to correct
social wrongs all enlarge him beyond realistic
probability, yet the narrative makes this excess
meaningful rather than arbitrary. Previous
perspectives on magical realism in Arabic
fiction help clarify this pattern, since the
marvelous in such writing often operates as a
coded critique of oppressive or damaged
realities rather than as detached fantasy (3, 13,
14). In this sense, al-Marhoom is not merely an
uncanny character; he is a narrative device
through which Egypt’'s wounded social body is
reimagined and judged.

The findings regarding Fear and Trembling
reveal a different but equally significant
pattern. Saedi does not build his magical world
around one central superhuman protagonist;
instead, magical characterization emerges
from the interaction between several recurring
figures and a frightened rural community
whose worldview is saturated with deprivation,
illness, rumor, and superstition. The Black
Figure is introduced with grotesque bodily
features and immediately becomes the object
of collective dread, not because the text
proves his supernatural essence, but because
the villagers interpret him through inherited
fears and mythic reflexes (20). Salem Ahmad,
whose ironically “healthy” name contrasts with
his pathological fragility, becomes a vessel for
fear and communal projection; Zahid functions
as a local quasi-magical authority whose ritual

presence responds to the villagers’ need for

explanation and control; Muhammad Ahmad
Ali, Salih Kamzari, and Zakariya each
contribute to the atmosphere of anxious social
perception in which the uncanny is normalized
(20). The study shows that Saedi’s magical
characterization is inseparable from the
psychology of superstition and the conditions
of regional life. Fear, poverty, bodily suffering,
isolation, and popular beliefs produce a mode
of perception in which the extraordinary
becomes socially credible, even when it may
be rationally contestable (21, 22). This is why
the magical in Fear and Trembling is often less
a matter of literal supernatural occurrence than
of collectively sustained belief-structures that
transform local experience into an uncanny
reality. Critics of Saedi have long emphasized
his capacity to merge psychiatric insight, social
observation, and symbolic narration, and the
present analysis confirms that magical
characterization in this work arises precisely
from that conjunction (5, 10, 17, 19). The
villagers do not simply encounter magic; they
generate a magical world through their
interpretive habits, and Saedi uses that world
to reveal their real historical condition. Thus,
while Kamal individualizes magical power in a
single liminal hero, Saedi socializes it across a
frightened collectivity = whose members
embody a reality already deformed by
superstition and structural misery.

The comparative analysis demonstrates that
the two works converge in using magical
characterization as a critical-humanistic

strategy, yet they diverge sharply in structure,
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emphasis, and symbolic orientation. In Al-
Marhoom, the magical protagonist is singular,
mobile, self-conscious, and overtly liminal; the
narrative follows his extraordinary capacities
and frames them as revelations about death,
injustice, identity, and moral responsibility. In
Fear and Trembling, magical characterization
is plural, communal, and embedded in local
atmosphere; the magical does not reside in
one stable hero but in a social field where fear
and belief continually produce uncanny
meanings. Kamal directs magical realism
toward questions of human identity,
metaphysical unrest, and political corruption in
modern Egypt, whereas Saedi directs it toward
the exposure of superstition, psychic
disturbance, and the social vulnerability of
marginalized southern communities in Iran.
Both texts, however, collapse the border
between the real and the unreal in ways that
compel the reader to confront truths that
ordinary realism might not disclose. Both
employ magical realism not to conceal reality
but to intensify it. Both also show that magical
characters can function as privileged sites for
encoding collective trauma, whether through a
single impossible consciousness that moves
among corpses or through a network of
damaged villagers whose ordinary lives have
already become strange. Ultimately, the
comparison shows that magical
characterization in these two narratives is a
mode of truth-telling: it reveals the Egyptian
subject’s crisis of identity and dignity in Kamal,

and the Iranian southern community’s

entrapment within poverty, fear, and inherited
superstition in Saedi. The conclusion is that Al-
Marhoom and Fear and Trembling exemplify
two distinct but equally powerful forms of
magical realism in contemporary Arabic and
Persian literature, and that the study of their
main character or characters provides a fruitful
path for understanding how the marvelous can
be narratively domesticated while still
preserving its force as social criticism,

symbolic inquiry, and existential disturbance.
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