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ABSTRACT

AT THE THRESHOLD OF GENDER AND CULTURE: AN ANALYSIS OF
MAGICAL REALISM IN ANIMATION

HİLAL IŞIK

Visual Arts and Visual Communication Design, M.A. Thesis, July 2025

Thesis Supervisor: Prof. AHU ANTMEN

Keywords: animation, magical realism, queer theory, memory, family

This thesis examines how the intersection of magical realism, queer theory, and an-
imation can reimagine and reconstruct memory and identity. Using personal and
found family archives, it explores animation’s formal flexibility and magical realism’s
narrative strategies to challenge dominant narratives of family, identity, and mem-
ory. Central to this study is the author’s animated short Threshold, which combines
archival footage, occult symbolism, and experimental techniques to interrogate ex-
clusionary family rituals. Through a tripartite structure, the film transitions from
oppressive domestic realism to a liberatory magical realist utopia, embodying mag-
ical realism’s capacity to merge the ordinary and the extraordinary. The thesis
also engages with my heart knows, the author’s fabric sculpture that materializes
queer kinship and memory through tactile, durational labor, further expanding the
discussion on alternative archives. Theoretical frameworks emphasize how magical
realism and animation challenge fixed epistemologies. By reclaiming suppressed his-
tories such as Anatolian folk magic and queer counter-memory, this work positions
artistic practice as a site of utopian intervention. Ultimately, the thesis argues that
magical realism in animation offers a transformative space for reconfiguring iden-
tity, memory, family, and temporality, opening pathways to queer utopian futures
beyond cis-heteropatriarchal constraints.
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ÖZET

TOPLUMSAL CİNSİYET VE KÜLTÜRÜN EŞİĞİNDE: ANİMASYONDA
BÜYÜLÜ GERÇEKÇİLİK ÇÖZÜMLEMESİ

HİLAL IŞIK

Görsel Sanatlar ve Görsel İletişim Tasarımı, Yüksek Lisans Tezi, Temmuz 2025

Tez Danışmanı: Prof. Dr. AHU ANTMEN

Anahtar Kelimeler: animasyon, büyülü gerçekçilik, kuir teori, hafıza, aile

Bu tez, büyülü gerçekçilik, kuir teori ve animasyonun kesişiminde bellek ve kim-
liğin yeniden inşasını inceliyor. Kişisel ve buluntu aile arşivlerinden yola çıkarak,
animasyonun esnek yapısı ve büyülü gerçekçiliğin anlatı olanaklarıyla yerleşik aile,
kimlik ve bellek anlatılarını sorguluyor. Çalışmanın odağındaki Kapı Eşiği adlı
kısa animasyon film, arşiv görüntülerini okült semboller ve deneysel tekniklerle har-
manlayarak dışlayıcı aile ritüellerini ele alıyor. Üç bölümlü yapısıyla, baskıcı bir
ev içi gerçekçilikten özgürleştirici bir büyülü gerçekçi ütopyaya evrilerek, sıradanla
olağanüstünün nasıl iç içe geçebileceğini gösteriyor. Kumaş enstalasyon içim biliyor
ise dokunsal ve zaman alıcı üretim süreciyle kuir akrabalık ve belleği somutlaştırarak
alternatif arşiv olanaklarını tartışmaya açıyor. Kuramsal çerçeve, büyülü gerçekçi-
lik ve animasyonun katı bilgi sistemlerini nasıl güçlü bir şekilde sorguladığını ortaya
koyuyor. Anadolu folkloründeki büyü pratikleri ve kuir karşı-bellek gibi bastırılmış
tarihleri birlikte düşünerek, sanatsal üretimi ütopik bir müdahale alanı olarak kon-
umlandırıyor. Sonuç olarak tez, animasyonda büyülü gerçekçiliğin kimlik, bellek,
aile ve zaman algısını dönüştürücü bir potansiyel taşıdığını öne sürüyor. Böylece,
cis-heteropatriyarkal sınırların ötesinde kuir ütopik geleceklere açılan yolları arala-
mayı hedefler.
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1. INTRODUCTION

I grew up with my family's narrative about what kind of child I was, usually the

�unchallenging,� self-su�cient, and �invisible� one. On the other hand, I also heard

and internalized the story of myself as the child who ruined one of my family's most

important days with my unprovoked moodiness. At my brother's circumcision, they

say, I spoiled the entire evening, especially for my mother, and made the night

miserable. I was grumpy, I cried, and I refused to dance. When I converted the

VHS tape of the circumcision ceremony into a digital format, this was the �rst

thing I wanted to see. I expected to watch a child running around crying the whole

time, but instead, while my parents were mostly the ones in frame, I was barely

visible.

I was dressed in a white wedding dress with a red ribbon tied around my waist.

Before the evening's festivities began, the jewelry ceremony was the part where I

was most visible. They brought my brother out on a car and hung a red ribbon

around his neck as people gave him money as gifts. During the ceremony, someone

lifted me up and placed me on the car beside my brother. At �rst, I sat down, my

shyness obvious. Then, another person came and made me stand next to him. I,

too, had a red ribbon around my neck. While my brother was showered with money,

a few people also gave me some, though not as much as he received. I was glancing

at his ribbon full of money from the corner of my eye. Near the end of the ceremony,

my uncle came, took the money-�lled ribbon from my neck, and placed it around

my brother's. I didn't react.

As soon as I saw this scene, fragmented memories �ew back. I remember my mother

pulling me home. I don't know if she forced me inside or if I went in on my own,

but somehow, I ended up in the bathroom. I remember sitting on the �oor, crying

against the wall for what felt like forever. I was very upset that the money was taken

from me, and my brother was treated di�erently. The rest is a blur, but I think

what they called my �unreasonable moodiness� was perhaps just the unhappiness

that followed that sadness.
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This small moment reminded me how dominant and repetitive narratives (the child

who �ruins the fun� for no reason) shape the way we construct our own stories of

selfhood. Beyond that, it made me wonder: How many other moments like this exist

where we've internalized information about ourselves simply by accepting what we've

been told? Realizing that an event I had long accepted as truth was remembered

di�erently with just a slight shift in perspective reveals that memory is not �xed. It is

�uid, experienced di�erently depending on one's social positionality. This also hints

at something deeper. Who holds the power to construct the dominant, accepted

narrative of the past and shared experiences? And who has the authority to make

that narrative feel like it is everyone's reality?

I cannot give another example because this is the only video recording from my

childhood. But what is important for me here is not uncovering an objective �truth�

through �evidence.� What truly matters to me is highlighting how even a subtle

touch, a slight shift in perspective, or a deliberate interruption of the dominant

narrative, can become a tool to reconstruct my own reality. What I mean by a

small touch could be as simple as rewatching that footage, or as radical as cutting

o� contact with the family. These states of interventions, which take di�erent forms

but are continuous in the �ow of life, are actually the basis of my struggle for

existence, identity, art, and theoretical work.

To revisit the past, to deconstruct and reassemble memories, or to recall what has

been remembered di�erently are not passive acts. They are active interventions in

the past that reshape the present. I don't see time as linear, nor do I believe the past

is �xed or unchangeable. Simply reminding alternatives to the dominant narrative

or acknowledging their possibilities is itself a way of altering the past, which in turn

transforms the present.

This is the point where my lived experience converges with the transformative po-

tential of magical realism and queer theory. Both frameworks expose how the hege-

monic, dominant order manufactures �reality� as singular, �xed, and universal, just

like the family narratives imposed upon my childhood tape. More crucially, they

share my core issue: reality is neither singular nor given, but always open to reimag-

ining and reconstruction. They carry a transformative capacity toward utopian

futures while demanding interventionist thinking. Together, these qualities make

animation the perfect medium to embody the premises of both magical realism and

queer theory.

In this context, my biological and assigned family, which constitutes the primary

site of my existence, established the foundational problematic of my artistic in-

quiry. I do not separate the institution of the family from the broader sociopolitical
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mechanisms that sustain its normative continuity. The family, which is shaped by

cis-heteropatriarchal structures, functions not only as a realm of personal experience

but also as a tool for state regulation and social discipline. Thus, for me, family

exists not merely as a social unit but as an ideological battleground where identity,

belonging, and resistance intersect.

Thus, my central concern can be de�ned as queering the historicity and memory

of the cis-heteropatriarchal family structure because as queer theory and magical

realism teach us, to alter the past's narrative is to destabilize the present's. By

queering memories, I don't just revisit history but rewrite its contract with now.

At this intersection, counter-memory work and queer studies focus on making vis-

ible the erased histories of LGBTI+ struggles, suppressed voices, identities, and

narratives excluded from mainstream historical accounts. Archival records, oral his-

tories, and documentary �lmmaking have become key methodologies for queering

historiography in this �eld.

In counter-memory work, archival materials often serve to �ll gaps in dominant his-

torical narratives. However, as Halberstam and Danbolt demonstrate, traditional

archives are deeply entangled with power structures (2009; 2005). Archives sys-

tematically privilege o�cial historical accounts, with state institutions and other

hegemonic actors determining which documents are preserved and which are erased.

Archival impulse expresses a desire to reclaim lost histories (Foster 2004); however,

Danbolt and Halberstam (2009; 2005) caution that without incorporating queer-

feminist perspectives, this impulse risks romanticizing our own histories. Thus,

archival practices demand ethical and political responsibility rather than just re-

covering suppressed histories. It requires critically reorganizing the archive itself.

My own work embodies this paradox. When confronting the absence of childhood

footage to �ll my life's gaps, I'm forced to invent new methodologies. Here, magical

realism meets queer praxis. If the archive won't hold me, I'll animate my own.

Hence, rather than privileging one archival method over another, my work focuses on

focuses on methodologically queering the way we look at the family institution I seek

to problematize rather than prioritizing visibility of LGBTI+ subjects. Borrowing

from Halberstam, who positions the phantasmal against hard evidence, lost ancestry

against inheritance, and erasure against epigraph as queer strategies (2011), I focus

on the silences, gaps, and distortions within normativity, through fractured spaces

and �gures, translucencies, temporal/spatial leaps, and deliberate disorientations as

the queer representation.

In this context, my animation �lm Threshold can be identi�ed as a counter-memory

work while also carrying the inherent ambivalence in its relationship to visibility

3



and representation. While the visibility of queer subjects and narratives remains

crucial, both the methods used to render erased histories visible and the politics un-

derlying this re-visibilization constitute the �eld's most critical debates. A crucial

question concerns the distinction between LGBTI+ themed content that includes

queer subjects and on the other hand, queer modes of production that methodologi-

cally intervene in normative representational forms and narrative structures. At this

point, being closer to later methodology, I adopt magical realism's narrative strate-

gies to interrogate familial structures. When examining family practices, a critical

intersection emerges between queer studies and memory studies that deserves at-

tention. While I will brie�y address this intersection, it's important to clarify that

the theoretical foundation of this work remains �rmly rooted in magical realism and

queer theory.
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Magical realism is primarily de�ned as a literary mode that amalgamates reality with

extraordinary elements. It �ourished in Latin American literature during the 1960s

and 1970s, with the contribution of prominent authors like Gabriel García Márquez

and Julio Cortázar. The genre's literary roots are essential for understanding its

role in shaping cultural identity and serving as a form of resistance.

Although magical realism is most commonly associated with literature, it also thrives

in cinema as a powerful way to re�ect contemporary crises like the climate crisis, war,

migration, and economic inequality among others. For instance, the Palme d'Or-

winning Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives (2010) employs magical

realism to explore themes of memory, temporality, and reckoning with the past

within the speci�c historical context of Thailand, whereas The Dead and the Others

(2018) addresses cultural exclusion, identity con�ict, and historical trauma through

a more subtle and immersive form of magical realism.

In Threshold, I extend this legacy by weaponizing animation's ability to literal-

ize metaphor. Archival family footage collides with hand-drawn looking metamor-

phoses; heteronormative rituals unravel through glitching visuals; and suppressed

histories reemerge as animated interventions. The three-act structure of the �lm

consciously mirrors magical realism's narrative arc, beginning in oppressive domes-

tic realism before culminating in an abstract �nale where disembodied �gures dance

freely, materializing what José Esteban Muñoz might call queer utopian potential

(2019).

This creative choice builds on magical realism's power to simultaneously document

reality while undermining its dominant narratives. Just as Latin American authors

embedded political critique within fantastical storytelling, my work reconstructs fa-

milial archives through animation's unique capacities, transforming occult symbol-

ism (like forbidden amulets) and intentional technical failures (glitches, distortions)

into tools for destabilizing normative timelines. Here, the magical operates not as

escapism but as what Wendy Faris identi�es as irreducible elements that fracture
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dominant realities (1995). Just as magical realism reimagines reality to expose its

fractures, my work uses the medium's plasticity to reconstruct familial archives,

transforming them into sites of queer possibility.

It's a compelling narrative tool deeply connected to social issues and carrying the

transformative potential. In literature, magical realism is often treated as a dis-

tinct genre, but in cinema, it operates more �uidly. Rather than being studied as

a genre, it functions as a storytelling strategy. This approach allows it to adapt

to diverse visual forms, making its impact even more striking. While literary and

cinematic modes of magical realism share core similarities, the cinematic version

unfolds in more varied ways due to �lm's inherently multidisciplinary nature. Cin-

ema encompasses production, visual composition, narrative structure, theory, and

genre conventions. This distinction highlights the unique strengths of visual sto-

rytelling compared to its written counterpart. Among cinematic forms, animation

proves an especially natural �t for magical realism. Both share a fundamental trait

of reconstructing reality and crafting worlds where the extraordinary feels organic.

This synergy allows them to create alternative realities, not entirely fantastical or

dreamlike, but imbued with traces of the familiar, making the impossible seamlessly

believable.

Magical realism's earliest roots in the visual arts reveal its fascination with merging

the ordinary and the fantastical. Franz Roh, who �rst coined the term in 1925,

argued that magic realism does not merely imitate the external world through re-

alistic depiction. Instead, it seeks to uncover the existing magic within ordinary

objects (1995). Roh used the term magic realism to describe a new European paint-

ing style, which he called Post-Expressionism, as a return to realism, though not in

the traditional sense of objective representation (Figure 2.1). He argued that this

new style emphasized the enchantment of existence, capturing the inherent qualities

of objects and the miracle of their being. Unlike Impressionism and Expressionism

(Figure 2.2), which embraced �uid, transformative aesthetics, this new approach

depicted reality with a heightened sense of permanence, as if objects had a brief

stay in eternity (Roh 1995, 17).
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