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JOURNALISM AND/OR FICTION: 
THE WORLDS OF GABRIEL GARCIA MARQUEZ 

Michael Bell 
Universi ty of Warwick , Coventry, England 

In the long and thorough introduct ions to his four vo lume edit ion of 
García Márquez ' journalistic writing, Jacques Gilard has unfolded the developing 
and mult i - faceted relat ionship be tween the journa l i sm and the fiction.1 Across 
the wide range of his journal is t ic output , f rom the comic persona of Sept imus 
of the ' J i ra fe ' co lumn in El Heraldo of Barranquil la through to his extended 
invest igat ive report ing, García Márquez can be seen developing the skills of 
style and narrat ive, the blend of h u m o r and political crit ique, which became the 
substance of his f iction. I do not wish to change a word of Gi la rd ' s account of 
the posit ive, format ive s ignif icance of the journa l i sm to the fiction except 
pe rhaps fo r h i s dec lara t ion that no hay diferencias notables entre los  
plantamientos del periodista y los del escritor (IV, 59). For it is important to 
recognize that the impact of the journal is t on the wri ter acquires its posi t ive 
value part ly under a negat ive sign. As a h ighly successfu l journal is t who was 
also an aspirant novelist, García Márquez was especially aware of the differences 
be tween these modes and the tension be tween them is a s ignif icant , a l though 
part ly subterranean, preoccupat ion of his oeuvre . 

The continuing, nagging presence of this quest ion for Garc ía Márquez has 
a n u m b e r of causes but it perhaps arises most fundamenta l ly f rom his sense of 
the c o m m o n root of journal ism and fict ion, at least in his case, as fo rms of 
truthtell ing. In La mala hora, for example , the barber finds the ban on polit ical 
conversat ion almost li terally stifl ing. When asked why he risks such talk he 
says uno está que revienta por hablar . 2 T h e physicali ty of the phrase echoes 
a humorous article by García Márquez on the subject of journa l i sm where he 
says el periodismo es una necesidad biológica del hombre. (III, 911) Journalism, 
in other words , expresses a fundamenta l h u m a n need to speak about what is 
go ing on in the world. At the same t ime, the ba rbe r ' s remarks , a long with 
s imilar hints in the story, l ink the lampoons , which are the principal narrat ive 
m o t o r of La mala hora, to the creat ive impulse under lying the tale. Is the tale 
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itself a kind of l ampoon? Are the lampoons a primit ive form of fiction?3 This 
paral lel is, of course, re inforced by the ambiguous authorship of the lampoons . 
With in the realistic world of the narrative their authorship is never revealed so 
that they are lef t f loat ing ambiguously between a realistic explanat ion which 
happens not to b e supplied or their being understood as an authorial symbol i sm 
and thereby insist ing on the fict ive nature of the whole . T h e generic variety 
within Garc ía M á rque z ' journal ism reflects this larger point. The re is a lways 
a deep continuity of impulse be tween the journal ism and the fiction. 

But the continuity of the creative impulse, and the fluidity of the generic 
dist inctions across the range of his writ ing, made it more , ra ther than less, 
necessary for García Márquez to arrive at an unders tanding of the d i f fe rence 
be tween his wri t ing practices. This complementary truth is equal ly evident in 
the episode f rom La mala hora, fo r if the. l ampoons express the under ly ing 
impulse of bo th journal ism and fiction, and thereby suggest a paral lel be tween 
the ba rbe r ' s need to talk politics and the creation of the containing narrat ive, it 
is equal ly true that these parallels depend on our sense of the d i f ferent orders 
which are involved. True parallels, af ter all, do not meet . Or, more strictly, they 
mee t in infini ty or in the obscure origins of artistic creation. T o nest the 
journal i sm/f ic t ion theme within an overt f ict ion, therefore , is to highl ight 
d i f fe rence as well as continuity. And f rom this point of view the ambiguous 
provenance of the l ampoons serves to main ta in the generic dist inction. 

I have discussed at length e lsewhere how this generic tension of continuity 
and d i f fe rence pervades the whole of Garc ía Márquez ' f ic t ion modula t ing f r o m 
a focus on journa l i sm and f ict ion in the earl ier novel las to the grander theme of 
history and f ict ion in the later novels.4 On the present occasion I want to 
consider h o w a similar tension is themat ized, somet imes perhaps only half 
consciously, in the journal i sm. For jus t as the f ic t ion dis t inguishes itself f r o m 
the polit ical commenta ry which is its partial motive, so the journal ism highlights 
the fictional aspect of polit ical reality. Wha t is at stake is a metaphys ica l 
quest ion rather than the themat ic and narrat ive concerns ably discussed by 
Gilard. 

In his early journal ism particularly, García Márquez me t the demand for 
a constant stream of humorous invention by recourse to some formula ic devices. 
One device was to take a c o m m o n idea or expression and subject it to comic 
variat ion such as invert ing it, extending it, or jus t taking it literally. In an article 
of Augus t 1952, entitled Lugares comunes, he makes this device his explici t 
theme. He begins: 

La literatura, desde sus comienzos, y ahora el cine y las tiras cómicas, han 
traído al mundo una serie de lugares comunes que bien valdría la pena 
modificar, aunque sea para ver qué pasa. (I, 813) 

Literature is put on a foot ing with comic strips here because funct ional ly it is 
equal ly product ive of s tereotypes, but also because García M á r q u e z ' o w n 
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l i terary interest is a lways strongly anchored in the popular imaginat ion; not 
just , that is to say, in the folkloric but in the fo rms of every day, mode rn urban 
consciousness including its media t ion through the press, television and film. 
Al though he admired the artistic dedicat ion of Flaubert , Garc ía Márquez 
dis tanced himself f r o m the Flaubert ian attitude to the idée r e ç u e , at least at the 
popula r level, as was to become elaborately evident in El amor en los tiempos  
del cólera. His p lay with commonplaces , therefore , is not in any s imply 
destruct ive spi lit a l though it includes a measure of the deconstruct ive. It is mos t 
typical ly a humorous ly affect ionate examinat ion of those c o m m o n express ions 
which hover on the brink of non-meaning and can only be grasped, if at all, with 
a sympathet ic part icipation. Hence even in the present case, where the principal 
burden of the piece is to expose the cliché, the e f fec t is still humorous ly creative 
as García Márquez imagines the reality which a part icular cl iché implies: 

Un lugar común en las tiras cómicas el pescador infortunado que aguarda un 
día entero, pacientemente, a que el pez muerda el anzuelo. Al final, el 
pescador, invariablemente, pesca una bote inservible. Los mares y los ríos y 
hasta los simples estanques de las tiras cómicas, estan llenas de botas... 

(I, 814) 

T o explode the cliché here he expands it within its o w n humorous premises . His 
method is to create the world according to cl iché and that suggests why a 
part icularly s ignif icant body of cl iché for him is precisely that surrounding the 
word ' w o r l d ' itself. 

Even as recently as August 1993, in a short speech honor ing his f r iend, the 
poet Alvaro Mutis , García Márquez uses on five di f ferent occasions expressions 
turning on the word 'wor ld ' . 5 This has been a feature of his journal is t ic writ ing 
throughout his career and, al though it is obviously conscious on each occasion, 
I find it diff icul t to credit that he is always aware at the t ime of the f requency with 
which h e plays on this word. It rather has the revelatory implicat ion of an 
unconsc ious habit. It is as if he were constant ly turning over at some subliminal 
level a set of quest ions about what it means to inhabit a world. Fur thermore , in 
so fa r as c l iché represents a minimal degree of individual thought it may be the 
mani fes ta t ion of a collective l inguist ic unconscious . In his play with this body 
of cl iché, therefore , García Márquez is explor ing the constant , implici t human 
activity of wor ld creation and he does so in a popular , humorous and above all 
relativistic spirit. S o m e examples will c lar i fy the possibil i t ies. 

Central to this body of cl iché is the express ion ' the mos t X in the wor ld ' . 
An article o n the Miss Universe compet i t ion of 1954, fo r example , turns on the 
empt iness of this expression. He speaks of the f iancé of the new Miss Universe: 

... que conoció, conmovido, la noticia de que, súbitamente, su novia había sido 
declarada oficialmente la mujer más bella del mundo, tal como él lo había 
creído siempre sin haber logrado convencer a muchos. (III, 907) 
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B y taking it l i terally García Márquez catches the vacui ty and the mult iple 
vulgari ty of the not ion of the mos t beaut i ful w o m a n in the world , and his earl ier 
pass ing remark that the winner , the Amer ican contestant , has been l i g e r a m e n t e 
b r o n c e a d a by the Car ibbean sun hints at an inherent conceptual f law in the 
implicit appeal to a world standard. Yet the very cri t ique of the phrase 
s imul taneously expresses an acceptance of it as an i tem of popular emot ional 
rhetoric. Fo r he r f inacé, she is indeed the mos t beaut i fu l girl in the world j u s t 
l ike the endless succession of the mos t wonder fu l girls in the world on the old 
forces favouri tes p rogrammes . T h e expression becomes mean ing fu l only at the 
point where it becomes complete ly private, where it ceases to have re fe rence 
to t h e world at all. 

In this respect this phrase is a meet ing point for García M á r q u e z ' abiding 
themes of soli tude and solidarity; it jux taposes the incommensurab le scales of 
the private and the global. For the ful l force of his play on this express ion lies 
in his be ing a m a n with a truly world out look who constantly needs to use the 
same express ion in a complete ly literal sense. In the wake of the Suez crisis, 
fo r example , he wrote an article on Aristotle Onassis entitled Cuando el mundo  
pierde solo esta hombre gana. Here he refers quite literally to a world context 
a l though he goes on to exploit an i ronic ambiguity in the phrase todo el m u n d o  
which inf lects a geographical scope into political oppor tunism: 

Su mejor negocio fue la Segunda Guerra Mundial. Su pequeña flota, con 
bandera neutral, navegó por todos los mares con petróleo para todo el mundo. 

(IV, 449) 

And af te r N a s s e r ' s nationalization of the Suez canal, Onassis ordenó la 
construcción del petrolero más grande del mundo, 100.000 toneladas. Here 
the ring of empty hyperbole in the cliché l ingers around the literal reference 
a f f i rmed by the statistic. The expression inflates the boat to a kind of grandiose 
unreali ty, wor thy of the Patriarch, even while soberly report ing the fact , and the 
logic, of its existence. 

T h e phrase , w e migh t say, al lows García Márquez to present reality here 
under the s ign of unreali ty. E lsewhere it expresses the relativity of worlds . He 
remarks , fo r example , of the Shah of Persia in October 1956: Personalmente, 
es lo que se llama un hombre de mundo en el occidente... (IV, 417) . The final 
three words , coming af ter the phrase hombre de mundo, quietly def la te the 
express ion wi thout detracting f rom the personal dignity of the Shah. Once 
again, the express ion of a personal truth or value requires the term m u n d o even 
whi le ho l lowing out the w o r d ' s claims to a substant ive meaning. 

This evacuat ion of meaning is strikingly developed in a p iece f rom April 
1950 about one Garry Davis who resigned his Amer ican ci t izenship to declare 
himself ' the first cit izen of the wor ld ' . It is n o w evident why this fait divers 
touched a central nerve in García M á r q u e z ' s imaginat ion. F rom his opening 
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sentences he takes the phrase 'c i t izen of the wor ld ' l i terally and thereby drains 
it of mean ing : 

Cuando la ONU se reunió en París, nació el primer ciudadano del mundo. Y 
nació a diferencia de los otros mortales, mayor de edad, fuerte y 
convenientemente alimentado. (I, 257) 

P lay ing o n the image of natural birth be fore revealing its purely metaphor ica l 
usage , Garc ía Márquez exposes the phrase 'c i t izenship of the w o r l d ' as an 
unreal i ty which then in turn reflects on the world e f f icacy of the U N and the 
mean ingfu lness of ci t izenship at large. Poli t ical reality is constant ly pervaded 
by potent unreal i t ies which he exposes by treat ing them as if they were real. I 
have remarked e l sewhere how he plays with these same verbal fo rmulae to 
super impose the incommensurab le scales of the local and the global; a double 
consciousness which is crucial to Cien años de soledad.6 At present, I emphasize 
a d i f ferent aspect: his in terweaving of reality and unreali ty, his habit of turning 
the real world inside out. Gar ry Davis is a truly Marques ian character who 
li teralizes the unreal to c o m m e n t on the real. That he should also have been, 
as it were incidentally, an historical individual only enriches the point. 

Th i s inversion of worlds was no idle g a m e fo r García Márquez who 
realized only too well that the reader is not moved by fact by 1' effet du réel . 
Spending his apprent ice years in a t ime of polit ical terror and perceiving the 
realistic novela de la Violencia as inadequate , he was obliged to take the g a m e 
of fiction very seriously. 

In an article of June 1954 he commen t s ironically on the naive habit of the 
Colombian reading publ ic of d iscuss ing the possible historical originals of 
fictional characters. 

Allí mismo, como quien dice, a la vuelta de la esquina, está todavía el olor a 
pólvora de la guerra de independencia, y sin embargo es motivo de controversia 
la identidad de un personaje literario que de haber existido sería apenas una 
distinguida y longeva matrona de un ciento de años, o un hermoso recuerdo 
de veinte años, con ochenta de yacer en su sepultura. (III, 892) 

The passage is a good example of the double s ignif icance, posi t ive and 
negat ive, of the journa l i sm to the f ict ion. On the one hand, the references to the 
l ingering whif f of gunpowder and the hundred year old matron , as well as the 
final note of mortal i ty, suggest Ursula Buendía and the fa te fu l historical 
condensat ion of Cien años de soledad. Yet Garc ía Márquez , in imagining the 
af ter l i fe of the heroine, is once again expos ing an unreal potency by entering 
its terms; in this case the Quixot ic error of l i teralistic reading. Like Cervantes , 
he has no easy answer to the fundamenta l problemat ic of f ict ional mean ing and 
p o w e r but he i l luminates and negot iates it by a constant awareness of c o m m o n 
errors. And so he goes on to note the other side of the quest ion: that the urgent 
real ism of the novels of La Violencia has gone unheeded: 
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... los novelistas de "la violencia"—que de algún modo hay que llamarlos — 
se esmeran en demostrar que sus personajes son absolutamente reales, y hay 
muy pocos lectores que dan crédito a sus testimonios. 

T h e paradox of fiction, that its power of emotional persuasion is greater than 
that of fact, was a creative problem and opportunity for García Márquez which 
his journal ism, with its direct responsibility to reality, first forced him to 
recognize and then taught him to exploit throughout his oeuvre. 

In his early fiction elements of fantasy act as necessary distancing f rom 
a too naturalistic or testimonial texture. In Cien años de soledad this whole 
problematic is finally thematized by the narrative itself within the appropriately 
Cervantean f rame of the fictitious historian. But as García Márquez remarks 
in his conclusion to this article, the ultimate achievement in the art of turning 
the real world inside out is to produce a mirror image so exact that its virtuality, 
its fictional condensation, is not even noticed although its power is felt: 

Que se creen nuevos personajes en la literatura colombiana, que es eso lo que 
importa, aunque no sean copias textuales de la vida real, sino mejor si son 
puras y maravillosas criaturas fantásticas. Aunque los escritores colombianos, 
para evitar confusiones, tengan que advertir en el futuro: "Cualquier parecido 
o semejanza entre personajes de esta novela o personajes de la vida real, no 
es pura coincidencia, sino el resultado de un laborioso esfuerzo del autor". 

(p. 893) 

This ambition to close the gap of appearances, and to give an evident fiction the 
force of reality, is ultimately realized in some of García Márquez ' late fiction. 
The whole narrative of Crónica de una muerte anunciada, of course, turns on 
the question of coincidence whereby fiction and life have become scandalously 
indistinguishable both for the narrator and for his predecessor the examining 
magistrate. But the most distinguished, and world historical, instance is El 
general en su laberinto, where Bolivar 's Quixotic utopia of regional solidarity 
is treated in a mode of sober, even downbeat , realism in sharp contrast to the 
magical charm of Cien años de soledad. But here perhaps Márquez is at his 
most cunning in nudging the reader to start the whole process again, to turn the 
world of this historical fiction inside out, and to see Bol ivar ' s Utopian fantasy 
of regional solidarity and liberation as a still possible historical reality. 
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FOOTNOTES 
1 Obra Periodística, ed. Jacques Gilard, Vol. 1 Textos Costeños, Vol. II Entre 
Cachacos I, Vol. III Entre Cachacos II, Vol. IV De Europa y América (1955-1960) 
(Barcelona, Bruguera, 1982). 

2 La mala hora (Barcelona, Plaza y Janés, 1974) p. 50. 

3 For an ingenious, perhaps too ingenious, discussion of this see Wolfgang A. 
Luchting 'Lampooning Literature, La mala hora' in McMurray George R., ed., Critical 
Essays on Gabriel García Márquez (Boston, Hall, 1987) pp. 93-102. 

4 Gabriel García Márquez: Solitude and Solidarity (London, Macmillan, 1993). 

5 El Tiempo Bogotá, Sunday, August 29, 1993, pp. 10-120. 

6 Gabriel García Márquez op. cit., pp. 52-57. 
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