garcia marquez a very old man with enormous

wings

Gabriel Garcia Marquez's "A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings" is a short story that captivates readers
with its blend of magical realism, social commentary, and profound themes. First published in 1955 as part
of his collection "Leaf Storm and Other Stories," this narrative has become one of Garcia Marquez's most
celebrated works, showcasing his unique storytelling style and ability to reflect the complexities of human
nature. In this article, we will delve into the story's plot, themes, characters, and its significance in the

broader context of Latin American literature.

Plot Summary

"A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings" tells the tale of Pelayo and Elisenda, a couple living in a small
coastal village who encounter a mysterious old man with wings. The story begins with Pelayo discovering
the old man, who is bedraggled and weak, in their courtyard after a storm. Initially, the couple is

bewildered by the presence of the winged man, who appears to be ailing and disoriented.

As news of the old man spreads through the village, people flock to see him, and he becomes a spectacle.
Instead of offering compassion, the townsfolk treat him as an oddity, charging admission to view him and
using him as a source of entertainment. The story unfolds as Pelayo and Elisenda navigate the complexities

of their new reality, grappling with their feelings of pity, curiosity, and ultimately, exploitation.

Character Analysis

The characters in "A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings" serve as reflections of human nature and

societal behaviors.

Pelayo

Pelayo is depicted as a hardworking man who initially shows compassion towards the old man. However,
as the story progresses, his actions reveal a more self-serving side. He capitalizes on the old man's presence

by charging visitors to see him, demonstrating how the allure of profit can overshadow empathy.



Elisenda

Elisenda, Pelayo's wife, embodies a mix of practicality and selfishness. While she initially feels compassion
for the old man, her perspective shifts as the novelty wears off. She becomes increasingly frustrated with
the disruption the old man brings to their lives, ultimately treating him as a burden rather than a being

deserving of respect.

The Old Man

The old man, who remains nameless, symbolizes the marginalized and the misunderstood. His enormous
wings suggest a heavenly or otherworldly nature, yet he is treated with disdain and disrespect by the
villagers. His suffering and endurance evoke sympathy, raising questions about the human condition and

societal values.

Magical Realism and Symbolism

Garcia Marquez is renowned for his use of magical realism, a literary style that blends fantastical elements
with reality. "A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings" exemplifies this technique, as the extraordinary
nature of the old man is juxtaposed with the mundane lives of the villagers. The wings serve as a powerful

symbol that can be interpreted in various ways:
e Hope and Redemption: The old man's presence can be seen as a beacon of hope, suggesting the
possibility of transcendence and spiritual growth.

¢ Humanity's Flaws: The way the villagers exploit and dehumanize the old man reflects the darker

aspects of human nature, highlighting themes of greed and apathy.

e Isolation: Despite his extraordinary nature, the old man experiences profound loneliness and neglect,

illustrating how society often marginalizes those who are different.

Thematic Exploration

Several key themes emerge from "A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings," each offering insight into

human behavior and societal norms.



Compassion vs. Exploitation

The initial encounter with the old man evokes a sense of curiosity and compassion in Pelayo and Elisenda.
However, as the story progresses, their treatment of him shifts towards exploitation. This transformation
raises questions about the nature of kindness and the ease with which it can be overshadowed by self-

interest.

Society and Isolation

The villagers' reaction to the old man reflects societal tendencies to ostracize those who do not conform to
norms. Rather than embracing the old man as a figure of wonder, they alienate him, illustrating the
human propensity to fear and misunderstand what is unfamiliar. The story serves as a critique of societal

behaviors that prioritize entertainment over empathy.

The Nature of Belief

The old man's existence challenges the villagers' beliefs and perceptions of the world. Some view him as an
angel, while others see him as a mere curiosity. This divergence in interpretation highlights the subjective

nature of belief and the ways in which people project their desires and fears onto others.

Significance in Latin American Literature

Gabriel Garcia Marquez is a pivotal figure in Latin American literature, and "A Very Old Man with
Enormous Wings" stands as a testament to his literary genius. The story encapsulates several defining

characteristics of magical realism, paving the way for future generations of writers.

Influence on the Genre

The story's seamless integration of the fantastical with the ordinary has influenced countless authors in the
realm of magical realism. Writers such as Isabel Allende and Jorge Luis Borges have drawn inspiration

from Garcia Marquez's techniques, contributing to the genre's global recognition.

Social Commentary

Garcia Marquez's works often contain critical reflections on social issues, particularly in the context of Latin
America. "A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings" critiques the treatment of the marginalized and serves
as a reminder of the importance of compassion and empathy in a world often driven by greed and

exploitation.



Conclusion

"A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings" is a profound and multi-layered narrative that invites readers to
reflect on their perceptions of humanity, compassion, and the complexities of existence. Through the lens of
magical realism, Gabriel Garcia Marquez crafts a tale that resonates with timeless themes, making it a
cornerstone of Latin American literature. As we ponder the fate of the old man with enormous wings, we
are compelled to examine our own attitudes towards those who are different and to consider the broader
implications of our actions within society. This story remains relevant today, reminding us of the delicate

balance between empathy and exploitation that defines the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings'?

The central theme explores the ambiguity of human nature, the portrayal of the extraordinary in the

mundane, and the complex relationship between humans and the divine.

How does Gabriel Garcia Marquez use magical realism in the story?

Marquez employs magical realism by blending fantastical elements, like the old man with wings, with

everyday life, inviting readers to question reality and the nature of belief.

What do the wings symbolize in the story?

The wings symbolize both the potential for transcendence and the burdens of existence, highlighting

themes of isolation, otherness, and the struggle for acceptance.

How do the villagers react to the old man with wings?

The villagers react with a mix of curiosity, exploitation, and indifference, showcasing how society often

treats the extraordinary as a spectacle rather than recognizing its deeper significance.

‘What role does religion play in 'A Very Old Man with Enormous
Wings"?

Religion plays a significant role in the story, as the villagers project their beliefs onto the old man,

reflecting the complexities of faith and the tendency to commodify the sacred.



How does the character of Pelayo change throughout the story?

Pelayo starts as a curious but exploitative figure, but by the end, he embodies a more complex

understanding of compassion and the transient nature of life and wonder.

‘What impact does the old man's presence have on Pelayo and Elisenda's
life?

The old man's presence initially brings them fame and fortune but ultimately leads to feelings of burden

and disillusionment, illustrating the fleeting nature of human desires.

What literary techniques does Marquez use to enhance the narrative?

Marquez uses vivid imagery, irony, and a nonlinear narrative style to enhance the story's magical realism

and deepen the reader's engagement with its themes.

‘What does the ending of the story suggest about the nature of humanity?

The ending suggests a pessimistic view of humanity's inability to recognize and appreciate the miraculous,

often choosing to overlook the extraordinary in favor of the ordinary.

How is the concept of suffering portrayed in the story?

Suffering is portrayed as a universal experience, both for the old man and the villagers, emphasizing the

shared struggles of existence and the often harsh realities of life.
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