a very old man with enormous wings
marquez

A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings is a celebrated short story by Gabriel Garcia
Maérquez that delves into themes of human nature, the supernatural, and societal
indifference. First published in 1955 as part of his collection "Leaf Storm," this tale is
emblematic of Marquez's distinctive style, characterized by magical realism. In this
article, we will explore the narrative, themes, characters, and the broader implications of
this poignant piece of literature.

Summary of the Story

The narrative centers around a couple, Pelayo and Elisenda, who discover an old man with
enormous wings in their courtyard one stormy night. Initially, Pelayo thinks the man is a
decrepit angel, while Elisenda is more practical and sees him as a source of profit. The
couple, struggling with the burden of their newborn's illness and poverty, decides to
capitalize on their unexpected visitor.

Key Plot Points

1. Discovery of the Old Man: Pelayo finds the old man washed up in the mud, feeble and
covered in the remnants of his wings. His first instinct is to kill him, but he chooses
instead to bring him inside.

2. Public Reaction: The couple soon realizes that the old man draws the attention of the
townspeople, who come in droves to witness the miraculous being. The couple begins
charging admission for people to see the old man, leading to a financial windfall.

3. Treatment of the Old Man: Instead of reverence, the townspeople exhibit a mix of
curiosity, ridicule, and cruelty towards the old man. They question his identity and
purpose, and their treatment reflects their own limitations in understanding the
miraculous.

4. Transformation and Departure: As time goes on, the novelty of the old man wears off.
After being subjected to indignities and neglect, he eventually regains his strength and
flies away, leaving the couple and the townspeople to ponder their actions.

Themes Explored in the Story

"A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings" is rich in themes that resonate with both
contemporary and historical contexts. The following sections elucidate these themes in
detail.



Human Nature and Indifference

One of the central themes of the story is the indifferent nature of humanity towards the
extraordinary and the suffering of others. The townspeople's fascination with the old man
quickly turns into exploitation. They fail to treat him as a being deserving of compassion,
reflecting a broader commentary on societal attitudes:

- Exploitation: The couple sees the old man as a means to escape poverty rather than as a
being in need of care. This exploitation highlights a common human tendency to prioritize
self-interest over empathy.

- Curiosity versus Compassion: The townspeople's curiosity about the old man turns into
mockery and disdain, showcasing how society often reacts to the unknown with fear and
ridicule rather than understanding.

Magical Realism

Magical realism is a significant aspect of Marquez's storytelling, blending the ordinary
with the extraordinary. In this story, the presence of an angelic figure raises questions
about faith, belief, and the divine.

- Symbolism of the Wings: The old man's wings symbolize a connection to the divine and
the supernatural. However, instead of reverence, they evoke fear and misunderstanding
from the people around him.

- Reality and Surrealism: The mundane aspects of life, such as the couple's struggle with
poverty and the old man's otherworldly presence, coexist, creating a rich tapestry that
reflects the complexities of human experience.

Isolation and Alienation

The old man's journey is not just physical but also emotional and existential. His isolation
becomes a poignant commentary on how society treats those who are different or
misunderstood.

- Physical Isolation: The old man is physically confined to the couple's courtyard, reflecting
how society often ostracizes those who do not fit into conventional norms.

- Emotional Alienation: Despite being surrounded by people, the old man remains
emotionally isolated. His inability to communicate and the lack of genuine connection
underscore the loneliness that often accompanies otherness.



Character Analysis

The characters in "A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings" are essential to conveying the
narrative's themes. Below is an analysis of the key figures in the story.

Pelayo

Pelayo is the husband who discovers the old man. His initial reaction is one of awe, but as
the story progresses, his motivations shift towards profit.

- Pragmatism: Pelayo's character embodies a pragmatic approach to life, driven by his
desire to provide for his family. This practicality blinds him to the old man's suffering.

- Moral Ambiguity: He represents the moral ambiguity of human nature, oscillating
between curiosity and exploitation.

Elisenda

Elisenda is Pelayo's wife, whose practical nature complements her husband's initial
wonder.

- Cynicism and Self-Interest: Elisenda's character reflects a more cynical view of the
situation. She sees the old man as a source of income, demonstrating how desperation can
lead to moral compromises.

- Transformation: As the story progresses, Elisenda becomes weary of the old man,

symbolizing how society quickly loses interest in the extraordinary once it becomes
mundane.

The Old Man

The old man represents the otherworldly and the unknown. His character serves as a
mirror to the human condition.

- Symbol of Suffering: His frailty and the way he is treated highlight the themes of
suffering and neglect associated with those who are marginalized.

- Ambiguity of Existence: The old man’s ambiguous nature raises questions about identity,
purpose, and the divine, leaving readers to ponder the significance of his presence.



Conclusion

"A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings" is a thought-provoking narrative that
encapsulates Gabriel Garcia Marquez's masterful use of magical realism to explore
profound themes of human nature, indifference, and isolation. Through the characters of
Pelayo, Elisenda, and the old man, Marquez crafts a story that challenges readers to
reflect on their perceptions of the extraordinary and the treatment of those who are
different.

The story serves as a timeless reminder of the complexities of human interactions and the
societal tendencies that often lead to exploitation and neglect. As we navigate our own
lives, the lessons embedded in this tale compel us to embrace compassion and
understanding, especially towards those who are marginalized or misunderstood. In a
world where the extraordinary can often be dismissed, Marquez's narrative remains a
relevant and poignant commentary on the human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of ‘A Very Old Man with
Enormous Wings' by Gabriel Garcia Marquez?

The central theme revolves around the intersection of the miraculous and the mundane,
exploring human nature, compassion, and the tendency to exploit the unfamiliar.

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

Marquez employs magical realism by presenting the extraordinary figure of the old man
with wings as a natural part of everyday life, blurring the lines between reality and
fantasy.

What is the significance of the old man's wings in the
story?

The wings symbolize both the potential for transcendence and the burden of otherness,
highlighting themes of isolation and the human desire to connect with the divine.

How do the villagers react to the old man with wings,
and what does this reveal about human nature?

The villagers initially treat the old man with curiosity and wonder but quickly shift to
exploitation and cruelty, revealing a darker side of human nature characterized by
selfishness and a lack of empathy.



What role does the character of Pelayo play in the story?

Pelayo serves as the initial caretaker of the old man, embodying both the empathy and the
eventual moral decline of the villagers, reflecting the duality of human compassion and
greed.

What is the symbolic meaning of the old man's eventual
fate?

The old man's fate symbolizes the inevitability of aging and the human tendency to dismiss
the extraordinary when it becomes mundane, suggesting a loss of wonder and
appreciation for the miraculous.

How does 'A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings'
comment on societal values and beliefs?

The story critiques societal values by exposing the superficiality of belief systems, as the
villagers are more interested in the spectacle of the old man than in understanding his
true nature or significance.
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