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A Very Old Man With Wings

Rediscovering a
Masterpiece: A Very Old
Man With Enormous
Wings by Gabriel Garcia
Marquez

In  the  vast  landscape  of  twentieth-century
literature,  few  stories  have  captivated
readers with such deceptive simplicity as A
Very Old Man With Enormous Wings by
Gabriel  Garcia Marquez.  Published in  1955,
this  short  tale  is  often  categorized  as  a
children's story, yet it carries the weight of
profound philosophical questions about faith,
human  nature,  and  the  absurdity  of
existence. At just over 4,000 words, it  is a
compact marvel of magical realism—a genre
that  Garcia  Marquez  did  not  invent  but
certainly perfected. The story of a winged old
man  who  crash-lands  in  a  small  coastal
village has become a touchstone for readers
and  wr i ters  a l ike,  inv i t ing  endless
interpretation  while  remaining  stubbornly
enigmatic.  As  we  explore  this  work,  we
uncover  why  it  remains  one  of  the  most
analyzed and beloved stories in the Western
canon.

The Context of a Literary Giant

To fully appreciate A Very Old Man With
Enormous  Wings  by  Gabriel  Garcia
Marquez,  one  must  first  understand  the
author who brought it to life. Garcia Marquez,
a  Colombian novelist,  journalist,  and Nobel
laureate, is best known for his epic novel One
Hundred Years of Solitude, but his shorter
works are equally masterful. Born in 1927 in

the  town  o f  Aracataca ,  he  grew  up
surrounded  by  the  oral  traditions  of  his
grandparents—tales of ghosts, miracles, and
superstitions  that  would  later  infuse  his
writing with a unique texture.  The story in
question  was  written  during  a  period  of
financial hardship, when Garcia Marquez was
working  as  a  journalist  in  Europe.  It  was
published  in  a  Spanish-language  magazine
and  later  included  in  his  collection  The
Incredible  and  Sad  Tale  of  Innocent
E r é n d i r a  a n d  H e r  H e a r t l e s s
Grandmother.  Despite  its  humble  origins,
the  story  quickly  gained  international
acclaim, translated into dozens of languages
and anthologized countless times.

A Brief Plot Overview

The narrative begins on the third day of rain
in a small, unnamed coastal village. Pelayo, a
local man, discovers an old man lying face-
down in his courtyard, unable to get up due
to his enormous, tangled wings. The old man
is  dirty,  bedraggled,  and  speaks  an
incomprehensible  language.  Pelayo  and  his
wife, Elisenda, initially see the creature as a
nuisance, but soon the entire village gathers
to  gawk.  A  neighbor,  described  as  a  wise
woman,  declares  the old  man is  an angel.
Word  spreads,  and  the  local  priest,  Father
Gonzaga,  arrives  to  investigate.  He  is
skeptical,  noting  that  the  angel  lacks  the
dignity one would expect of a celestial being.
The priest writes to the Vatican for guidance,
but  no  answer  comes.  Meanwhile,  the
villagers  treat  the angel  with  a  mixture  of
cruelty  and curiosity.  They poke him,  burn
him with a branding iron, and throw stones at
him.  Pelayo  and  El isenda,  seeing  an



opportunity,  begin  charging  admission  to
view the angel. They build a small cage for
him and  soon  become wealthy.  The  angel
becomes a circus attraction, drawing crowds
from distant towns. Eventually, a woman with
a  spider  body—a  victim  of  disobedience
transformed  into  a  tarantula—arrives  as  a
competing  attraction,  and  the  crowds  shift
their  attention.  The  angel,  neglected  and
forgotten,  eventually  regains  strength.  One
day,  he  clumsily  takes  flight,  soaring
awkwardly over the ocean. Elisenda watches
him go, feeling a mixture of relief and pity.
The story ends with the angel disappearing
into the horizon.

Themes That Resonate
Across Time

The Nature of Faith and Credulity

One  of  the  most  compelling  themes  in  A
Very Old Man With Enormous Wings by
Gabriel Garcia Marquez is the nature of faith.
The villagers are quick to accept the old man
as an angel,  but  their  faith is  shallow and
transactional. They expect miracles and are
disappointed  when  the  angel  does  not
perform. Father Gonzaga, the representative
of  institutional  religion,  demands proof  and
orthodoxy. He is unable to accept the angel
because  the  creature  does  not  fit  his
theological  expectations.  Garcia  Marquez
seems to ask:  What is  true faith? Is  it  the
willingness to believe in the extraordinary, or
is it the humility to accept mystery without
demanding explanations? The story suggests
that  faith,  when reduced  to  a  demand for
spectacle, loses its meaning. The villagers do
not see the angel as a sacred being; they see
h i m  a s  a  c o m m o d i t y ,  a  s o u r c e  o f
entertainment  and  profit.  Their  credulity  is
not faith but superstition, and it evaporates
as quickly as it appears.

Human Cruelty and Indifference

Another dominant theme is the casual cruelty
of  human  beings.  The  villagers  treat  the
angel  with astonishing brutality.  They poke
him with  sticks,  burn  him with  a  branding
iron, and throw food at him as if he were an
animal. Even Pelayo and Elisenda, who house
the angel, treat him with a cold pragmatism.
They  build  a  cage  for  him  and  charge
admission, showing no concern for his dignity
or  well-being.  Garcia  Marquez  does  not
moralize; he simply presents the behavior as
matter-of-fact. This makes the cruelty all the
more  chilling.  The  story  reflects  a  broader
truth about how societies treat the vulnerable
and  the  different.  The  angel  is  an  outsider,
and  outsiders  are  often  met  with  fear,
suspicion,  and  exploitation.  The  story  does
not  offer  redemption  or  punishment;  the
cruelty simply continues until the angel is no
longer useful. Then he is forgotten.

The Absurd and the Mundane

Magical realism thrives on the juxtaposition of
the extraordinary and the everyday, and A
Very Old Man With Enormous Wings by
Gabriel Garcia Marquez is a perfect example.
The  angel  himself  is  a  figure  of  immense
potential  meaning—he could be a savior,  a
messenger,  a  divine  being.  But  the  story
refuses  to  elevate  him.  He  is  old,  dirty,  flea-
ridden, and pathetic.  He smells.  He has no
grand  speeches.  He  does  not  perform
miracles.  In  other  words,  he  is  utterly
mundane. This is the absurdity at the heart of
the story: the sacred appears,  and it  looks
just like a homeless old man. Garcia Marquez
suggests that the divine, if it exists, may not
conform to our expectations. It may be messy
and inconvenient. It may require not worship
but simple human kindness.



A Very Old Man With Wings

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Nathan & Emilio • Read more, learn more. • Page 3

Symbolism and
Interpretation

The Angel as Symbol

What does the angel represent? This is the
question  that  has  occupied  critics  for
decades. Some read the story as a political
allegory,  with  the  angel  representing  the
oppressed or the marginalized. Others see it
as a religious parable, a commentary on the
failure  of  institutional  religion  to  recognize
the divine. Still others interpret the angel as a
symbol of the artist—the creative genius who
is  misunderstood,  exploited,  and  ultimately
discarded by society. Garcia Marquez himself
resisted  definitive  interpretations,  once
saying that the story was simply a story. But
the richness of the symbolism is what gives
the tale its enduring power. The angel can
mean  many  things,  and  each  reading
illuminates  a  different  facet  of  the  human
condition.

The Spider Woman as
Counterpoint

The arrival of the spider woman—a girl who
was turned into a tarantula for disobeying her
parents—provides a fascinating counterpoint
to  the  angel .  The  spider  woman  is  a
spectacle,  but  she is  also  a  narrative.  She
tells  her  story  to  the  crowds,  and  they
understand  her.  She  conforms  to  their
expectations of  what a monster should be.
The  angel,  by  contrast,  offers  no  story,  no
explanation,  no  performance.  He  simply
exists  in  his  silent,  suffering  dignity.  The
spider  woman is  embraced because she is
comprehensible;  the  angel  is  rejected
because he is not. This contrast highlights the
human need for narrative, for explanation, for
meaning. When meaning is not provided, we
create it—or we turn away. Garcia Marquez is
showing  us  that  we  prefer  the  familiar
monster to the unfamiliar mystery.

Literary Technique and
Style

The Power of Understatement

One of the most striking features of A Very
Old Man With Enormous Wings by Gabriel
Garcia  Marquez  is  the  author's  use  of
understatement.  The  most  extraordinary
events  are  described  in  the  most  ordinary
language. An angel falls from the sky, and the
narrator mentions it almost as an aside. The
villagers treat the angel with casual brutality,
and  the  narrator  neither  condemns  nor
celebrates.  This  flat,  matter-of-fact  tone  is  a
hallmark  of  magical  realism.  It  forces  the
reader to accept the fantastic as real, and in
doing so, it exposes the strangeness of our
own  world.  Garcia  Marquez  uses  this
technique to create a sense of distance and
intimacy  at  the  same  time.  We  are  close
enough  to  see  the  angel's  pain,  but  far
enough to see the absurdity of the villagers'
behavior.

The Role of the Narrator

The narrator  in  this  story is  a  third-person
observer,  but  the  perspective  is  not  fixed.
The narrative shifts between Pelayo, Elisenda,
Father Gonzaga, and even the crowd, giving
us multiple viewpoints without privileging any
single  one.  This  polyphonic  approach
prevents us from identifying too closely with
any character. We are forced to observe, to
judge,  and  to  reflect.  The  narrator's  voice  is
dry, ironic, and slightly detached, which adds
to the story's unsettling effect. We laugh, but
the  laughter  catches  in  our  throats.  The
humor is dark, and the sadness is quiet.

Critical Reception and
Enduring Legacy



Initial Response and Later
Recognition

When  A Very  Old  Man With  Enormous
Wings  by  Gabriel  Garcia  Marquez  was  first
published,  it  was  seen  as  a  charming  but
minor work. Over time, however, it has come
to be regarded as one of the finest examples
of  magical  realism  ever  written.  Literary
crit ics  have  praised  its  economy,  its
ambiguity, and its thematic depth. The story
has  been  anthologized  in  countless
collections  and  is  studied  in  universities
around the world. It has inspired adaptations
in  theater,  film,  and visual  art.  The  image of
the  fallen  angel—bedraggled,  helpless,  and
ignored—has  become  a  powerful  cultural
symbol.

Influence on Contemporary
Literature

The influence of this story can be seen in the
works  of  countless  writers  who  followed
Garcia Marquez. The use of magical realism
to  explore  social  and  political  themes  has
become  a  staple  of  postcolonial  literature,
and  the  figure  of  the  wounded,
misunderstood  outsider  appears  in  works
ranging  from  Salman  Rushdie  to  Toni
Morrison.  The  story  has  also  influenced
popular  culture,  with  echoes  appearing  in
film,  television,  and  graphic  novels.  Its
themes of exploitation, faith, and the failure
of compassion are as relevant today as they
were in 1955.

Practical Lessons for
Modern Readers

What can readers take away from A Very
Old Man With Enormous Wings by Gabriel
Garcia  Marquez  in  the  twenty-first  century?
First,  the  story  is  a  reminder  that  the
extraordinary  can  appear  in  the  most
ordinary circumstances. We do not need to

travel to distant lands to encounter wonder; it
may be in  our  own backyard.  Second,  the
story  challenges  us  to  examine  our  own
treatment  of  outsiders.  Are  we  like  the
villagers,  quick  to  exploit  and  quicker  to
discard? Or can we show compassion, even
when  the  object  of  our  compassion  is  not
what we expected? Third, the story invites us
to embrace mystery. Not everything needs to
be explained. Some things are simply to be
witnessed, with humility and wonder.

A Note on Reading the Story
Today

For  those  approaching  this  story  for  the  first
t ime ,  i t  i s  bes t  t o  r ead  i t  w i t hou t
preconceptions.  Do  not  search  for  a  clear
moral or a tidy ending. Let the story wash
over  you.  Pay attention to  the details:  the
smell of the angel, the color of his wings, the
way he eats.  Notice the small  moments of
kindness—a  character  who  brings  food,  a
moment of hesitation—amid the cruelty. And
consider  the  final  image  of  the  angel  flying
clumsily over the ocean, a creature of the sky
who  could  barely  manage  to  leave  the
ground.  There  is  something  profoundly
moving in that image, a glimpse of grace that
is imperfect, awkward, and entirely human.

Comparative Analysis:
The Angel in World
Literature

The  figure  of  the  fallen  angel  appears  in
many literary  traditions,  from John  Milton's
Paradise Lost to Rainer Maria Rilke's Duino
Elegies.  But  Garcia  Marquez's  angel  is
unique. He is not a rebel, not a hero, not a
tragic  figure.  He  is  simply  an  old  man  with
wings.  He  does  not  curse  God  or  struggle
against fate. He endures. In this sense, the
story is a meditation on endurance itself—the
stubborn  persistence  of  life  in  the  face  of
neglect and abuse. Compared to the grand
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angels of Western literature


