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The Enduring Mystery of Marquez’s “A Very Old Man With
Enormous Wings”

Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s short story, “A Very Old Man With Enormous Wings,” is a masterclass in magical realism—a
genre that seamlessly blends the fantastical with the mundane. First published in 1955 as part of the collection Big
Mama’s Funeral, the tale has captivated readers for decades with its hauntingly ambiguous portrayal of an angelic figure
who falls to earth. In fewer than ten pages, Marquez explores themes of faith, cruelty, and the human tendency to
overlook the miraculous when it does not conform to expectations. This article offers a deep, comprehensive dive into
the story, its literary significance, its characters, and the enduring questions it raises about humanity’s relationship with
the divine.

At its core, “A Very Old Man With Enormous Wings” is not merely a story about an angel—it is a story about how
people react when the extraordinary becomes ordinary. The narrative follows Pelayo and Elisenda, a poor couple who
discover a decrepit old man with enormous wings washed ashore after a rainstorm. Their initial fear gives way to
exploitation as they cage the creature and charge admission for curious neighbors. Through this simple yet profound
premise, Marquez critiques institutional religion, mob mentality, and the failure of empathy. Let us explore every layer
of this enduring work.

Plot Summary: The Arrival and Exploitation of the Winged
Man

The story opens with Pelayo killing crabs in the courtyard after a three-day rain. Elisenda, his wife, is nursing their sick
child. When Pelayo discovers the old man lying in the mud—his huge, bedraggled wings tangled in the mire—he is both
terrified and bewildered. The couple seeks advice from their neighbor, who confirms that the being is an angel, albeit a
very old, dirty, and pathetic one. Word spreads quickly, and soon the entire village comes to gawk at the spectacle.

Initially, Pelayo and Elisenda plan to release the angel, but their neighbor convinces them to keep him as a curiosity.
They build a chicken coop and charge admission. The angel becomes a sideshow: the sick and the desperate come
seeking miracles, but the angel remains passive, impassive. A circus arrives with a more sensational attraction—a
woman who has been turned into a spider for disobeying her parents—and the crowd’s interest shifts. The old man with
enormous wings is forgotten, left to languish in neglect.

Over the months, the angel’s feathers begin to grow back. He struggles to regain strength. Eventually, one morning, he
awkwardly lifts off and flies away, leaving Elisenda watching him disappear over the horizon. The story ends with a sigh
of relief—and perhaps a touch of regret—as the mundane world resumes its rhythm.

Key Characters and Their Symbolic Roles

e Pelayo and Elisenda: Represent ordinary, flawed humanity. Their initial compassion turns into greed and
indifference. Elisenda’s final relief at the angel’s departure underscores society’s desire to return to normalcy.

e The Angel (the Old Man with Enormous Wings): A symbol of the miraculous made mundane. His age, dirt,
and weakness challenge the idealized image of angels. He embodies the divine that does not conform to human
expectations.

e The Neighbor: The voice of false wisdom. She claims to know what an angel looks like, but her advice leads to
exploitation.

e The Spider Woman: A foil to the angel. She is a grotesque spectacle that conforms to human narratives—she
has a story, a reason for her condition. The angel, by contrast, offers no explanation, making him less marketable.

Themes and Interpretations in Marquez’s Tale

Faith and the Failure of Institutional Religion

One of the most prominent themes in “A Very Old Man With Enormous Wings” is the failure of established religion to
recognize genuine divinity. When the angel is first discovered, the local priest, Father Gonzaga, is summoned. He doubts
the angel’s authenticity because the creature cannot speak Latin, the language of God. The priest writes to the Vatican
for an official opinion, but the bureaucracy delays a response. Meanwhile, the angel remains in squalor, ignored by the
very institution meant to uphold faith.

Marquez uses this to critique how organized religion often prioritizes rigid dogma over authentic spiritual experience.
The priest’s reliance on external validation—rather than witnessing the obvious wings—mirrors how humans often miss
miracles because they do not fit preconceived notions. The story suggests that faith is not about doctrine but about
recognizing the sacred in the broken and unexpected.

Human Cruelty and the Exploitation of the Other

The villagers’ treatment of the angel is a stark allegory for how society treats outcasts, immigrants, or anyone perceived
as “other.” They view the angel not as a divine being but as a resource—a source of entertainment, profit, or healing.
When the angel fails to perform spectacular miracles, he is discarded. His featherless, wounded state mirrors the
suffering of marginalized people who are expected to be grateful for the barest attention.

Marquez exposes the casual cruelty of a community that can be entertained one moment and indifferent the next. The
spider woman, who tells a coherent story, becomes the new favorite because her suffering is neatly packaged. The angel,
silent and ambiguous, cannot gratify the public’s appetite for narrative closure.

The Mundane vs. The Miraculous

A central tension in the story is the collision between the miraculous and the everyday. The angel’s arrival is treated as a
nuisance, an inconvenience to the couple’s routine. Elisenda is annoyed by the crowd and the smell; Pelayo worries
about income. The extraordinary becomes ordinary through sheer repetition. This reflects a profound truth about human
psychology: we quickly adapt to wonders, taking them for granted. The story challenges readers to consider what
miracles they might be ignoring in their own lives.

Literary Analysis: Magical Realism at Its Finest

“A Very Old Man With Enormous Wings” is a quintessential example of magical realism. This literary mode, pioneered
by Latin American writers like Marquez, presents supernatural events without surprise or explanation. The angel is not
questioned as a impossibility; instead, he is judged for his appearance and lack of utility. This deadpan acceptance of
the fantastic creates a unique narrative tension.

Mairquez’s prose is deliberately sparse, almost journalistic. He describes the angel’s “buzzard wings” and “senile hair”
with clinical detachment. This style forces readers to confront their own expectations of the divine. Why should an
angel be beautiful? Why should it speak in tongues? By stripping the angel of all glamour, Marquez redefines the sacred
as something that can be worn, weak, and unglamorous.

Symbolism of the Wings

The wings are the most obvious symbol, but they are not straightforward. They are enormous yet useless, heavy yet
capable of flight at the story’s end. They represent the burden of difference—the angel cannot fully integrate into society
because of them, yet they are the very thing that makes him special. In Christian iconography, wings signify divinity and
transcendence, but here they are matted with mud and insects. Mdrquez subverts the symbol to suggest that the divine
may be inconvenient, messy, and difficult to love.

The Old Man as a Christ Figure

Many critics interpret the angel as a Christ-like figure. He is rejected, mocked, and exploited. He performs no miracles
on command, yet he silently endures. His eventual departure echoes the ascension. However, Marquez avoids direct
parallels, keeping the allegory ambiguous. The reader is left to decide whether the angel is a genuine holy being or
merely a lost traveler. This ambiguity is the story’s greatest strength.

Cultural and Biographical Context

Gabriel Garcia Marquez wrote this story during a period when Latin America was undergoing rapid change. The rise of
dictatorships, the influence of the Catholic Church, and the tension between tradition and modernization all inform the
tale. Marquez, a journalist as well as a novelist, was deeply skeptical of authority and dogma. His magical realism was a
way to critique reality by bending it slightly—just enough to reveal its absurdities.

The story also reflects Marquez’s fascination with the folkloric and the mythic. The image of an old angel might have
been inspired by Colombian folk tales or by the Old Testament figure of the Angel of the Lord. By placing a celestial
being in a mud puddle, Marquez democratizes the miraculous: it belongs to everyone and no one.

Relevance Today: Why the Story Still Resonates

In a world saturated with media spectacles and viral sensations, “A Very Old Man With Enormous Wings” feels
remarkably contemporary. The villagers’ obsession with the angel mirrors today’s online culture, where a person can
become famous overnight and just as quickly forgotten. The story examines how we devour the extraordinary, consume
it, and then move on to the next curiosity.

Moreover, the story speaks to the plight of refugees and the disabled. The angel is treated as a burden, a source of pity
or profit, but never as a person with intrinsic worth. Marquez’s critique of how we treat those who cannot speak or
perform for our benefit is more urgent than ever. The angel’s silence is not weakness—it is a challenge to our need for
narrative and explanation.

Adaptations and Influence

The story has inspired numerous adaptations: a ballet, a short film, an opera, and several theatrical productions. Each
adaptation highlights a different facet—some emphasize the religious allegory, others the social commentary. The
story’s open-ended nature invites reinterpretation. It has also influenced writers like Salman Rushdie and Isabel Allende,
who have cited Marquez’s ability to blend the fantastic with the everyday.

Conclusion: The Flight of the Winged Man

Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s “A Very Old Man With Enormous Wings” is far more than a whimsical tale about a fallen
angel. It is a profound meditation on humanity’s relationship with the unknown, the sacred, and the marginalized.
Through the lens of magical realism, Marquez exposes our tendency to reduce the miraculous to the marketable, and our
failure to recognize grace when it arrives in an unassuming form. The old man with enormous wings ultimately flies
away, not because he is unwelcome, but because he does not belong to a world that demands miracles on command. His
departure leaves us with a question: Would we recognize an angel if it landed in our own backyard? The story whispers
that we might not—and that is its most haunting lesson.

Keywords naturally integrated: Throughout this analysis, we have explored the layers of Marquez A Very Old Man
With Enormous Wings, examining its plot, themes, symbolism, and cultural impact. The tale remains a cornerstone of
magical realism and a timeless invitation to look beyond the surface—to see wonder in the worn and the winged, even
when it is old and muddy.
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