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Introduction

When Gabriel García Márquez first published the short story A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings , he offered 

readers a narrative that would become a cornerstone of magical realism and a timeless meditation on faith, 

suffering, and human cruelty. The tale, nestled in the collection Leaf Storm and Other Stories, juxtaposes the

ordinary with the extraordinary, weaving a world where an angelic figure arrives in a humble coastal village and

challenges the villagers’ preconceptions. In this article, we’ll explore the story’s background, dissect its themes,

examine its literary style, and consider why it continues to captivate readers and scholars alike.

Background of the Story and the Author

Gabriel García Márquez, born in Aracataca, Colombia, is often credited with pioneering the literary movement 

known as magical realism. His narratives blend the surreal with the mundane, creating worlds that feel both familiar 

and astonishing. A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings  was first published in 1967, a decade after García 

Márquez’s landmark novel One Hundred Years of Solitude . The story’s setting—a small fishing village—mirrors the

author’s own upbringing, where the sea, weather, and community shaped his worldview.

While the short story is brief, its impact is profound. García Márquez’s use of a literal angel, trapped and exploited

by villagers, serves as a powerful allegory for the way society treats the vulnerable. The narrative invites readers to

question the nature of miracles, the limits of compassion, and the often-unseen suffering that accompanies faith.

Synopsis of A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings

The story opens with a storm that brings a battered, winged figure to the doorstep of the Señora Hermelinda, a

widow who has recently lost her husband. The old man, covered in dust and with wings that flutter like a moth’s, is

neither fully angelic nor entirely human. Hermelinda, her daughter, and their family decide to keep him in their

house, treating him as a curious guest.

Word of the winged stranger spreads quickly, and soon a crowd gathers outside Hermelinda’s home. The villagers,

driven by curiosity and a desire for profit, set up a makeshift exhibition. The old man becomes a spectacle,

attracting visitors who pay to see the marvel. Despite the spectacle, he remains mute, unresponsive, and in pain.

Over time, the villagers’ fascination turns into exploitation, and the old man’s condition deteriorates.

Eventually, the old man’s wings break, and he collapses. The villagers, having seen the spectacle, no longer care

for him. Hermelinda’s daughter, María, who had initially shown compassion, is now indifferent. The story ends with

the old man dying in the street, a forgotten and unloved figure, while the villagers return to their lives, their curiosity

satisfied and their hearts unchanged.

Themes and Symbolism

Faith and Suffering



One of the most compelling aspects of the story is its exploration of faith. The villagers’ belief in miracles is

juxtaposed with the old man’s actual suffering. The angelic figure is expected to perform miracles, yet he remains

silent and helpless. This contrast raises questions about the nature of faith—whether it is a source of comfort or a

tool for exploitation.

Human Nature and Exploitation

The villagers’ treatment of the old man is a stark commentary on human greed. They view the angel not as a divine

being but as a commodity to be displayed and monetized. The story critiques the way society often commodifies

the vulnerable, turning their suffering into entertainment.

The Divine vs. the Mundane

García Márquez blurs the line between the divine and the everyday. The old man’s presence in a modest fishing

village forces the characters to confront their preconceptions about the supernatural. The narrative suggests that

miracles can be found in ordinary places, yet they can also be distorted by ordinary desires.

Isolation and Loneliness

Throughout the story, the old man is isolated not only physically but also emotionally. His inability to communicate

and his lack of understanding of the villagers’ motives create a profound sense of loneliness. This isolation reflects

the isolation many feel when their faith or identity is misunderstood or exploited.

Literary Style and Narrative Technique

García Márquez’s prose in this short story is deceptively simple, yet it carries a weight of symbolism and emotional

depth. His use of vivid, sensory details—such as the scent of sea salt, the creak of the wooden floorboards, and

the trembling of the old man’s wings—creates a palpable atmosphere that draws readers into the narrative.

The author employs a third-person omniscient narrator, allowing readers to observe the villagers’ reactions while

also delving into the old man’s internal state. This narrative choice invites empathy for both the protagonist and the

community, highlighting the complexity of human behavior.

In addition, García Márquez uses repetition and rhythm to reinforce the story’s themes. The repeated description of

the old man’s wings fluttering in the wind serves as a constant reminder of his divine nature, while the villagers’

repetitive acts of exploitation underscore their moral decay.

Reception and Critical Analysis

Since its publication, A Very Old Man with Enormous Wingshas been praised for its subtlety and moral complexity.

Literary critics often cite the story as a masterclass in magical realism, where the supernatural is woven seamlessly

into the fabric of everyday life. The narrative’s brevity is seen as a strength, allowing García Márquez to deliver a

powerful message without unnecessary exposition.

Scholars have also highlighted the story’s critique of institutional religion and societal hypocrisy. By portraying an

angel who is not worshipped but exploited, the author forces readers to examine the authenticity of their own

beliefs and the ways in which institutions manipulate faith for personal gain.

In academic circles, the story is frequently discussed in courses on Latin American literature, comparative

mythology, and ethics. Students analyze the text’s symbolism, its commentary on human nature, and its reflection

of postcolonial identity.



Influence on Literature and Pop Culture

The impact of A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings  extends far beyond literary circles. The story has inspired 

adaptations in theater, film, and visual arts. A notable stage adaptation by the Colombian theater company La Casa 

del Teatro reimagined the story in a contemporary setting, emphasizing the timeless nature of its themes.

In cinema, the short story’s motifs appear in films such as Pan’s Labyrinth and The Book Thief, where the interplay

between the supernatural and the human world is central. Visual artists have also drawn inspiration from the story’s

imagery, creating installations that explore the fragility of faith and the commodification of the divine.

Moreover, the story’s influence can be seen in modern literature, with authors such as Isabel Allende and Junot

Díaz referencing García Márquez’s narrative techniques and thematic concerns in their own works.

Why the Story Still Resonates

Decades after its publication, the narrative continues to resonate with readers for several reasons:

•  Universal Themes – The story tackles faith, exploitation, and human isolation—issues that remain relevant in 

any era.

•  Relatable Characters – The villagers, the widow, and the old man are depicted with depth and nuance, 

allowing readers to see parts of themselves in their actions and motives.

•  Accessible Language – García Márquez’s prose is both poetic and approachable, making the story accessible 

to a wide audience.

•  Provocative Imagery – The vivid description of the old man’s wings and the setting’s atmosphere keeps 

readers engaged and prompts reflection.

•  Enduring Relevance – The story’s critique of exploitation and its call for empathy echo in contemporary 

discussions about social justice and human rights.

Because of these qualities, A Very Old Man with Enormous Wingsremains a staple in literary curricula and

continues to inspire new generations of writers and thinkers.

Conclusion

Gabriel García Márquez’s A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings is more than a short story; it is a mirror reflecting

the complexities of faith, the shadows of human greed, and the quiet dignity of the marginalized. Through the arrival

of a winged stranger in a humble village, García Márquez invites readers to question what they deem miraculous

and to recognize the humanity behind every story of suffering. As we navigate a world where exploitation and

compassion coexist, the narrative’s lessons remain as vital today as they were when first published. The story’s

enduring appeal lies in its ability to blend the extraordinary with the ordinary, creating a timeless exploration of what

it means to be human.
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