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Gabriel Garcia Marquez's “A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings"” presents a supernatural event
without the reverence usually associated with angels or miracles. After days of rain, Pelayo discovers
an ancient winged man lying face down in the mud of his courtyard. The stranger is weak, dirty,
nearly bald, and unable to communicate clearly with the family. His enormous wings make him
extraordinary, yet his body appears vulnerable and ordinary enough for the villagers to imprison,
examine, ridicule, and exploit. This contrast is central to the story’s meaning. Garcia Marquez uses
magical realism to place the impossible within an everyday domestic environment and then shifts
attention away from the question of whether the old man is truly an angel. The more important
question is how people respond to a being they do not understand. The old man remains largely silent
and psychologically unchanged, so he is better understood as a static character and narrative catalyst
than as a conventionally dynamic protagonist. His presence exposes the greed, fear, curiosity,
religious uncertainty, and cruelty of the society around him while also representing the vulnerable
outsider whose humanity is easily ignored when difference becomes spectacle (Garcia Marquez;
Watson, 2000).

Magical Realism and the Ordinary Supernatural

The opening establishes the story’s magical-realist method by mixing the extraordinary with physical
details that seem deliberately unpleasant. Pelayo and Elisenda are dealing with rain, mud, crabs,
household disorder, and a sick child when the old man appears. Nothing about the setting prepares
readers for a glorious religious revelation. The winged figure is discovered as though he were another
problem produced by the storm. The narrator does not stop to explain how a human being could
possess wings or whether a scientific law has been broken. Instead, the narrative accepts the physical
presence of the old man and describes the practical consequences of his arrival. This matter-of-fact
treatment is characteristic of magical realism because supernatural events enter ordinary reality
without requiring the construction of a separate fantasy world. The villagers quickly accept that the
wings are real; their disagreement concerns what the old man is and what should be done with him.
By refusing to resolve the mystery, Garcia Marquez directs the reader toward social behavior rather
than supernatural proof. The impossible event functions as a test of the community’s ethical
imagination (Watson, 2000).

The old man’s physical appearance makes that test difficult because he violates conventional
expectations about holiness. Wings normally suggest freedom, transcendence, beauty, or closeness
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to heaven, yet his wings are damaged, dirty, and attached to a body marked by age and exhaustion.
He does not arrive with light, music, authority, or recognizable religious speech. The villagers
therefore confuse appearance with moral or spiritual value. Their uncertainty reveals a broader
human tendency to judge strangers through visible categories such as clothing, health, language,
age, nationality, or disability. The old man is unusual enough to attract attention but weak enough to
be controlled. His difference gives him commercial value while his vulnerability allows others to deny
him dignity. Garcia Marquez overturns the familiar expectation that supernatural power will appear in
an obviously majestic form and asks whether people can recognize worth when it arrives in a body
that is inconvenient, unattractive, foreign, or difficult to classify.

The Old Man as a Static Character and Symbolic
Catalyst

The old man is central to the plot, but centrality should not be confused with psychological
development. A dynamic character undergoes a meaningful internal transformation in values, beliefs,
or personality. The winged man does not display such a change. He begins the story exhausted,
silent, and resistant to the villagers’ attempts to define him, and he remains essentially the same
even as his physical condition improves enough for him to fly away. His narrative function lies in the
reactions he provokes. Pelayo and Elisenda reveal their willingness to convert another being’s
suffering into income. The neighbor woman reveals the confidence of folk superstition by identifying
him immediately as an angel. Father Gonzaga exposes the limitations of institutional certainty by
trying to test the stranger against expected religious signs. The villagers reveal how quickly curiosity
can become cruelty when a vulnerable body is transformed into entertainment. The old man does not
need an elaborate personal history because his lack of explanation allows each observer to project an
identity onto him (Zamora).

This absence of a fixed identity strengthens the story’s symbolic possibilities. Depending on who
observes him, the old man becomes an angel, a foreign sailor, an invalid, an animal, a commercial
attraction, or a nuisance. He speaks in a language the family does not understand, yet the villagers
show little sustained effort to communicate with him. They speak about him continually while rarely
treating him as someone capable of participating in decisions about his own life. The pattern
resembles broader forms of marginalization in which communities classify outsiders before
understanding them and then use the resulting silence as evidence that the outsider is less
intelligent, less human, or less deserving of agency. The old man can therefore represent the
immigrant, refugee, disabled person, impoverished stranger, or any figure whose difference is
interpreted through social assumptions rather than direct understanding. Garcia Marquez does not
reduce him to one allegorical meaning, but the story repeatedly links uncertainty about identity with
failures of empathy.
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Exploitation, Spectacle, and the Failure of
Compassion

Pelayo and Elisenda’s treatment of the old man reveals the story’s clearest criticism of
commodification. They do not follow the neighbor woman’s recommendation to kill him, but placing
him inside a chicken coop hardly amounts to humane care. The enclosure encourages the crowd to
treat him as livestock rather than as a person. When visitors arrive in large numbers, Elisenda begins
charging admission, and the family’s economic situation improves because the old man remains
captive and visible. Their prosperity depends directly on his difference, weakness, and inability to
leave. The arrangement becomes especially revealing after public interest declines. Once the old man
no longer generates income, Elisenda experiences his continued presence mainly as an
inconvenience. The family does not interpret its improved circumstances as creating a debt of
gratitude toward the being whose captivity financed the new house. The story thus shows how easily
economic value can replace moral recognition when a vulnerable person becomes profitable.

The villagers behave similarly. Many arrive not to help but to touch, test, mock, feed, or demand
miracles from the stranger. Their attention is transactional: they are interested in what he can provide
for them. When he fails to perform according to their expectations, impatience turns into violence,
including the act of burning him to see whether he is still alive. Garcia Marquez's calm narrative tone
makes these episodes more disturbing because the abuse is presented as ordinary crowd behavior
rather than as an exceptional act committed by a clearly identified villain. Responsibility becomes
diffused across the spectators. No major character creates a sustained defense of the old man’s
dignity. This pattern anticipates modern forms of spectacle in which suffering, physical difference,
humiliation, or private tragedy can become content for news, entertainment, tourism, or digital
attention. The story asks whether observation without responsibility is simply another form of
exploitation.

Religion, Certainty, and the Spider Woman

Father Gonzaga’s response adds another layer to the failure of recognition. As a priest, he might be
expected to defend a vulnerable stranger even before deciding whether that stranger is supernatural.
Instead, he approaches the old man through formal tests. He attempts to communicate in Latin,
evaluates the stranger’s smell and appearance, and writes to higher religious authorities for
guidance. The problem is not that he seeks evidence; caution is reasonable when people are claiming
a miracle. The deeper problem is that classification becomes more urgent than compassion. Even if
the old man were simply a shipwrecked foreigner rather than an angel, he would still require shelter,
food, safety, and humane treatment. The story therefore separates theological certainty from ethical
responsibility. The villagers repeatedly ask what the old man is when the immediate moral question is
how a suffering being should be treated.
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The arrival of the spider woman reveals why the old man eventually loses public attention. Her
condition is bizarre, but she offers a simple explanation: she disobeyed her parents and was
punished. She speaks the villagers’ language, answers questions, and provides a familiar moral lesson
in which wrongdoing produces a visible consequence. The old man offers no such certainty. He does
not confirm his identity, explain the origin of his wings, or provide a lesson that can be reduced to a
rule. The villagers therefore prefer the spider woman because her story makes the supernatural
predictable. Their shift in attention exposes the shallowness of their curiosity. They do not leave the
old man because they have reached a wiser interpretation; they leave because a more accessible and
entertaining attraction has appeared. Garcia Marquez suggests that people often prefer explanations
that confirm existing expectations to mysteries that require patience, humility, or compassion.

The Wings, Patience, and the Meaning of Escape

The old man’s wings remain the story’s most powerful symbol because their meaning changes
according to circumstance. At first they contribute to his helplessness: they are trapped in the mud,
damaged, and too weak for flight. The quality that marks him as extraordinary also becomes the
reason he is imprisoned and displayed. For the villagers, the wings create curiosity and profit but not
respect. Over time, however, the old man gradually recovers. New feathers appear, his strength
returns, and the wings eventually become the means of escape that they could not provide at the
beginning. The transformation is physical rather than psychological, yet it alters the balance of power.
The villagers never truly understand him, and Pelayo and Elisenda never earn the authority to define
his identity. His final departure preserves mystery because he escapes without confirming whether
any of their explanations were correct.

Patience is equally important to his characterization. He rarely retaliates despite repeated humiliation
and injury. This endurance gives him a quiet moral contrast with the impatience and selfishness of
those around him, but the story should not be read as praising suffering for its own sake. The fact that
he survives abuse does not make the abuse acceptable. Instead, his patience exposes the
expectation that vulnerable outsiders should tolerate conditions that more powerful people would
never accept for themselves. When he finally flies away, Elisenda watches with relief because the
burden has left her household. The old man’s escape therefore produces no clear moral conversion in
the people who exploited him. Garcia Marquez refuses the comforting ending in which the villagers
recognize their error and become better. Their failure to learn is part of the story’s critique.

Conclusion

“A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings” uses magical realism to examine what happens when
mystery enters a society governed by habit, appearance, commerce, superstition, and institutional
categories. The old man is not meaningfully dynamic in the conventional literary sense; he remains a
largely static and mysterious figure whose presence reveals the character of others. Pelayo and
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Elisenda commodify him, the villagers turn him into spectacle, Father Gonzaga subjects him to
classification before compassion, and the public abandons him when the spider woman provides a
simpler story. His wings symbolize both the burden of visible difference and the possibility of freedom,
while his silence prevents the community from fully controlling his meaning. The story’s lasting force
comes from the fact that the villagers do not face a difficult moral problem because they know too
little about theology. They fail because they do not extend ordinary humane treatment to a
vulnerable being whose identity remains uncertain. Garcia Marquez therefore transforms the possible
angel into a test of human recognition: the sacred, the valuable, and the fully human may appear in
forms that society has trained itself not to respect.
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