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“Things have a life of their own, …
it’s simply a matter of waking up their souls”
(One Hundred Years of Solitude 11).

	His imagination seized by this bit of gypsy wisdom, Jose Arcadio Buendia, patriarch of Gabriel Garcia Marquez’ fictional village of Macondo, is disappointed when he fails to find a treasure of gold by magnetic divination, only waking up an armored skeleton wearing a locket around its neck.  In his early childhood, Garcia Marquez’ imagination was similarly seized by the potential of the inanimate to yield the marvelous.  The house in which he was raised by his grandparents was rife with things – a baby crib, an altar with life-sized saints, mysterious trunks, 70 stored chamber pots, an illustrated book of stories – that seemed to him to have slumbering souls.  In Living to Tell the Tale, the first volume of an autobiography that was planned as a trilogy, Garcia Marquez tells of his visit, at age twenty-two, with his mother, to the house where he spent his first eight years, and of his sight on that day of his little crib:  “I had forgotten it, but as soon as I saw it I remembered myself in the overalls with little blue flowers that I was wearing for the first time, screaming for somebody to come and take off my diapers that were filled with shit.  … the reason for my suffering was not disgust at my own filth but fear that I would soil my new overalls.   It was not a question of hygienic prejudice but esthetic concern, and because of the manner in which it persists in my memory, I believe it was my first experience as a writer.”  (34-5)

During the early part of his writing life, the magic needed for revealing the souls of things eluded him.  His first story, The Third Resignation, was published when he was eighteen and making the transition from being a student of the law to a lover of literature.  He received, from certain quarters, encouraging critical attention.  In the following twenty years, he produced columns for Liberal newspapers, published short fiction (Eyes of a Blue Dog; Innocent Erendira), novellas (No One Writes to the Colonel; Leaf Storm), novels (In Evil Hour), and movie scripts.  Garcia Marquez knew, however, that he had not yet awakened the stories that told the wonders of his childhood home and Colombian town of Aracataca.  The stories of his grandparents’ lives during the War of a Thousand Days (1899) and the lives of his parents during the Banana Massacre (1928) lay for long years in his memories of his grandfather’s house.  When he began to write, he wanted, but did not know how, to weave these memories together with the stories of family, of “ghosts and premonitions, omens and portents,” told by his grandmother, Tranquilina Iguaran Cotes, his cousins, aunts, and the many female servants who had lived there with him (Ruch 4).  

In Living to Tell the Tale, Garcia Marquez recounts the circumstances of the duel of honor fought by his grandfather, Colonel Nicolas Ricardo Marquez Mejia, against a neighbor who had fought side-by-side with him in the War of a Thousand Days.  The Colonel deeply regretted for all of his life having fought and won the duel, and Garcia Marquez has never been able to sort through all of the stories about it that he heard as he grew up: “This was the first incident from real life that stirred my writer’s instincts, and I still have not been able to exorcise it.  I had been aware of the magnitude and weight that the drama had in our house, but its details remained foggy” (38).  The story of the duel was part of the family history, but had been told by such different people in such different ways and from such different perspectives that it finally resisted narrative.  As Garcia Marquez wrote and developed his craft, discovering personal and family histories like his grandfather’s duel as subjects, developing his writer’s voice, he struggled to make his imagination draw the voices of the stories out of his memories of his grandparents.

As a much older and more seasoned writer, Garcia Marquez observes, “Before adolescence, memory is more interested in the future than in the past” (Living to Tell the Tale 5).  The future imagined by the very young Garcia Marquez in Aracataca was finally foretold as the history of the imaginary village of Macondo in the novel, One Hundred Years of Solitude, published in 1967.  Two years earlier, he had had what he called an “illumination” – a sudden and total understanding of how to summon the stories hibernating in his memory. He realized that he simply needed to tell the stories that had so riveted his boyhood attention “with a brick face,” an unchanging, normal, calm expression, such as the one his grandmother had always had on her face when she repeated these fantastic tales of dramatic and supernatural events.  He understood that he needed to accept the stories as real in order to be able to write them: “I discovered that what I had to do was believe in them myself and write them with the same expression with which my grandmother told them …” (Ruch 8-9).  Following this insight, Garcia Marquez produced at thirty-nine years old the novel that made him an internationally recognized writer, sold millions of copies, and lead to his winning the 1982 Nobel Prize. 
 “Gabito” Garcia Marquez was born to Luisa Santiaga Marquez Iquaran de Garcia and Gabriel Eligio Garcia on March 6, 1928.  Because his parents were not yet well enough established to care for their first-born, they left him – following a common practice among struggling parents – in the care of Luisa’s mother and father in the town of Aracataca, and traveled to Barranquilla in the hopes of more prosperous business conditions.  Their other three children were born and lived with them as their fortunes rose, but Gabito did not leave the care of his grandparents until his grandfather died.  He was eight years old.  He was then claimed by his parents, but he did not live with them continuously thereafter.  Instead, he was placed in a boarding school in Barranquilla until, at 12, he won a scholarship to the Liceo National, a Jesuit school for gifted students in Zipaquira.  There he finished his secondary school education and met his future wife, Mercedes Barcha Pardo.  Accommodating his parents’ plans for him, he began, in 1946, to study law at the Universidad National in Bogota, despite the fact that he disliked both the city and his studies.  

He spent the next four years avoiding his classes and acquainting himself with the local society of writers, artists, and politicos.  He gradually began to identify himself as a writer, consuming the literatures of the Americas and Europe with increasing purpose.  He also began to write and sell his stories to newspapers.  Writers under his influence like Francisco Goldman observe, “García Márquez always listed Faulkner, Kafka and Virginia Woolf among his major influences, along with Latin Americans like Juan Rulfo” (Goldman 11/2/2003).  In addition to publishing fiction, he wrote a daily column for El Universal.  He made almost no money, but worked intently on his writing.  In 1950, he abandoned his law studies and soon had produced his first novella of death and loyalty, Leaf Storm.  This work was not as readily received by the publishing establishment: it only appeared in print in 1955, after Garcia Marquez’ friends submitted it, and after it was rejected in 1952, when Garcia Marquez himself had submitted it. 

Against the backdrop of the savage and lengthy Colombian political conflict known as la violencia, which began in 1948 and continued for a decade, he continued to work with newspapers in order to feed himself, writing stories, film reviews, and sundry columns for El Espectador and El Heraldo.  For his own protection, he was sent on assignment to Italy by El Espectador after he ghost-wrote for them a serialized account of the scandalous and controversial shipwreck of the Caldas, a Colombian destroyer.  This departure was the beginning of a long period of partial exile for Garcia Marquez.  He traveled in Europe for three years, sending back writings on Communist countries there that might serve as models for improving Colombian society.  He also wrote a novel about political repression and violence, Este pueblo de mierda.  None of these writings endeared him to the Colombian authorities in the Conservative Party, and he had to enter his home country secretly in order to marry Mercedes Barcha.  They ultimately traveled to Cuba, where he began a long friendship with Fidel Castro while covering the revolution there.   

In Cuba, in Mexico City, and in New York City, Garcia Marquez supported Castro’s cause by helping to found offices of Prensa Latina, the Cuban Socialist news agency.   He followed the Cuban revolution, chronicling the political battles, the emerging government, the daily lives of soldiers and civilians.  This work was the beginning of an intense period of political and journalistic involvement for Garcia Marquez.  He found occasion to state publicly that the future of Latin America lay safest in the hands of socialist governments.  In 1974, he and other noted left-wing Latin American journalists began a magazine called Alternativa, dedicated to fighting “the increasing monopoly of information suffered by Colombian society at the hands of the same interests which control the national economy and national politics” (Martin 364).  His articles were recognized by the International Press Organization.   The 1975 publication of his novel, The Autumn of the Patriarch, though not particularly well received by the literary critics, was embraced by his expanding group of political associates on the left, particularly by Castro.   Despite his close friendship and public identification with Castro during these years, however, the inventory of observations and experiences on which he based these accounts introduced significant doubt in his mind as to the superiority of socialism over democracy.  He felt compelled to honor the request of the wife of Reinol Gonzales, a Christian Democrat who had plotted to assassinate Castro, that her husband be released from prison.  In a private interview with Castro, he courageously asked him to grant Gonzales’ wife’s wish.  Castro was polite and obliquely encouraging, but the release was not forthcoming.   Garcia Marquez began newly to pay attention to the debate between socialists and democrats as events in Chile unfolded, and to compare the official commentary on them in Latin America and Europe.  He had a telling conversation in Paris with Regis Debray, who had turned from revolutionary to democratic politics.  Garcia Marquez completed a book-length critique of the Cuban revolution as the ’70’s came to a close.  He has not yet released his manuscript to a press.  In 1980, Alternativa succumbed to its financial problems.  After a long sojourn away from literature, a period during which he and Mercedes had raised their two sons, Gabriel Garcia Marquez had begun to write his next novel, Chronicle of a Death Foretold.
In the same year that he received a medal from the French Legion of Honor – 1981 – he found himself in need of political asylum because the Conservative Colombian government had officially broken off its relations with Cuba, and suspected Garcia Marquez of financing rebel activity at home.  Mexico City granted this shelter to the author, who had intended his new novel to be a homecoming gift to his country.  He continued in the ensuing year to support the Latin American democratic Liberal cause, to be a friend to Castro, to follow and write articles and editorials on the increasingly dismal outcomes of armed struggles for self-determination.  At the same time, he was in the initial stages of work on his next novel, which was to take up the subjects of love and reconciliation – Love in the Time of Cholera.  In October, he was awakened at dawn to learn that he had been awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature.  He lay sleepless in his Grand Hotel suite in Stockholm, the night before the ceremony: “I thought, ‘Rudyard Kipling has slept in this bed, Thomas Mann, Neruda, Asturias, Faulkner.’  It terrified me, and finally I went out to sleep on the sofa” (Martin 416).  He carried with him to the Nobel Festival a yellow rose: he believed that yellow roses protected him, and he always had one on his desk when he wrote (406, 420).  There was a concurrent celebration in Aracataca, where the Magdalena government organized a festival for all of the town’s residents, complete with a mass, fireworks, wine, and food.  Garcia Marquez’ sister reported, “The best thing of all was when they released the yellow butterflies” (421).

Garcia Marquez went to work in earnest on Love in the Time of Cholera, a narrative seeded by his parents’ romantic history.  He returned, cautiously at first, to Colombia, and gradually settled in to a peaceful writing routine in Aracataca.  He was delighted to have “got Colombia back” (433).  Readers and critics greeted the 1986 publication of the novel with enthusiasm, seeing it as an indication that Garcia Marquez had become “a sort of nineteenth-century novelist for modern times, a man no longer writing about power, but about … the power of love” (443).  Thomas Pynchon wrote: “There is nothing I have read quite like this astonishing final chapter, … moving like a river boat …, its author and pilot, … without whose navigation there is no love and against whose flow the effort to return is never worth a less honorable name than remembrance … it results in works that can even return our worn souls to us …” (444).  

The years following this international validation of his literary and journalistic contributions did not slow Garcia Marquez’ pace as a writer.  He published The General in His Labyrinth in 1990, and Strange Pilgrims in 1992.  In 1994, he produced Love and Other Demons and founded the New IberoAmerican Journalism Foundation, characterized by Francisco Goldman as a bastion of the freedom of the press: “García Márquez, in his devotion to the profession of journalism and the nurturing of young journalists, and especially in his role as founder of the New Journalism Foundation, which has a school in Cartagena, Colombia, and sponsors workshops and scholarships throughout Latin America, is doing what he can to make the world that inspired much of his fiction obsolete. His refusal to speak out against his old friend Fidel Castro has been a source of controversy, especially in the United States. But it is also significant that the New Journalism Foundation has never taken a workshop to Cuba. Last December, when I gave a class in narrative nonfiction at the school in Cartagena, an administrator told me that they knew that taking the school to Cuba would be a betrayal of their role as uncompromising advocates of a free press.” (Goldman)   The end of the twentieth century saw his continued service to journalism in his 1996 News of a Kidnapping and his purchase, in 1999, of the Colombian news magazine, Cambio.  

A concluding review of Garcia Marquez’ film work, which he has prosecuted consistently throughout his professional life, is in order.  He served a figurehead role in both the Film Institute in Havana, and the Latin American Film Foundation.  Having begun work in the film industry in the ‘60’s, he produced, with Carlos Fuentes, the script for El gallo de oro, and others for Tiempo de morrir, The Old Man with Enormous Wings, and Erendira.  Chronicle of a Death Foretold, No One Writes to the Colonel, and Love in the Time of Cholera have been adapted to film, and Love and Other Demons was premiered at the 2010 Los Angeles Film Festival. 
	In 1999, Gabriel Garcia Marquez was discovered to be suffering from cancer of the lymph nodes, for which he received a course of treatment in Los Angeles.   The treatment having succeeded, he published the first volume of Living to Tell the Tale in 2002, and another novel, Memories of My Melancholy Whores, in 2008. As of this biographical sketch, he remains in remission.  Despite widespread rumors that he has retired from public life and is about to die, he continues to live under treatment for the disease and to work on the second volume of his autobiography.
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