LITERATURE: LOVE IN THE TIME OF CHOLERA

Practice Language Analysis

In his novel, “Love in the Time of Cholera”, Gabriel Garcia Marquez presents us with a post-
apocalyptic scene of environmental and social ruin that reflects the dynamic social changes of
South America at the turn of the century.

The land is depicted as barren and ravaged. “There were calcinated flatlands stripped of entire
forests” and “the debris of god-forsaken villages” where “everything was gone” sets the scene as
one of enormous environmental and human wreckage, where all traces of life have been obliterated
and the only thing remaining is “silence”. Marquez mourns the life of the rainforest, the loss of “the
last butterfly and the maternal manatees”, placing animals on the same level as humans in “the
parrots, the monkeys, the villages were gone”, because to Marquez “life” lived to the utmost is his
primary concern.

This concern for a vital life is apparent through his comparison of a decaying upper-class with an
up-and-coming nouveau riche set of self-made business-people. These two sets are each figure-
headed respectively by the characters Dr. Juvenal Urbino and Florentino Ariza. Urbino is portrayed
as one of the remnants of a class “fading into oblivion”. He is the only person in the city who “still
required his coachman to wear livery of faded velvet’” and has “the only horse-drawn carriage”,
showing him to be the type to cling to customs that have become archaic in an age of technological
advancements such as the “electric fan”, “typewriter[s]” and “boats fuelled by oil” as well as social
change. Marquez also describes him as someone so set in his ways that when he does something
out of the ordinary, like to visit the slave quarters, “That decision was so foreign to his usual habits
that the coachman wanted to make sure there was no mistake.” In this way, Marquez constructs
Urbino as an obtuse character with a very routine and dull life, a condition he relates to the class
Urbino belongs to, which Marquez describes as “people whose lives were slow” and “whose loves
were slow”. According to him, they are people “who did not imagine themselves falling sick, growing
old or dying.” Instead they merely fade away “into the mists of time”.

The parallel Marquez draws between the marshes of the city and this “slow” upper-class is
particularly vividly demonstrated when “Dr. Urbino recognized [the marshes’] oppressive weight,
their ominous silence, their suffocating gases” in a “realization” about himself. This line captures
Marquez’s view that they have stagnated, become “silent” and lifeless like the barren land. Instead,
Marquez favours the “noise” and life of the lower classes, who fill the streets of the decaying city
with “paper garlands, flowers, girls” and people who are “Excited”, “shouting”, and full of the “noise”
that Marquez associates with a life worth living. Even “The poverty-stricken prostitutes” who
“brought music and liquor with them” are figures to be admired because they at least welcome

movement, noise and passion in their lives.

Florentino Ariza, who is not much more than a pauper “before he became President of the R.C.C.”
falls into the latter category, the members of society who Marquez feels embrace the turmoil,
“chaos” and “clamour” of life with open arms, as is evident through Ariza’s hundreds of passionate,
zealous and sometimes tragic romances, and his tumultuous love affair with Fermina Daza. His
embrace of being heartbroken, eating camellias and getting sick to the extent that those around him
think he has cholera(which becomes a motif representing the trials of love), demonstrates his
passion for living and the excess of life he has in comparison with Dr. Urbino and his emotionally-
stunted upper-class fellows who, when compared with Ariza, are “fleeing the invisible cholera” and
“the thunderbolt of love” because they are afraid of what people might say, which Marquez depicts
as the key to revitalizing this barren earth. This is evident in Marquez’s choice of his final scene: the
scene in which we see the reunited lover, having put behind them all their worries, board the
symbolically named “New Fidelity”, joined in love to drift “forever” down the polluted river in defiance
of the social expectations of people of their age. Marquez leaves us on this note with hope for a
future where people are able to love fully and openly despite social norms, expectations and age.
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