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On the morning of November 24, 2014, the New York Times published 
the news that The University of Texas at Austin had acquired the papers 
of Gabriel García Márquez. A few months earlier, Stephen Enniss, direc-
tor of the university’s Harry Ransom Center, and José Montelongo, 
librarian at the Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection, paid 
a visit to the house where García Márquez lived for many years in 
Mexico City, to examine the contents of the writer’s archive. In this 
piece, Montelongo talks about one of the many ways in which this 
collection will help scholars and admirers better understand the works 
of the Colombian author.

UNDERNEATH THE FINAL brushstrokes of 
great paintings, below the surface, there are 
sometimes marks of doubt, hidden lines and 
suppressed colors. These nearly invisible brush-
strokes are called pentimenti—repentances, 

compunctions, remorses. I like the word pentimenti for obvious 
reasons—Italian sounds so very cool—but also because it evokes 
a sense of drawn-out struggle and internal debate. Masterpieces 
don’t usually come to the world in one simple and spontaneous act 
of creation, like a goddess jumping out of the head of Zeus, fully 
formed and pristine. Artistic creation is usually a lot messier than 
that. It might not be too much of a stretch to venture a rule stating 
that, when dealing with a literary archive, the messier the better. 
Maybe not a rule, but a personal preference: the more pentimenti 
contained in an archive, the more I like it. 
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The Gabriel García Márquez Archive, re-
cently acquired by the Harry Ransom Center, 
contains numerous manuscripts with hand-
written additions, crossed-out words and 
sentences, notes in the margins, excisions, 
discarded paragraphs, and other evidence 
of authorial repentances. A somewhat awk-
ward combination of Italian and English 
would allow me to say that this is a very 
remorseful collection of papers. 

Among the correspondence, there is one 
letter in which García Márquez reflects 
on his creative process after finishing The 
Autumn of the Patriarch, and says that he 
should have written this novel in verse, 
except he couldn’t find the courage to do 
it. Even though in composing this book he 
ended up using the pedestrian means of 
prose writing, I think it reads like a long 
poem about power and decrepitude, a por-
trait of a Latin American despot who doesn’t 
seem to know that at some point everybody 
has to die. In this archive, researchers will 
be able to study the very idiosyncratic prose 
of García Márquez as though he had spent 
his life crafting a lengthy, multi-volume 
poem with dozens of characters and plenty 
of melodramatic twists.

Remnants of the deliberative process of a 
writer are of immense value to scholars and 
amateurs because they provide a window 
into the artist’s workshop. I mention both 
the literary critic and the common reader 
because García Márquez is an author who 
attained a most difficult and rare artistic 
achievement: nearly unanimous critical ac-
claim and a tremendously devoted and nu-
merous readership worldwide. It is truly 
exceptional that so many readers around 
the world not only admired the writer but 
loved the person, and I think this happened 
because while reading his books they could 
feel the arrival of a unique sensation, the 
nouveau frisson, the strange and palpable 
addition of a new imaginary world that sud-
denly becomes part of one’s own psyche.

García Márquez was a master of the 
short form in novellas that read like Greek 
tragedies set in the Caribbean, as well as a 
consummate long-distance literary runner, 
master of the sprawling, genealogic novel 
in which everything fits, including history 
and crime and love and miracles. Above all, 
he was an intoxicating stylist with the pri-
mal instincts of a storyteller. As the literary Gabriel García Márquez’s annotated and corrected galleys for “The Autumn of the Patriarch.”Im

ag
e 

co
ur

te
sy

 o
f 

H
ar

ry
 R

an
so

m
 C

en
te

r



6 l l i l a s  b e n s o n   p o r t a l

Gabriel García Márquez’s annotated typescript of “Love in the Time of Cholera.”
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critic Christopher Domínguez Michael has 
put it, García Márquez’s imagination was 
so powerful and original that he will be 
remembered as a creator of myths, a Latin 
American Homer.

Within the holdings of the Harry Ransom 
Center, the literary manuscripts of García 
Márquez become part of a constellation of 
innovators that greatly impacted his own 
formation as a writer. William Faulkner, 
Ernest Hemingway, Virginia Woolf, Jorge Luis 
Borges—these writers are at the same time 
his direct lineage and his peers. More than 
150 UT faculty members engage with Latin 
America inside and outside the classroom 
walls, and numerous graduate and under-
graduate students choose our university for 

its emphasis on Latin America. With out-
standing patience and perseverance and 
care, for almost one hundred years the 
Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collec-
tion has assembled one of the premier li-
braries devoted to the region. The Teresa 
Lozano Long Institute of Latin American 
Studies (LLILAS) integrates more than 30 
academic departments across the univer-
sity and ranks among the world’s leading 
centers of its kind. All this to say that, in 
its new home at The University of Texas at 
Austin, the Gabriel García Márquez Archive 
is surrounded by a rich cultural milieu and 
finds itself in fertile ground for intellectual 
discussion. So much for remorse, let the 
celebration begin. ✹

Top: Gabriel García Márquez’s notes for “The General and His 

Labyrinth.” Bottom left: Gabriel García Márquez working on 

“One Hundred Years of Solitude.” Bottom right: Gabriel García 

Márquez and his wife, Mercedes, in Bogotá, 1967.

THE HARRY RANSOM CENTER
AND LLILAS BENSON LATIN 
AMERICAN STUDIES AND 
COLLECTIONS PRESENT

Gabriel García Márquez: 
His Life and Legacy

October 28–30, 2015
The University of Texas at Austin

The twelfth biennial Flair 
Symposium, on the occasion of 
the opening of the Gabriel García 
Márquez archive at the Harry 
Ransom Center

To mark the opening of the Gabriel 
García Márquez archive, the 
Harry Ransom Center and LLILAS 
Benson Latin American Studies and 
Collections present a symposium 
exploring the life and legacy of 
the beloved author and public 
intellectual. International scholars, 
journalists, filmmakers, and former 
colleagues of García Márquez’s will 
speak about his global influence in 
the fields of journalism, filmmaking, 
and literature. Elena Poniatowska 
and Salman Rushdie will deliver 
keynote addresses.

Learn more at hrc.utexas.edu/ggm/.
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José Montelongo is bibliographer for Mexican 
materials at the Nettie Lee Benson Latin Ameri-
can Collection. He accompanied Stephen Enniss, 
director of the Harry Ransom Center, to review 
the Gabriel García Márquez archives before they 
were purchased in fall 2014 by the center.

This essay was originally published in the 
spring 2015 issue of Ransom Edition, a pub-
lication of the Harry Ransom Center. LLILAS 
Benson gratefully acknowledges the permission 
to reprint it here.


