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Introduction

Juan Carlos Onetti’s El periquillo sarniento stands as a landmark in 20th �century Latin American literature. First 

published in 1955, the novel weaves a surreal narrative that blurs the line between reality and imagination, inviting 

readers to explore the depths of human longing, alienation, and the relentless pursuit of meaning. This article offers 

a thorough summary of El periquillo sarnientowhile contextualizing the work within Onetti’s literary career, the

socio �cultural landscape of Uruguay, and the broader currents of magical realism and existentialist thought.

About the Author: Juan Carlos Onetti

Juan Carlos Onetti (1909–1994) was a Uruguayan novelist, short �story writer, and essayist known for his

philosophical depth and stylistic innovation. Born in Montevideo, Onetti studied law before turning to literature,

eventually becoming one of the most celebrated voices in the Spanish �language canon. His works often feature

isolated protagonists grappling with inner demons, set against a backdrop of bleak, decaying urban landscapes.

Onetti’s writing is characterized by:

•  Complex, fragmented narratives

•  Explorations of existential angst and moral ambiguity

•  A recurring motif of the “city of ghosts” that reflects the psychological state of characters

•  Influences from existentialism, surrealism, and the literary movement known as “The New Novel” (El Nuevo 

Novela)

Historical and Cultural Context

To fully appreciate El periquillo sarniento, one must understand the turbulent era in which it was written. The

1950s in Uruguay were marked by political instability, economic downturn, and the lingering effects of the 1930s

global depression. Onetti’s novel mirrors this sense of uncertainty, portraying a society that feels both stagnant and

in constant flux. The novel’s surreal elements can be seen as a reaction to the disillusionment of post �war Latin

America, where traditional narratives were being challenged by new forms of expression.

Plot Overview

At its core, El periquillo sarniento follows the life of a young man named El Periquillo(literally “the sparrow”), a

character whose name evokes both innocence and flight. The story is told through a series of vignettes that blend

memories, dreams, and hallucinations, creating a tapestry that is as confusing as it is compelling.

Act I: The Birth of Periquillo

Periquillo is born in a modest house on the outskirts of Montevideo. From a young age, he displays a fascination

with birds, especially sparrows, which he sees as symbols of freedom. His family, however, lives in poverty, and the

city’s harsh realities begin to shape his perception of the world.

Act II: The City of Dreams

Periquillo’s adolescence is marked by his fascination with a mysterious old book that he finds in a dusty attic. The



book contains cryptic poems and sketches that hint at a hidden world beyond the city. This discovery triggers a

series of strange dreams in which Periquillo encounters fantastical creatures that guide him through the city’s

underbelly.

Act III: The Encounter with the “Sarniento”

The term “sarniento” in Uruguayan slang refers to someone who is streetwise but also somewhat disreputable. In

the novel, Periquillo meets a figure known only as “El Sarniento,” a charismatic wanderer who claims to have seen

the city’s soul. This encounter becomes a pivotal moment, as the Sarniento reveals that the city itself is a living

organism, constantly feeding on the fears and desires of its inhabitants.

Act IV: The Collapse of Reality

As Periquillo delves deeper into the city’s labyrinthine streets, the boundaries between reality and fantasy blur. He

finds himself trapped in a cycle of repeating events, each time slightly altered. The novel’s narrative structure

mirrors this confusion, with chapters that jump back and forth in time, and scenes that appear simultaneously in

multiple locations.

Act V: The Final Revelation

The climax arrives when Periquillo confronts the city’s hidden heart—a vast, cavernous chamber where the city’s

collective consciousness resides. Inside, he faces a mirror that reflects not just his face but his deepest fears and

desires. The novel ends on an ambiguous note, leaving readers to ponder whether Periquillo achieved

enlightenment or simply fell deeper into the city’s grasp.

Main Characters

•  El Periquillo – The protagonist, a young man obsessed with the idea of flight and freedom.

•  El Sarniento – A streetwise guide who offers cryptic wisdom and leads Periquillo through the city’s hidden 

layers.

•  María – Periquillo’s love interest, representing both hope and unattainable perfection.

•  El Viejo Libro – The mysterious book that acts as a catalyst for Periquillo’s adventures.

•  Various city dwellers – Each embodying different facets of urban life, from the weary worker to the cynical 

artist.

Key Themes

Onetti’s novel is rich with themes that resonate beyond its immediate setting. The following themes are central to

the narrative:

1.  Alienation and Loneliness – Periquillo’s isolation mirrors the existential condition of modern life.

2.  Freedom versus Confinement – The sparrow motif underscores the tension between the desire to escape 

and the reality of societal constraints.

3.  Reality versus Illusion – The city’s surreal landscape blurs the line between what is real and what is imagined.

4.  The Search for Identity – Periquillo’s journey is essentially a quest to discover who he truly is.

5.  Urban Decay and Renewal – The novel portrays the city as a living organism that both consumes and 

regenerates.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Onetti employs a variety of stylistic devices to create an immersive reading experience:



•  Fragmented Narrative – The story is presented through disjointed scenes that mimic the protagonist’s 

fragmented thoughts.

•  Metafictional Elements – The novel frequently breaks the fourth wall, reminding readers that they are 

engaging with a constructed narrative.

•  Symbolism – Birds, mirrors, and books serve as recurring symbols that deepen thematic resonance.

•  Surrealism – The city’s dreamlike quality reflects the influence of surrealist artists such as André Breton.

•  Use of first �person perspective that allows readers intimate access to Periquillo’s inner world.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, El periquillo sarnientoreceived mixed reviews. Some critics praised its bold experimentation

and philosophical depth, while others found its fragmented structure disorienting. Over time, however, the novel has

gained recognition as a seminal work in Latin American literature. Scholars highlight its influence on:

•  Later Uruguayan writers such as Mario Benedetti and Manuel Puig.

•  Emerging Latin American novelists who sought to break free from conventional narrative forms.

•  Transnational literary movements that embrace magical realism and existentialist themes.

Why This Novel Matters Today

In the 21st century, readers continue to find relevance in El periquillo sarniento for several reasons:

1.  Its exploration of identity and belonging resonates in an increasingly globalized world.

2.  The novel’s surreal narrative structure offers a fresh perspective on storytelling, encouraging experimentation 

in contemporary literature.

3.  Onetti’s philosophical inquiries into freedom and confinement remain pertinent in discussions about societal 

constraints and personal agency.

Conclusion

Juan Carlos Onetti’s El periquillo sarnientoremains a powerful testament to the human spirit’s yearning for

freedom amid the constraints of reality. Through its fragmented narrative, symbolic motifs, and richly drawn

characters, the novel invites readers to question the nature of existence, the power of imagination, and the

possibility of transformation. Whether you approach it as a literary classic or a philosophical meditation, the book

offers a unique window into the complexities of urban life and the universal quest for meaning.
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