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INTRODUCTION TO LA GALLINA DEGOLLADA ENGLISH:
A MASTERPIECE OF HORROR

Horacio  Quiroga  stands  as  one  of  the  most  influential  figures  in
Latin American literature, and his short story La Gallina Degollada
remains among his most haunting and unforgettable works. For
readers seeking La Gallina Degollada English translations, this
tale of madness, fate, and unspeakable tragedy offers a profound
glimpse  into  the  human  condition.  Translated  as  "The
Decapitated  Chicken,"  this  story  represents  the  pinnacle  of
Quiroga's  ability  to  blend  naturalist  horror  with  psychological
depth. Published in 1917 as part of  his collection Cuentos de
Amor,  de Locura y de Muerte  (Stories of  Love,  Madness,  and
Death),  the  narrative  continues  to  disturb  and  captivate
audiences  more  than  a  century  later.
The story follows the Mazzini family, whose four sons suffer from
severe mental disabilities after contracting meningitis in infancy.
The  parents,  Berta  and  Mazzini,  endure  a  life  of  quiet
desperation, haunted by their children's condition and their own
failing relationship. When a perfectly healthy daughter is born,
their hopes shift entirely to her, neglecting the four boys who
exist  in  a  state  of  animalistic  dependency.  The  story  builds
toward  a  shocking  climax that  has  become one of  the  most
discussed  moments  in  Latin  American  literature.  For  anyone
encountering  La  Gallina  Degollada  English  for  the  first  time,
the experience is both literary and visceral.

THE AUTHOR: HORACIO QUIROGA'S LIFE AND
LITERARY CONTEXT

To fully appreciate any La Gallina Degollada English analysis,
understanding  Horacio  Quiroga  himself  is  essential.  Born  in
Uruguay in 1878, Quiroga led a life marked by tragedy. His father
died in a hunting accident, his stepfather committed suicide, his
first  wife  took  her  own life,  and Quiroga himself  eventually  died
by  suicide  in  1937.  This  biographical  context  permeates  his
fiction, which often explores themes of death, madness, and the
relentless cruelty of fate.
Quiroga  spent  many  years  living  in  the  Misiones  jungle  of
Argentina, where he developed a deep appreciation for nature's
beauty and brutality. His writing was heavily influenced by Edgar
Allan Poe, whom he admired tremendously and even attempted
to  emulate.  The  influence  is  unmistakable  in  stories  like  La
Gallina  Degollada,  where  psychological  horror  builds  slowly
before erupting into violence. Readers discovering La Gallina
Degollada English translations often note the Poe-esque quality
of the prose—the careful pacing, the oppressive atmosphere, and
the inevitability of the tragic conclusion.

Quiroga's Place in Latin
American Literature
Horacio  Quiroga  is  often  considered  the  father  of  the  Latin
American short story. His work paved the way for later giants
such  as  Jorge  Luis  Borges,  Julio  Cortázar,  and  Gabriel  García
Márquez. While those writers embraced magical realism, Quiroga

remained  firmly  rooted  in  naturalism,  presenting  the  world  as  a
place of  unforgiving laws where human beings are subject to
forces beyond their control. This philosophical outlook is central
to any serious reading of La Gallina Degollada English.
Quiroga's  stories  frequently  explore  the  boundary  between
civilization and the wild, reason and madness, love and violence.
In La Gallina Degollada, these boundaries collapse entirely. The
home, traditionally a space of safety and nurture,  becomes a
prison.  The  parents,  supposedly  rational  adults,  descend  into
obsession  and  neglect.  The  children,  whom we expect  to  be
innocent, become something far more terrifying. The story's title
refers  to  an incident  early  in  the  narrative  when Berta,  in  a
moment of frustration, decapitates a chicken in the kitchen, an
act the four boys witness with fascination. That image returns
with devastating force at the story's climax.

PLOT SUMMARY OF LA GALLINA DEGOLLADA ENGLISH

For  those  seeking  a  La  Gallina  Degollada  English  plot
summary, the story unfolds chronologically but with a sense of
doom  that  colors  every  scene.  The  Mazzini  family  appears
ordinary at first. Mazzini and Berta marry young and quickly have
children. Their first four sons are born healthy, but each contracts
meningitis  before  the  age  of  two,  leaving  them with  severe
cognitive  and  physical  impairments.  The  boys  cannot  speak,
cannot care for themselves,  and exist  in a state of  perpetual
infancy. Their only apparent pleasures are eating and watching
things happen around them.
The  parents'  relationship  deteriorates  under  the  strain.  They
blame each other, and themselves, and the children. Their home
becomes a place of silence and resentment. The four boys are
left to their own devices in a courtyard, where they spend their
days engaged in meaningless repetitive behaviors. They become
fascinated by the family's servant's actions, particularly her daily
task of decapitating chickens for the evening meal.
Then  a  fifth  child  is  born,  a  daughter,  perfectly  healthy  and
beautiful. The parents pour all their love and attention into her,
effectively  abandoning  the  four  sons.  The  girl  grows  into  a
toddler, and the parents dote on her obsessively. One afternoon,
while Berta and Mazzini are distracted, the four boys carry their
baby sister to the courtyard. In a scene that mirrors the chicken's
death, they proceed to kill her in the same manner. The parents
rush to find them, only to witness the horror they have created.
The story ends with the four boys staring blankly at the blood,
their faces expressionless.

The Symbolic Significance
of the Chicken
The decapitated chicken is more than a graphic image; it is a
central symbol in the narrative. In the story, the servant kills a
chicken  by  cutting  its  throat  while  the  four  boys  watch,
mesmerized by the creature's death throes. The chicken runs in
circles,  blood  spraying,  before  collapsing.  This  image  of
meaningless, instinctive movement after death mirrors the boys'
own  existence—they  live  without  purpose  or  understanding,
merely reacting to stimuli.
When the boys later kill their sister, they are mimicking an act
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they  have  observed  but  cannot  comprehend.  They  do  not
understand death, only movement and stillness. The chicken's
decapitation  becomes a  model  for  their  own act  of  violence,
suggesting that violence is learned behavior, especially for those
who  cannot  grasp  its  moral  implications.  Any  thoughtful  La
Gallina Degollada English analysis must address this symbolic
layer.

THEMES AND ANALYSIS IN LA GALLINA DEGOLLADA
ENGLISH

Horacio  Quiroga's  story  operates  on  multiple  thematic  levels,
making La Gallina Degollada English a rich text for literary
analysis. The primary themes include determinism, the failure of
love, disability and society, and the nature of horror.
Determinism  and  Fate:  Quiroga  believed  strongly  in  the
deterministic forces that shape human lives. The four boys are
not  evil;  they  are  victims  of  biology  and circumstance.  Their
meningitis robs them of personhood, reducing them to creatures
of  pure  instinct.  The  parents,  too,  are  trapped  by  their  own
psychology.  Mazzini  and  Berta  cannot  escape  their  grief  and
resentment, and their neglect of the four boys sets the stage for
tragedy. The story suggests that free will is an illusion, that we
are all puppets of forces we cannot control.
The Failure of Love: The Mazzinis' love for each other crumbles
under  pressure.  They  cannot  support  one  another,  and  their
shared  tragedy  drives  them apart  rather  than  bringing  them
together. Their love for their daughter is excessive and almost
desperate, a compensation for their failure with their sons. But
this love is conditional and ultimately destructive. They love what
she represents—health, normalcy, a future—rather than her as a
person.
Disability and Dehumanization: Quiroga's portrayal of the four
boys  is  troubling  by  modern  standards.  They  are  described
almost as animals, with no interior life or humanity. While this
reflects  the  medical  understanding  of  disability  in  the  early
twentieth century, it also serves a literary purpose: the boys are
the  "other,"  the  dark  mirror  of  what  the  parents  fear  they
themselves might become. The La Gallina Degollada English
reader is forced to confront uncomfortable questions about how
we define humanity and who deserves our compassion.
The  Nature  of  Horror:  The  horror  in  this  story  is  not
supernatural.  It  is  entirely psychological  and realistic.  Quiroga
shows  that  the  most  terrifying  monsters  are  human  beings,
especially those who have been stripped of their humanity. The
four boys are frightening not because they are supernatural but
because they are empty. They lack the internal constraints that
prevent  most  people  from  committing  violence.  Their  act  is
meaningless to them, which makes it all the more horrifying to
witness.

Literary Style and Narrative
Technique
Quiroga's prose in La Gallina Degollada is deceptively simple. He
uses  short  sentences  and  direct  descriptions,  creating  a  flat,
almost  clinical  tone  that  contrasts  sharply  with  the  story's
emotional  content.  This  technique,  sometimes  called  "cold
narration," forces the reader to supply the emotional response.
The author does not tell us how to feel; he simply presents the
events with journalistic detachment.
This  style  is  particularly  effective  in  the  story's  final  scene.  The
parents  find  the  four  boys  covered  in  blood,  still  staring  at  the

body of their sister. The narration does not moralize or describe
their horror in great detail. Instead, it presents the scene matter-
of-factly,  leaving  the  reader  to  fill  in  the  emotional  gaps.  This
restraint  makes  the  ending  more  powerful  than  any  explicit
description could be. For those reading La Gallina Degollada
English, this narrative restraint is a key element of the story's
lasting impact.
Quiroga also employs foreshadowing masterfully. The early scene
with the chicken is an obvious parallel to the later tragedy, but
the author plants other clues as well. The parents' neglect, the
boys' fascination with the servant, the increasing isolation of the
family—all of these details build toward the inevitable conclusion.
The story feels like a slow-moving train approaching a wreck; we
can see it coming but cannot stop it.

Critical Reception and
Interpretations
Since its publication, La Gallina Degollada has been praised as
one  of  the  finest  horror  stories  in  any  language.  Critics  have
offered  a  wide  range  of  interpretations.  Some  read  it  as  a
commentary  on  eugenics  and  the  dangers  of  valuing  only
"perfect" human life. Others see it  as a critique of the family
structure and the ways that love can curdle into obsession. Still
others focus on the story's exploration of animal instinct versus
human reason.
The story has also been analyzed through a psychoanalytic lens.
The four boys can be read as representing the id, the primal,
unthinking  drives  that  society  usually  represses.  The  parents
represent the superego, the moral constraints that try to control
the id. The baby sister is the ego, the fragile self that mediates
between the two. When the superego fails (the parents neglect
their  children),  the  id  runs  wild  and  destroys  the  ego.  This
psychological  reading  adds  another  layer  to  any  La  Gallina
Degollada English discussion.
Feminist  critics have pointed out that the story's  only female
characters—the mother and the sister—are both victims. Berta is
trapped in a failed marriage and a caretaker role she cannot
fulfill;  her  daughter  is  literally  killed  for  being  the  object  of  her
parents'  misplaced  love.  The  story  can  be  read  as  a
condemnation of the roles society forces upon women, roles that
strip them of agency and leave them vulnerable to violence.

WHY LA GALLINA DEGOLLADA ENGLISH REMAINS
RELEVANT

More than a century after its publication, La Gallina Degollada
continues  to  find  new  readers.  The  story's  themes  of  family
dysfunction, disability, and the thin veneer of civilization are as
urgent today as they were in 1917.  In an age where mental
health  awareness  and  discussions  of  neurodiversity  are
increasingly  central  to  public  discourse,  Quiroga's  story
challenges  us  to  consider  how  we  treat  those  who  are  different
from us.
The  story  also  raises  uncomfortable  questions  about
responsibility. Who is at fault for the tragedy? The parents, for
their neglect? The boys, for their inability to understand right and
wrong?  The  society  that  offered  no  support  to  this  struggling
family?  Quiroga  does  not  provide  easy  answers,  and  that
ambiguity is part of the story's power. Readers who engage with
La  Gallina  Degollada  English  are  forced  to  sit  with  that
discomfort and consider their own answers.
For  students of  literature,  the story remains a masterclass in
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economy and impact. In just a few pages, Quiroga creates fully
realized  characters,  establishes  a  powerful  atmosphere,  and
delivers an unforgettable climax. His ability to generate horror

from ordinary domestic life influenced generations of writers and
continues to inspire contemporary horror authors.


