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OVERVIEW    
 
Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra (1547-1616) was a Spanish writer now known as perhaps the modern 
world’s first novelist, and one of its greatest. He was born in Alcala de Henares, as the second son of a 
barber-surgeon from Cordoba. His grandfather was a prominent lawyer of Jewish heritage; and that 
heritage is probably firm on his mother’s family side as wejj. Whatever the family details, and they are 
few, we know that Cervantes lived most of his life in relative obscurity, creating only in the last three years 
of that life the work for which he remains best known today; for which today he ranks among the early 
modern thinkers/writers most rightly taken as creators/writers of hstory taken as literature.   
 
In l569, perhaps because of trouble with the law, Cervantes was forced to leave Spain; he went to Italy, 
where he lived in the house of an Italian bishop who had spent some time in Spain. In l570 Cervantes 
enlisted in a Spanish naval regiment, was seriously wounded in a naval engagement--the Battle of 
Lepanto (Ottoman-Venetian Wars)- In 1571. Cervantes served as a soldier with the Holy Alliance until he 
was captured by Barbary pirates. He was ransomed and returned to Spain after five years. His service at 
Lepanto proved to be a source of pride throughout the remainder of Cervantes’ life. By 1574, seriously 
weakened by the effects of a chest wound, without the use of his hand, and having survived four escape 
attempts, Cervantes was ransomed by a Catholic charitable organization, and returned to Spain. Little is 
known of him before 1585, when at the age of forty he married a young lady in her late teens with whom 
he had an illegitimate daughter.  
 
In 1587Cervantes was appointed as a Spanish government purchasing agent; in 1582 he was appointed 
tax collector. His first important novel, La Galatea, was published in 1585. Part One of Don Quijote was 
published in 1605, Part Two in 1615. At the time of publication of the Quijote, Cervantes had not been 
published for twenty years. (La Galatea was published in 1585).  The freshness of his colloquial dialogue 
and the boldness with which he attacked the chivalric, at this time of ‘modernization’ and ‘industry,’ 
contributed to the popularity of the work of the last years of his life. 
 
STORY.   
 
Don Quijote is a novel—one of the first and greatest. It tracks the story of a middle aged lower level 
aristocrat (hidalgo) living in Castille, Spain. The story is set in ‘modern times’ (the first part published in 
1605, the second in 1615; events of the story contemporary with the writing of it). This aristocrat, though 
living in modern times, is struck by a passion to live the life of a knight-errant, a throwback to a culture 
world already a couple of centuries out of date, at this already modern moment in Spanish history. 
(Cervantes’ Novelas Ejemplares, 1613, display his instinctive interest in social settings, and class issues, 
breaks looking ahead to the increasingly sociological awareness of seventeenth century Spanish fictions.) 
The whole novel  of Don Quijote concerns the adventures of a knight errant from another era, his 
archaizing passion, and some reasons for it, and some attitudes toward it contributed by the view point of 
the author. 
 
The Arabic manuscript on which Cervantes’ tale is reportedly ‘based’ gives the aura of ‘actual event’ to 
the picaresque and imagined tale that is before us. The aristocratic Don, our hidalgo, sets out on a 
mission to live the life of a mediaeval knight. Thus we have a context frame in which to insert a rather 
stylized figure whom we will track across a landscape of antiquated ideas and lifestyles. To repeat, 
though our plot will be ‘picaresque,’ will take its own inner direction from event to event, rather than 
complying with something like an Aristotelian plot, grounded in lnternal causality, we will need to seed 
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that plot with stable landmarks. The Don—all armor plated and idées recues plated, all stiff—is a foothold 
in stability. May we say, shifting our lens to contemporary philosophy, that the Don must assume the 
guise of some initial premise, as in the movement called Foundationalism. He must be a given, in order 
not to yield too magnanimously to the powers of defining his world. But if the Don is to be that firm a 
benchmark, we must also account for his wobbly knees. 
 
The first sally, accordingly, is our planting of the Don in a firm place in our attention. Things happen. We 
need to get to know the Don. Why does he leave the relative comfort of his Castilian home, in order to 
venture into the world as a knight-errant? (One answer, based on the physiology of the time, is that the 
Don reads too much, and sleeps too little, resulting in a drying of his brain. The result of that is a choleric 
temper, a hot and dry humor, itself promoting anger and volatile credulity. That credulity, the argument 
goes, disposes the individual to believe all kinds of ‘stories about the past.’ 
 
And what do we learn as we take Sally # 1 with the Don, out into the world around his own estate and its 
environments? We learn that as he leaves his front door he remains tied to the memories, inspirations, 
and dreams he has long imbibed in his precious library, the house for his dreams of chivalry.(Amadis de 
Gaulle, 1513, the Don’s favorite book,  is what we should check if we want to see where Cervantes 
himself is coming from ). Ft.Note 1* 
 
Foot Note 1 *Plot of Amadis de Gaulle. This favorite romance of Don Quixote was part of the rage for 
chivalric romance in fifteenth century Iberia. It tracks the wanderings, perils, and romantic love of a knight 
errant living in an imaginary land (Gaula) among nobles, monsters, and deep romance with Princess 
Oriana.When the Princess accuses him of infidelity, he absents himself from Gaula for ten years, clashes 
with the poisonous giant Endriago, and matures in his knightly nature—that is, in his inherent gentleness, 
honor, and hypersensitivity to the needs and wishes of ladies. This is a text without a grain of ‘the reality 
of the world’ in it. 
 
Accompanied by a farm girl he knows (Dulcinea), and seated on his noble nag, Rocinante, the Don 
makes it to a battered inn the first night out, and attires himself—to the utter amazed scorn of the local 
hayseeds who are hanging around the bar. After hanging around dressed in full chivalric armor, and 
having passed the first night protecting his armor—and on the ready to perform his chivalric duty, if 
required—the Don talks the innkeeper into knighting him, then processes out onto the highway, where he 
immediately comes upon an occasion to carry out his chivalric mission. He comes upon a fettered slave, 
who is being beaten by his master; the slave is released, but then doubly beaten as soon as the Don has 
left. Before the Don can get much farther, he encounters a raggedy bunch of traders, who insult Dulcinea, 
with the expected response from the Don, who attacks them viciously, only to get his own serious 
beating, and to be carried home for urgent convalescence. There is much make-believe violence here. 
 
Chapters Five and Six, with which the first sally ends, revolve around the shock, among the Don’s familiar 
home friends—the curate, the housemaid, the local barber—as they come to terms with the new person 
of the Don, whom they had previously misunderstood. They realize that the roots of his wild acting out, as 
they see it, are in his ‘books,’ in what he has been reading from his large collection of romances. These 
romances are dream world sallies into the fanciful, the romantic, the magical, and the chivalric of another 
age. The present chapters feature a book burning, to cut off the Don from his source of crazy fantasies, 
and to nip in the bud the Don’s acting out of himself as a knight-errant, a situation with dangerous 
potential, even though, upon the return of the Don from his first sally, no scars were found on him—for he 
was engaged in a mythical set of adventures. In some sense, then, we just see in the book burning an 
impure desire, among the Don’s friends, to cleanse themselves of the guy, to whose scraps of text, 
especially at their most erotic-chivalric, the curate devotes close attention. Do we start to close in on he 
slowly disclosing meanings of the Don himself, and his quest? Is there some sort of Voltairean anti-
mediaeval critique at work here? 
 
As a herald to Sally 2, the Don increases his entourage, turning to his neighbor, Sancho Panza, inviting 
him to serve as his squire for the next adventure, and promising him a governorship. Picaresque accident 
and consequential learning take over with the second sally. The question becomes increasingly, what is 
the meaning of the accumulating sequence of ‘seemingly unrelated adventures?’ Why the lady in the 
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carriage, and the Basque who is accompanying it? Does the series of internal coincidences—which are 
piling up around the Don—spring from his mad errantry, which seizes him at every encounter, or from 
some aleatory turn of history itself, which keeps opening to greet his mythical imagination? Does Quitote 
create a coherent order out of the passion of his own errantry, or is the world, as it unfolds, errant and 
aleatory? Cervantes never lets up on this question, in which appears embedded the whole tale of the 
Don, the demand it makes on being understood. It will be following our own path, if we pull our vehicle off 
road, at just this point, and ask about the kinds of meaning that seem to be settling down around the first 
part of this text, intent as it clearly is, what it itself is, as a text. 
 
MEANING OF THE FIRST PART OF THE STORY 
 
1 The opening of Cervantes’ epic overflows with ‘implications,’ so that this episodic adventure story, 
which could imaginably have been played straight, written and read without an aura of implications 
around it, demands scrutiny. As the Don starts out on Rocinante, an open road extends ahead of him, 
onto the flat plains of Castille, dotted as they are with real villages and imaginary castles. He is starting 
out on the first of his missions as a knight errant. And he is surrounded by the history of a quest which, 
though primarily Christian and oriented around the search for the Holy Grail, reaches far out into the 
mediaeval sensibility—with its growing cults of Mary, then of ‘woman’ in general, the woman who will 
have her literary place in literary romance, Romanticism, and the early novel. This line of literary history 
enscrolls us as we watch Don Quijote de la Mancha take off across the plain. 
 
2 But there are other mindsets with which to follow this improbable caravan.  As historians, in the broader 
sense, we might want to u sh our interpretation more sharply out into the frameworks of western cultural 
history. The fact is that we are in the very start of the seventeenth century, 1605, when Cervantes allows 
his rich text to be published. A social cultural historian is thinking: here, in a sense, historical thought is 
starting to reflect back onto itself. Shakespeare, who opened up multiprismed rays onto the nature of 
humanity, will be passing away in l6l6, dying away from a century—in which Humanism had at length 
started to catch up with mankind, turning in bright daylight to self-examining men like Erasmus, 
Montaigne, Rabelais, Macchiavelli; while in the century that departed with Shakespeare were to appear 
thinkers—Descartes, Newton, Leibniz, Kepler—destined to drive mankind to a profound study of his place 
in cosmic history. The Don moves across the flat landscape of Castille, but it is one that is to appear to 
Cervantes inscribed on the new tablets of historical understanding. Cervantes is busy wondering what 
place is left for the Olde Worlde of armor, lances, and courtly manners. 
 
3 Finally for this intro—though the nuances of perspective here are vast— there is another kind of 
historian to be imagined, observing the Don as he starts his journey. This historian will be looking straight 
at the Dom himself, as he creaks off into the dawn, looking to carry through the mission of a knight-errant, 
a doer of the work of grace, an opener of possibilities in time. From the standpoint of this observer we are 
going to be following the Don himself, as a creator of new meaning, perhaps—if you allow the 
qualifications that have to limit the phrase, a kind of ‘divine fool,’ in whom changes important to humanity 
are embedded. 
 
                                               *** 
In narrative terms, Picaresque is going to mean jerky and occasional, fractured, fundamentally raising 
questions about itself as it deploys its tale. We have just glanced at the levels of perspective from which 
this novel can be viewed. Who would have thought that so wide a range of interpretation could be part of 
the simple reading of this text? Who, a second question, could have imagined the narratorial tone-change 
that was lying ahead of us in Chapter Eleven, when the author of the Quijote emerges to tell us that he 
must interrupt, perhaps abandon, his tale, because the Arabic text, from which he is drawing his narrative, 
has run out. He has run out of material; material which will be rejuvenated, the reader soon learns, when 
the continuation of the original narrative will be found in a scrap heap of papers. We are presented with a 
new kind of narrative variability, to insert into our observations concerning the variable ‘meanings’ of the 
Quijote. Now the level of the narrator of the text is below, a grounding, of the voice of the discoverer of 
the Quixote document itself. Our comfort prerequisite, to view the Quijote as a real thing, a tale, rather 
than an artifact which can be constructed or dismantled, is withdrawn, and we find ourselves far freer than 
we want to think of ourselves, when we confront a ‘work of art’ and find, to our alarm, that it has a kind of 
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construction reality far less stable than we had supposed, when we signed up for a course on the Quijote. 
That constructed reality is fragile enough to adhere to nuances of meaning, such as flirted us above, as 
we viewed the Quijote alternately as historical commentary, quest history, or as a quirky history of grace. 
 
     *** 
 
A variety of contretemps whip Quixote, as he struggles to make reality bend to his dreams—and gets 
pushed back further, while dreaming ever more romantically. There is an extensive encounter with a lady 
coursing ahead of them in a carriage, preceded by two friars on horseback; it is with these two friars that 
the trouble of the second sally begins. Because they are trotting ahead of the carriage, the Don assumes 
that the friars are enchanters, dangerous magical-evil forces; it is the Don’s responsibility to save the 
lady, by warding off the enchantment. (The Don had, not long before, treated Sancho Panza to a classic 
of mistaken identity, the mind trick by whichthe world is transformed. Seeing a row of windmils, 
particularly when the wind had started to rotate them, Quijote is convinced that giants are assaulting him, 
and only at the intercession of Sancho Panza is he convinced of his error.)  The Don’s confusion, about 
the identity and problem of the lady, only mounts as he advances. A Biscayan rider, approaching the 
procession, sees it that he should save the ladies, and accordingly he assaults the Don, who roundly 
beats him up. This stage of the comedy of epistemological errors nears its end. 
 
It is not long, however, before the day refills with confusion. The Don and Sancho Panza head for a 
nearby inn, which the Don, not surprisingly, mistakes for a castle.  (His mistakes all open out into the 
mediaeval world, of course, or do they perhaps open out into fancy and insight? Is the Don a creative 
dreamer or an epistemological goof ball, as we have already put it?) After he and his sidekick have 
supped and gone up to their quarters, it seems to the Don that the Inn’s attractive servant girl, Helen, is a 
beautiful and storied princess; he invites her to sit on his bed. This seemingly aggressive move is good 
hearted, but not taken that way by the muleteer, who is sharing the room with our two friends, and who 
undertakes his own protection of the girl. A massive brawl takes place, during which the two travelers are 
badly beaten, and unceremoniously tossed out of the inn. 
 
PART TWO.   AS we have seen, Part One of Don Quixote is chiefly involved with the way the Don 
observes or misobserves the world around him; and the strong drift of cultural romanticism, the reigning 
fantasy of chivalry, which marks the replacement world the Don discovers. Part Two shows us to what 
lengths of thought Cervantes is happy to go, in retooling ordinary perceptions of what the world is like. 
(Shakespeare—say in A Midsummer Night’s Dream or The Tempest—is open to turbulent perceptual 
changes, imaginative worlds that replace given worlds.) it is now a question of the ‘nature of knowledge,’ 
but with a new stress on the mutiplel flavors of the inquiry, and less on the clash between the chivalric 
and the modern--that is, the clash between reality and fiction. 
 
The second Part opens on the disturbing evidence that Don Quixote has not been cured of his chivalric 
madness, the outcome we had anticipated, from the drubbings and cagings  and downfalls of destiny at 
the close of the first Part. After feigning his retirement from knight errantry, the Don gradually assembles 
his strength and commitment for a new set of adventures. Many of these adventures are devoted to 
winning the exhausted and confused Sancho Panza back into the camp of chivalry, by convincing him, for 
example, that three peasant girls observed winnowing wheat in a meadow are in fact   the princess 
Dulcinea, the Don’s old standby for chivalric adoration. By this stage, however, a new element has 
entered the Don’s social environment., taking us into a new reality created by the Arabic text concerning 
Don Quixote. We will remember that the text has at one point been lost, and that the narrator has had 
accordingly to cease his telling. So we know that the manuscript has an existence, but not that anyone 
reads it, except the narrator who is telling us the story. However as Part II unfolds we discover that the 
story of Don Quijote has been published and is a popular text. Chapters xxx-xli take us into this new 
territory, in which Cervantes dazzles us with  
his gift for reforming our sense of reality. 
 
The Don—currently playing the role of Knight of the Mournful Countenance, a chivalric favorite-- and 
Sancho Panza have just emerged from a woods, when they observe a hawking party in process on the 
grounds of a noble castle. The Don realizes he needs to present his compliments to the lady, and he 
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sends Sancho Panza forward to introduce the two of them. The Lady informs Sancho and the Don that 
she is very familiar with the text of Don Quixote, and knows all about Dulcinea, Sancho Panza, and the 
hero himself.  In a farcical contretemps, Sancho and the Don take a tumble from their nags as they are 
making their ways toward the castle of the Duchess and of the Duke, who has hurried out to greet the 
don—for the Duke too, like his wife, is familiar with the chivalric tale of Don Quijote. That contretemps 
seems like a herald of the demystifications that are soon to overtake Cervantes’ tale. The Duchess gives 
an impulse to the tale unfolding.  The servants, in the castle, are informed about their guests, and told to 
play along with the fiction of chivalry, as they entertain their guests. The following text thus becomes 
burlesque—the Duke and Duchess play along with the fiction of the reality of chivalry, and revelatory, for 
It marks the first time that Don Quijote thinks of himself as truly a knight. Being referred to jokingly, by the 
Duchess, as a knight chivalric, the Don objectifies his condition as chevalier, and from acting the part 
becomes the part.  (There follows, at dinner with the Duke and Duchess, and with a severe ecclesiastic, 
who is scornful of the chivalry talk, a sharp exchange, in which the emboldened Don defends the claims 
of chivalry and the validity of his way of life. The reader of the Romance of Don Quixote in hereby 
introduced to a cascade of playful episodes, in the course of which the Duke and Duchess pretend to be 
embedded in the chivalric world, while the Don is moving in and out of a sense of make-believe, as he 
alternately believes and disbelieves in his chivalric role. 
 
CHARACTER ANALYSIS 
 
Don Quixote         Don Quixote is a man who raises the question of his own identity. (Would it be closer 
to truth to say that he stumbles onto his own identity? Is he a closed and sealed identity when first we 
meet him as a small town hidalgo, creating a future for himself? If not, what is his impulse outward?)   It 
seems to him to be his destiny to live the life of a knight-errant, a figure from the books which the Don has 
purchased, and which describe a supremely worthy life of service. As we meet him he seems to be 
moving into a mid life decision, no longer able to rest quiescent in his old way. And yet he is unable to 
abandon his old pre Don nature, when the Duke and Duchess, playing teasing games with him, open the 
identity question within him, and lead him to wonder whether he is a knight-errant dreaming that he is a 
realist, or a practical man imagining that he is a figure out of mediaeval romance. 
 
Don Quijote is, like Cervantes; himself, divided into two parts. The character of the Don as knight-errant is 
fixed in the First Part, though by Part Two the climate and character of the action is different.  Much 
pressure has been brought against the Don, to return to his old nature. And he has greatly tempered his 
idealism, to the degree that, after the encounter with the Duke and Duchess, it is Sancho Panza who 
undertakes to convince Don Quixote of the sanctity of the country girls. We have in the end, however, 
dealt mainly with the creative side of Don the knight—from that perspective he is idealistic, generous, 
challenging, impetuous—toward the taken-for -granted in daily life. He is daring and unashamed, and on 
the whole a valuable addition to the richness of the universe. 
  
This last assertion is where the reader’s private judgment enters. Would it be smarter simply to view the 
‘hero’ as an old fool? Does he keep our dreams awake, or does he simply counteract the sensible 
development of the human project? Is there anything life-affirming about the Don’s assault on windmills 
that assume the form of aggressive monsters? Is there something to be said for the perspective of knight 
errantry, as, for instance, an organized gesture of social respect? Is a dislocation of habitual norms of 
perception a useful step on the way to fresh accuracies in seeing and reacting to the world? Could that 
perspective be bolstered by experience with the creative arts? The French poet Arthur Rimbaud claimed 
that the path to discovery in poetry lay on the way through the ‘déreglement complet de tous les sens,’ 
the complete disordering of all the senses.’ Couldn’t we bring the experience of abstract expression in 
painting to bear on the ‘de-organizing’ way Don Qujote observes the world around him? Wouldn’t a 
simple example like Mambrino’s helmet apply here, transforming the reality of the visible—a chamber pot 
gleaming in the sun—into the vision of an immortality-bringing golden helmet? Arguments for and against 
this kind of perceptual transformation come to mind as creative consequences of thinking through tlihe 
world of Don Quijote. 
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Reading.     In mid life, much absorbed with his mansion-maintenance, it occurred to the Don that the cue 
to his development and service lay in the books of chivalry with which his library was filled. ‘It now 
appeared to him fitting and necessary for him in order to win a greater amount of honor for himself, and to 
serve his country at the same time, to become a knight errant and roam the world on horseback, in a suit 
of armor…’It goes back to the books of chivalry, which were a rage in Spain, and which had their own 
roots in late mediaeval cults of Our Lady, of grail quest, and of self-sacrifice. 
 
Protection.     One of the cardinal principles of knight-errantry was protection of the weak, which implied 
keeping a constant   alert for approaching dangers—to others and to oneself. Don Quijote meets with 
thirty or forty windmills on the plain, and assumes that they are so and so many armed giants ready to 
attack him and Sancho Panza. Unfortunately his lance was broken to bits, and he and his steed were 
thrown rolling across the plain. 
 
Apotheosis (princess).     Don Quijote adulates the country maid, his Dulcinea, whom he has chosen as 
the queen of his chivalric quest. He enumerates in mind tne countless beauties of her body and spirit. 
When she is challenged, he will fight to the death to protect her honor. The letter from the Don, which 
Sancho Panza carries to Dulcinea, opens: ‘Sovereign and Highborn Lady: he who is pricked by absence 
and wounded to the heart…wishes thee the health that is not his…’ 
 
Windmills.     Shortly into his first chivalric sally, Don Quixote observes a row of forty or fifty windmills 
facing them and quite naturally, especially as the huge giants begin to rotate in the wind, the Don 
assumes that these monsters are hostile, and storied giants, coming to attack the chivalric wayfarers. 
Rushing at the giants, the Don is smashed to the ground, in one of the first instructive messages of his 
knightly campaign.  
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS.    
 

What impels the Don to this chivalric quest? Is it a religious drive, to meet the demands of chivalry, which 
Christianity—and other religions—impose on their followers?  If so, would you say that the Don is driven 
by the desire to help other people? Give examples. View this entire issue from the broad standpoint of the 
development of religion. What traces of ‘orthodox Christianity’ do you see in the Don’s behavior? 
 
Don Quijote has a problem, for sure. He is constantly being beaten up, mocked, misunderstood, taken for 
intrusive. We would say that he does not accomplish his goals, but when we come down to it, what would 
we say those goals are? Does he find anyone on his own wavelength among the personalities of 
Cervantes’ novel? Could the Don’s problem be bad eyesight, inability to understand other people’ values 
and world, timidity in carrying through his projects? Does he typify the natural human inability to 
compromise with the world in order to survive in it?    
 
Is Don Quixote plagued by an overactive imagination? Can he not leave anything alone, as he passes 
through the way the world is given to him? Must he see the given world through his imagination—a 
kitchen basin as a golden helmet, a set of windmills as a battalion of attacking ogres, a dairy maid as a 
princess, a procession of mourners as a group of actors? Are these misjudgments or simply a way of 
looking at things? 
 
In the long run, what is Cervantes’ attitude toward the fantasy world in which the Don lives? In an earlier 
stage we inquired about the meaning of the whole work, and proposed that the book might be concerned 
with historical time. From that standpoint the author, an observer of human history, would simply be 
recording the major changes that early modern culture brought to feudalism, and embodying them in a 
stalwart representative of the past. Does this seem to you a plausible account of Cervantes’  motive for 
writing this book? 
 


