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			Miguel de Cervantes

			
					Name: Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra.

					Born: around 29 September 1547 in Alcalá de Henares, near Madrid.

					Died: buried on 23 April 1616 in Madrid.

					Context: during Cervantes’s time, Spain was undergoing a period of political decline, but this was offset by a flourishing cultural scene, with considerable developments across all the arts and particularly in literature.

					Notable works:	The Siege of Numantia (1585), play

	La Galatea (1585), pastoral romance

	Don Quixote (first volume 1605; second volume 1615), novel

	Novelas ejemplares (1613), collection of novellas

	The Trials of Persiles and Sigismunda (1617), novel




			

			Miguel de Cervantes is a towering figure of 16th- and 17th-century Spanish literature, and is widely considered to be the country’s greatest ever writer. In spite of his relatively humble origins, his life was almost as adventure-packed as those of his heroes, with stints as the secretary of a future cardinal, a soldier, a prisoner of war, a tax collector and a fugitive suspected of murder. Even so, he somehow found the time to produce a vast body of work, comprising poems, plays, novellas and novels, between 1569 and his death in 1616.

			It is worth mentioning that Cervantes was working in a context that provided no shortage of inspiration: the Spanish Golden Age. Although the country was declining politically, its artistic output was thriving. Painters, writers, architects and musicians reached dizzying heights of creativity and produced some of Spain’s greatest masterpieces. In spite of his undeniable talent for theatre and poetry, Cervantes could not match the innovations of his contemporaries in these fields; instead, he left his mark on literature with his novels and novellas. By parodying earlier forms, in particular the chivalric romance, he left his mark on the genre of the picaresque novel, an adventure story packed with outlandish situations and colourful characters. Even today, over 400 years after it was first published, the humour and absurdity of Don Quixote, which he first dreamed up when he was in prison, continue to captivate readers around the world.
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				Between 1925 and 1930, a monument in memory of Cervantes, created by the architects Rafael Martínez Zapatero and Pedro Muguruza, and the sculptor Lorenzo Coullaut Valera, was erected in Madrid’s Plaza de España, a clear testament to his importance in Spanish literature. The monument comprises stone sculptures of Cervantes (in the centre) and Aldonza Lorenzo, better known as Dulcinea in Don Quixote, as well as two bronze sculptures of Don Quixote and his squire Sancho Panza.

		


		
			Context

			Spain’s global empire during the 16th century

			During the second half of the 16th century, Spain ruled over a vast territory which it had acquired over time thanks to a series of conquests, alliances and discoveries. Charles V (1500-1558) built an “empire on which the sun never sets”, stretching from Peru to the Philippines, and also including southern Italy and the Netherlands. The country’s wealth was due in large part to its colonies: they provided new products, such as sweetcorn, potatoes and green beans, which brought more variety to the European market, while the abundant reserves of gold and other precious metals in the Americas allowed Spain to mint large amounts of currency. Trade between the empire’s different territories gave rise to an early form of globalisation.

			In the final years of his reign, between 1555 and 1558, Charles V divided his empire in two: he abdicated as Holy Roman Emperor in favour of his brother Ferdinand I (1503-1564), and left the vast majority of his territories to his son Philip II (1527-1598), who in turn passed them down to his own son, Philip III (1578-1621). Philip II and Philip III, who ruled Spain at the time Cervantes was writing, drew their authority from the national army, which was one of the most effective military forces of its time and waged constant campaigns, and from a complex administrative system (given the size of the territory they governed, the task of enforcing royal decrees was delegated to viceroys in each region, who in turn had their own functionaries). However, their military victories, for example at the Battle of Lepanto (1571), which put an end to the Ottoman advance in the Mediterranean, were offset by crushing defeats: in 1588, the Spanish Armada, comprising 130 ships that had set sail to conquer England, was defeated.

			Economic and social turmoil

			At the dawn of the 17th century, the political decline of the Spanish Empire was already underway, and this was exacerbated by a number of emerging economic and social difficulties. In the second half of the 16th century, an imbalance had appeared due to demographic change coupled with reduced productivity, as some of the peasants who had formerly worked the land instead sought to profit from imports from the colonies. The poorest members of society were hit hard by inflation, and when taxes were suddenly raised in an attempt to rebalance the budget, they migrated en masse to the cities, where they hoped to find a higher quality of life.

			At the same time, the supply of precious metals from America was beginning to dwindle, while the administrative and military costs of running the empire remained high. Consequently, the Spanish government struggled to repay its debts. Furthermore, Spain’s Muslims, who had been forced to convert to Christianity, threatened to rebel, before finally being driven out of the country in 1609. However, their departure further weakened the Spanish economy, and the gulf between the different social classes was constantly widening. Finally, while the poorest Spaniards bore the brunt of the country’s economic troubles, the nobility, which had been pushed out of the political decision-making process in favour of educated advisors, became increasingly restive.

			The Spanish monarchs: champions of the Counter-Reformation

			The 16th century was also a turbulent time for religion following the Reformation, which was instigated by the German theologian Martin Luther (1483-1546). In 1517, Luther published his Ninety-five theses, in which he denounced the excesses of the Roman Catholic Church, particularly the sale of indulgences, and advocated a return to Christianity’s true roots. According to Luther, this should be accomplished by a closer reading of the Bible and the right to practice the religion in the vernacular, not just in Latin. Protestantism then emerged as a dissident branch of Christianity and spread rapidly, particularly in northern Europe. The Roman Catholic Church reacted by holding the Council of Trent between 1545 and 1563, which brought together all the Catholic bishops and sought to reaffirm the fundamental principles of Catholicism and consolidate the Church’s position. The resulting Counter-Reformation marked a definitive split between Catholicism and Protestantism.

			In the face of the perceived threat presented by this new religious movement, Charles V and Philip II positioned themselves as the champions of Catholic orthodoxy and sought to ensure that the values affirmed by the Council of Trent were scrupulously applied. The last Moors (Muslims) in the country were forced to convert, and the religious order of the Jesuits, founded by the Spaniard Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556), oversaw the training of priests and the education of young people. Above all, the Inquisition, a tribunal which condemned any practices that did not conform to Catholic principles, stamped out religious dissent in all the territories belonging to the Spanish Crown, with the exception of the Netherlands. The inhabitants of this territory, the majority of whom had embraced Protestantism, did not look favourably on Philip II’s religious policy. As a result, the nobility and the middle classes joined forces to demand freedom of worship, and in 1581, following violent clashes, the seven northern provinces split from the Southern Netherlands, which remained under Spanish rule, to form the Dutch Republic.

			Spanish cultural hegemony during the Golden Age

			Somewhat paradoxically, these dispiriting events were accompanied by a period of exceptional cultural development. This high point in the history of Spanish art is often referred to as the Golden Age (Siglo de Oro), beginning with the discovery of the New World by Christopher Columbus (1450/1451-1506) in 1492 and ending in the mid-17th century. Outstanding works in Spanish literature included Luis de Góngora’s (1561-1627) highly sophisticated sonnets, Lope de Vega’s (1562-1635) baroque plays and the works of Francisco de Quevedo (1580-1645). Picaresque novels, which depicted the fantastic adventures of low-born heroes known as pícaros, first appeared in the mid-16th century. The first example of this genre is The Life of Lazarillo de Tormes and of His Fortunes and Adversities, which was published anonymously in 1554. This type of novel had no official rules, which meant that it was well suited to Cervantes’s time, when traditional structures and frames of reference were being abandoned. Furthermore, it made social criticism and philosophical questioning under the cover of fiction possible.

			Other art forms also flourished at this time, including outstanding paintings by El Greco (1541-1614) then Diego Velásquez (1599-1660), and music for the greatest religious ceremonies of the time composed by Tomás Luis de Victoria (1548-1611).

			
				
					Did you know?

					El Escorial, to the north-west of Madrid, symbolises Spain’s cultural hegemony during the Golden Age. The construction of this multi-purpose centre of power was begun on Philip II’s orders in 1563 and completed in 1584, under the direction of Juan Bautista de Toledo (1515-1567) and then Juan de Herrera (1530-1597). It comprises a royal palace, a monastery, a basilica, a library, an art gallery and a mausoleum which houses the remains of Charles V and his successors. The complex provides an excellent illustration of the close links between power, art and religion during the reign of Philip II.

				

			

		


		
			Biography

			Humble beginnings
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				Portrait of Miguel de Cervantes.

			Cervantes was born in 1547, probably on 29 September, in Alcalá de Henares, near Madrid, to a family of relatively modest means. Very little is known about his mother, Leonora de Cortinas Sánchez, while his father, Rodrigo de Cervantes (1509-1585), was a surgeon who claimed to have noble roots but was in reality the son of a doctor from Córdoba. Rodrigo de Cervantes was often in debt and had frequent brushes with the law, and it seems that he took his wife and five children with him as he roamed across Spain.

			We know that the family spent time in Valladolid and Córdoba, but apart from that little is known about the early years of Cervantes’s life. The earliest reliable piece of information about him is that by 1566 he had become a student of Juan López de Hoyos (1511-1583), a humanist from Madrid, who published the writer’s first poems in 1569.

			A turbulent youth

			In 1568, Cervantes was involved in an altercation, the origins of which remain unclear: nobody knows whether it was motivated by romantic jealousy or by some other cause. Whatever the reason for the dispute, a royal order was issued for the arrest of a man named Miguel de Cervantes for having injured Antonio Sigura. Although it is not possible to say with certainty whether or not the man in question was the renowned author, we do know that Cervantes suddenly left Spain for Italy at around this time and worked as a secretary for the future cardinal Giulio Acquaviva (1546-1574) in Rome. However, this quiet period was short-lived: for reasons that remain unclear, Cervantes soon enlisted in the army. It is possible that he was unable to continue working for Acquaviva; alternatively, he could have been trying to prove that he was a true Spaniard, as some people were casting doubt on his heritage because his family had many features that were typical of conversos (Jews who had converted to Christianity). After roaming across various regions of Italy, he fought under Juan of Austria (1545-1578), the half-brother of Philip II of Spain. He took part in the Battle of Lepanto in 1571, a naval battle which aimed to halt the Ottoman advance in the Mediterranean, and lost the use of his left hand. In spite of this injury, he continued to take part in campaigns with the Austrian army for the next several years, before setting off for Spain in 1575.

			
				
					The expansion of the Ottoman Empire

					The Ottoman Empire (1299-1923) was one of the major powers of the Middle Ages and the early modern period. It was founded in modern-day Turkey and its capital was Constantinople from 1453 onwards. At its peak, it stretched across the Near East, Middle East and coasts of North Africa, and extended as far as Vienna in Europe. In the 16th century, during the reigns of Suleiman the Magnificent (1494-1566), Selim II (1524-1574) and Murad III (1546-1595), the empire’s expansion on land was accompanied by naval advances in the Mediterranean, primarily to the detriment of the wealthy Italian city-states. Ottoman attacks led the Papal States, the Republic of Venice, Spain and a number of other powers to form an alliance to drive back the invader. The decisive battle took place in Lepanto, close to the western coast of Greece, on 7 October 1571: the purportedly invincible Ottoman fleet sustained heavy losses and, after a day of intense fighting, was forced to retreat. The Battle of Lepanto marked the end of Ottoman expansionism in the Mediterranean.

				

			

			From the prisons of Algiers to early literary success

			Not long after leaving Naples, Cervantes’s boat was attacked by Ottoman ships. Cervantes and his brother were captured and taken to Algiers, where the writer was identified as a notable prisoner who could be held for ransom. By 1577, his mother had raised enough money to secure the release of one of the two men, and Cervantes sacrificed himself so that his brother Rodrigo could be freed. Cervantes was exceptionally imaginative and made four escape attempts, each more inventive than the last. However, these all failed, either because of bad luck or because he was betrayed by one of his fellow prisoners or a contact outside the prison. These experiences had a lasting impact on him and provided inspiration for much of his writing. Finally, in 1580, an expedition led by members of a religious order managed to negotiate the release or purchase of some captives, including Cervantes, who was finally able to return to his family in Madrid.

			This marked the beginning of a period

			Later years
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