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    To explain the disappearance of Quixote’s books that have been sent up in flames, the priest, 

the barber, the niece, and the housekeeper make up a story about an enchanter, who has taken away 

Quixote’s library and all his books (I.7, p. 53-541). As an enthusiastic reader of the romances of 

chivalry, in which enchanters and sorcerers abound, Quixote readily accepts this explanation, and 

completes the story in the manner of chivalric romances: 

“He [Frestón, the supposed enchanter] is a wise enchanter [un sabio encantador], 

a great enemy of mine who bears me a grudge because he knows through his arts 

and learning that I shall, in time, come to do battle in single combat with a knight 

whom he favors and whom I am bound to vanquish, and he will not be able to stop 

it, and for this reason he attempts to cause me all the difficulties he can; but I foresee 

that he will not be able to contravene or avoid what heaven has ordained.” (I.7, p. 

55) 

Ever since, the “enchantment” of a group of wicked wise enchanters becomes a recurring theme 

that shows up almost every time when Quixote tries to resolve incongruities between the way he 

sees the world and the way others do. He tells Sancho what he thinks the enchanters do: “is it 

possible… that you have not yet noticed that all things having to do with knights errant appear to 

be chimerical, foolish, senseless, and turned inside out? And not because they really are, but 

because hordes of enchanters (una caterva de encantadores) always walk among us and alter and 

change everything and turn things into whatever they please…” (I.25, p. 195) Despite this 

explanation and the frequent appearances of the idea of enchantment in Don Quixote, it still 

remains an unclear idea that needs deeper understanding. What is this activity of enchantment? In 

what way does it change, alter, and turn things into whatever the enchanters please?  

And let us not forget how, apart from the wicked enchanters, there is another group of enchanters, 

that is always on Quixote’s mind. At the very outset of his adventure (II.2, p. 25), he envisions a 

                                                 
1  All page numbers in this essay are taken from Edith Grossman’s translation of Don Quixote, published by 

HarperCollins in 2003. 
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future historian who will compile and chronicle his history; he refers to such a historian first as a 

“wise man (el sabio)” and, a few lines later, a “wise enchanter (sabio encantador)”. In II.2, when 

the bachelor Sansón Carrasco brings back from Salamanca the news that The Ingenious Gentleman 

Don Quixote of La Mancha (or our Part I of Don Quixote) has been published, Sancho is perplexed 

and fearful about how a historian could have come to know their deeds and private thoughts so 

clearly; in response to Sancho’s confusion, Quixote explains: 

 “I assure you, Sancho,” said Don Quixote, “that the author of our historian must 

be some wise enchanter, for nothing is hidden from them if they wish to write about 

it.” (II.2, p. 472) 

 

Here our questions about the activity of enchantment in Don Quixote is further complicated. What 

is the enchantment of the author? Is it different from that of the wicked enchanters, Quixote’s 

enemies? 

Quixote’s world is the world of chivalric romances. We are told that this is a world filled with 

“enchantments as well as combats, battles, challenges, wounds, courting, loves, torments…” (I.1, 

p. 21) The world of the other characters, however, is mundane; it is not only devoid of any of these 

romantic elements, but also at odds with the chivalric romances; instead of giants, castles, and 

armies, the characters living in this world (the priest and the barber, for instance) see rather 

windmills, inns, and sheep, and they think Quixote mad for disagreeing with them. These two 

worlds will be important in our study of the idea of enchantment, so allow me, for the sake of 

convenience, name the former world the “literary world”, for Quixote’s belief of this world 
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originates from the chivalric literature, and the latter the “prosaic, or mundane, world”, as opposed 

to the literary.2 

In Don Quixote we see numerous clashes between these two worlds, and the concept of 

enchantment usually plays an important role in these clashes. One example should suffice to 

illustrate this. In the famous episode of the giants-windmills,3 Quixote, holding on to his literary 

world, claims, “…the same Frestón the Wise (one of the wicked enchanters) who stole my room 

and my books has turned these giants into windmills in order to deprive me of the glory of 

defeating them…” (I.8, p. 59) Here, enchantment seems to consist in a transformative power that 

physically alters what is real (that is, what is real in Quixote’s literary world). The giants are not 

made to merely appear like windmills, but are actually turned into windmills. As Quixote firmly 

believes in the truth of his literary world, which is incompatible with the prosaic, this 

transformation must be seen as a departure from the truth, a deception. 

The Spanish word translated as “to enchant” is encantar, which literally means “to sing into”. 

In Homer’s Odyssey, the sirens beguile men with their sweet song (Odyssey, xii. 39-44), and 

Kalypso’s4 beautiful singing (Odyssey, v.61) seems to have a similar power to bewitch: even 

Hermes, a god, is affected (Odyssey, v.73-74). According to these classical examples and Quixote, 

enchantment is an art of alluring deception. But is the activity of singing or enchanting necessarily 

                                                 
2 The reason I do not call the worlds “fictional, imaginary, real, true, etc.”, as many would, is that the question “what 

is truth” in Don Quixote is still unclear to me; before I reach a better understanding of this question, I want to refrain 

as much as possible from using terminologies that might suggest any unintended implication of what is true and what 

is false. 
3 “The episode of the windmills” is the more conventional way of calling it. But that name itself suggests that 

windmills are closer to the truth than giants, a supposition I want to avoid. 
4 Kalypso is even mentioned by the friend in the prologue of Don Quixote as an exemplary enchanter and sorcerer (I. 

Prologue to Part I, p. 7). Her being a symbol of beguilement is also suggested by her the Greek name Καλυψώ, which 

is derived from the verb καλύπτω, or “to conceal, to cover up”. 
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deceptive or untrue?5 For there to be deception, there needs to be a truth about which people can 

be deceived. All the characters in Don Quixote believe in the existence of an absolute truth, which 

is either the literary or the prosaic, as argued earlier. But, in fact, the existence of an objective truth 

seems to be one of the things that the novel itself often calls into question. To see this, let us 

consider the basin-helmet debate. 

Quixote and Sancho see from afar a man riding towards them with “on his head something that 

glistened as if it were made of gold” (I.21, p. 153). Quixote immediately recognizes the glistening 

object as Mambrino’s helmet; Sancho is initially careful not to make a quick determination, but 

when he gets to examine it closely after it has been abandoned by the owner, he claims it is clearly 

a barber’s basin. On the one hand, this episode looks like one of the many conflicts between 

Quixote’s literary world and Sancho’s prosaic world; on the other hand, it is particularly interesting. 

While, in the giants-windmills episode, for example, it is very difficult for someone with a prosaic 

mindset to associate windmills with giants, because windmills do not really look very much like 

giants as usually depicted, the shiny basin in this episode does look like a golden helmet. As we 

realize this, we should perhaps stop here and feel challenged: will we be able to tell whether this 

shiny object is really a basin or a helmet, if we are only allowed to see it from a distance? 

Furthermore, this shiny object is seen on the barber’s head, somewhere a barber’s basin is rarely 

expected to appear but a knight’s helmet always is. The narrator does insist on the prosaic 

interpretation that this object is a basin; but in order to explain the abnormality of such an unusual 

use of a barber’s basin in the prosaic world, he has to tell a long story about how two villages 

happen to share one barber, how one man happens to need to have his beard trimmed when another 

                                                 
5 In fact, the Sirens are presented as omniscient beings that know everything that happens all over the world (Odyssey, 

xii. 191), and the content of their songs appears to be serious history about what “the Argives and Trojans did and 

suffered in wide Troy through the gods’ despite” (Odyssey, xii.189, translated by Lattimore). 
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sick man needs to be bled, how it happens to rain6 while the barber is travelling between these two 

men, and how the barber is spotted by Quixote and Sancho (I.21, p. 154). How is this prosaic 

explanation, full of coincidence and twists, more plausible than Quixote’s simple literary 

explanation that the shiny object is Mambrino’s helmet, which has been transmuted by an ignorant 

man for its lucrative value (I.21, p. 155)? Moreover, we are told that the basin (if it is a basin), 

“brand-new” at the time (I.44, p. 390), has never been used as a basin; yet it serves the function of 

a helmet very well at least twice: first, when it is used by the barber to shelter him from the rain 

(I.22, p. 154), and second, when it is used by Quixote to shield him from the beatings and stones 

of the galley slaves (I.44, p. 390). Here, even though the narrator tries to force on us his prosaic 

“truth”, we cannot help but start to suspect the literary view (that the object is a helmet) may be 

just as good as, if not better than, the prosaic view (that it is a barber’s basin).  

In I.45, this suspicion reaches its peak. When the barber comes to the inn and tries to reclaim 

his basin, all the “honorable people” (Master Nicolás the other barber, the priest, Cardenio, Don 

Fernando, etc.), for the comical effect of the joke, assert the basin to be indeed a helmet. The barber 

is so confused that even though he still believes himself correct, he somehow yields to the 

overwhelming consensus: “If you’ve got the might,” he murmurs, “and I’ll say no more.” (I.45, p. 

393) Here the truth seems somehow malleable. The prosaic view, which used to be so obvious, is 

suddenly in the danger of a complete rejection; the literary, which used to be so ridiculous, appears 

to be a truth unshakable. We recall the word that Sancho ingeniously composes by combining 

bacía and yelmo: baciyelmo, or “basihelm” (I.44, p. 390). Is not truth just like this baciyelmo, that 

                                                 
6 The weather in Spain as presented by Don Quixote is surprisingly dry. In fact, as far as I know, this is the only time 

it rains in the whole novel. 



6/16 

 

 

 

could be either a bacía or a yelmo, depending on the perspective we take and the popularity of the 

perspective?  

This ambiguity of truth is further developed by another similar example that suggests the 

vagueness of the boundary between the two worlds, or the two perspectives. In the episode of the 

enchanted Dulcinea (II.10), Sancho, reluctant to look for Dulcinea in the city of Toboso as he is 

commanded to, points to some peasant girls on the road and tells Quixote that they are Dulcinea 

and her damsels. In Quixote’s literary world, Dulcinea is a princess; in the prosaic world, she is a 

peasant girl named Aldonza Lorenzo; yet Quixote is eventually convinced that the boorish peasant 

girl on a jackass is Dulcinea the princess transformed by the enchanters. This conviction does not 

deny the literary reality (in fact it might even strengthen it, because such a conviction confirms the 

existence of the wicked enchanters, who are beings only of the literary world); but it does not deny 

the prosaic world either, for Dulcinea, in the prosaic reality, is indeed a peasant girl! Quixote 

cannot point to the girl and call her “Dulcinea” without stepping into the two worlds at the same 

time. Here Quixote and Sancho are seeing the word baciyelmo, as embodied in the peasant girl, 

right in front of them. To think there is an absolute truth and a clear boundary distinguishing the 

literary and the prosaic worlds is to think we can determine what exactly the baciyelmo is, and 

who exactly that girl riding towards Quixote is. But can we? 

Although our discussion until this point would suggest that we cannot, the narration of Don 

Quixote would boldly give a positive answer. In fact, one of the greatest obstacles to our doubting 

the existence of an absolute truth is the narrator’s confidence in the prosaic truth. The supposition 

that there exists a truth absolute and prosaic, as clearly defined against the “impossible 

foolishness…countless grandiloquent and false inventions” (I.1, p. 21) of Quixote, can be seen on 

virtually every page of Don Quixote. Consider how quick the narrator is, in the basin-helmet 
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episode, to reveal the “reality” by writing “this is the truth concerning the helmet, the horse, and 

the knight…” (I.21, p. 154). Also consider, in the giants-windmills episode, how Quixote’s belief 

in giants is falsified by the narrator even before Quixote’s actual encounter with them, for the very 

title of I.8, “Regarding the good fortune of the valorous Don Quixote in the fearful and never 

imagined adventure of the windmills…” seems to tell us plainly that there are not giants but 

windmills.  

Indeed, the narration is so assertively referred to as a verdadera historia, or a “true history”, that 

we are easily led to take the narration’s perspective and regard Quixote’s literary world as but an 

insanity, perfectly distinguishable from the sanity of the prosaic world. But how much should we 

really trust the narration? To access this question, it is necessary to realize first that in Don Quixote, 

there is not a single narrator, but multiple narrators. Unlike his predecessors Homer, Virgil, and 

Milton, who distance themselves from their poems by introducing the muses that constitute one 

intermediary voice, Cervantes hides behind many voices. Moreover, unlike Plato’s Phaedrus, in 

which the multiple intermediary voices are ordered in a clear, linear manner,7 Don Quixote’s 

intermediary voices, or the fictional authors, are interposed in an extremely confusing manner.  

Let us first spell out the fictional authors. There is an unnamed narrator (who refers to himself 

as the “stepfather of Don Quixote” in the prologue and the “second author” at the end of I.8) who 

writes the prologue.8 He then presents himself as a diligent historian who gathers, evaluates, and 

presents pieces of information about Quixote from a variety of sources including the archives of 

                                                 
7 The linear relation of the narrators in Phaedrus is like this: Phaedrus learns and recites the speech book of Lysias; 

and Lysias’ speech book comes from the actual speech delivered by himself). 
8 The author of the prologue suggests he wrote the history in a prison. If this is true, then he cannot be the narrator of 

the novel, who is clearly free to travel around and investigate Quixote’s history. But I here decide to overlook this 

difficulty, because the author of the prologue calls himself a “stepfather”, and the narrator calls himself a “second 

author” ---two titles whose meanings are so close that it is hard not to think them to be of the same person. 
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La Mancha (I.2, p. 26), previous authors (I.1, p. 19, 23; I.8, p. 64), and oral hearsay (I.1, p. 25). 

The first eight chapters in Part I appear to be the result of his preliminary investigations; at the end 

of I.8, the account stops abruptly because he exhausts his sources. In I.9, the narrator reports his 

accidental discovery of some manuscripts written in Arabic by a Moorish historian Cide Hamete 

Benengeli (usually referred to as “the author of the history”). The narrator buys the manuscripts 

and pays a Morisco to translate them into Castilian. The rest of Part I is the narrator’s presentation 

of the translation of the manuscripts. At the end of Part I, the narrator informs us that Cide Hamete 

has exhausted his sources and is waiting for more information. He no doubt gets more information 

eventually, because we know that Part II, with intermittent comments by the translator and the 

narrator, is presented as a translation from the same manuscripts that the narrator claims to have 

purchased in I.9. Part II ends with Cide Hamete’s final words to his pen, which presumably 

coincide with the conclusion of his manuscripts. To summarize, the major authors are the narrator, 

the Morisco translator, and Cide Hamete; the minor authors are the unnamed ones whom the 

narrator and Cide Hamete’s sources depend on, at least partially; and, of course, behind all these 

fictional authors is Miguel de Cervantes,9 the true author of Don Quixote. 

All three of the major fictional authors promise the truth of their account (I.1, p. 20; I.9, p. 68; 

I.52, p. 445), yet there are many moments when their reliability seems questionable. Let me 

mention a few. The translator not only translates the manuscripts, but also evaluates them; and this 

evaluation indicates his occasional departures from his role as a “faithful” translator: he suspects 

that some parts of the manuscripts to be apocryphal (II.5) and intentionally passes over some 

                                                 
9 I was at first tempted to see the narrator (or the “second author”) as the literary voice of Cervantes, because their 

roles do seem to coincide in general. But they should be distinguished, because, after all, it is clear that Cervantes is a 

historical figure who actually wrote the novel Don Quixote, whereas the narrator of Don Quixote is an invented 

character, a historian, whose fictional deeds are written in Don Quixote (in I.9 mainly, but also elsewhere in bits and 

pieces). 
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details that he finds digressive (II.18, p. 568). The narrator also seems dubious: he selects what 

materials deserve recording;10 he admits the limitation of his account from time to time.11 Cide 

Hamete’s credibility is called into question more often. The first reaction of the narrator, Sancho, 

and Quixote as soon as they learn about Cide Hamete is suspicion (I.9, p. 68-69; II.2, p. 473; II.3, 

p. 474). For how can the supposedly truthful historian be a Moor, from whom, they say, no truth 

can be expected? Despite the frequent praises of Cide Hamete’s trustworthiness and accuracy, he 

does seem unreliable at times: he fails to account for the sudden disappearance and reappearance 

of Sancho’s donkey (II.3, p. 480); he sometimes deliberately omits chapters (II.12, p. 528) and 

sometimes digresses from the history of Quixote (The Man who is Recklessly Curious, for 

example); he sometimes admits his inability to determine the truth of the matter and has to leave 

it to the readers to decide (II.24, p. 614); he even seems completely ignorant of Quixote’s first 

sally, in which the hidalgo is dubbed a knight in the inn, a crucial episode marking the very 

beginning of Quixote’s adventures.12 

Setting aside the numerous inconsistencies, omissions, and digressions in the authors’ accounts, 

let us also consider how mysteriously entangled these accounts are. Although both Part I and Part 

II are largely comprised of what is learnt from Cide Hamete’s manuscripts, they are really the 

narrator’s text, the result of his enquiry. Curiously, while this text of the narrator is said to contain 

(but is, of course, not limited to) material translated from the manuscripts of Cide Hamete and 

even the character of Cide Hamete himself,13 Carrasco in Part II is aware of the narrator and 

                                                 
10 His selectivity manifests in the very first sentence of the story: “Somewhere in La Mancha, in a place whose name 

I do not care to remember…” (I.1, 19) 
11 Quixote’s previous name, for example, remains a mystery for him (I.1, p. 19), and has to be conjectured (I.1, p. 23). 
12 At the end of Part II, Cide Hamete writes, because the death of Don Quixote is recounted, he is “incapable of 

undertaking a third journey or a new sally…the two he made were enough”. But in Don Quixote, three sallies are 

recounted. The narrator tells us, indeed, that the first sally is often neglected by authors and he had to painstakingly 

research the annals of La Mancha to discover it (I.2, p. 25-26). 
13 The narrator once suggests Cide Hamete’s personal relation to a muledriver, one of the characters (I.16, p. 112). 
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translator’s efforts to bring Cide Hamete’s account of Don Quixote to the world (II.3, p. 474), and 

Carrasco’ awareness of their efforts is translated from the very manuscripts of Cide Hamete. In 

other words, Cide Hamete’s manuscripts, before being found by the narrator and translated into 

Castilian, must have already contained the narrator and translator’s discovery, translation, and 

publication of itself,14 as well as its popular reception! In a way, just as the text of the narrator 

contains the text of Cide Hamete, the latter can be said to contain the former as well (at least Part 

I). This is, of course, a paradox that suggests the labyrinthine nature of authorship in Don Quixote. 

Even Cervantes, who is the creator of this elaborate labyrinth and therefore should be considered 

independent of his bewildering creation, is in fact a part of it: in Don Quixote, he is a good friend 

of the priest, the author of La Galatea, a book found in Quixote’ library (I.6, p. 52), and possibly 

the author of the interpolated novel The Man Who Was Recklessly Curious (I.47, p. 408) as well. 

This textual labyrinth traps not only the real author of Don Quixote, but also the author of the false 

Part II, Avellaneda the Tordesillan, because his book appears in the print shop that Quixote visits 

in Barcelona (II.68, p. 874), and his character, Don Álvaro Tarfe, shows up in the inn that Quixote 

and Sancho are staying at and converses with them (II.72). 

In this labyrinth of dubious texts and authors that are paradoxically intertwined and dependent 

on one another, we find ourselves completely lost in the pursuit of certainty. Although so many 

tempting voices promise to lead the way out, we are in the ordeal of not knowing which one to 

follow. The authors, no matter how assertive, can only provide us with an ambiguous perspective. 

There is no guarantee that their narrations are more trustworthy than the others. When the authors 

boldly tell us that we are reading a verdadera historia, we cannot but wonder about the word 

                                                 
14 I am relying on the assumption that Carrasco’s awareness is indeed translated from the manuscripts, not added by 

the narrator or the translator for their own credit. 
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historia, which in Spanish has the double meaning of “history” and “story”. Should we see Don 

Quixote as a fiction, as is claimed on the back cover of the book in our hands, or as a history, as 

the authors repeatedly emphasize? Should we think a real distinction exists? Perhaps the word 

historia is another version of baci-yelmo or the “princess-peasant girl”; it resists the suggestion 

that a single true interpretation exists, and itself is a symbol for the ambiguity of the boundary 

between the literary world and the prosaic world.  

If truth is not absolute, and the line between the literary and the prosaic worlds is nebulous, then 

it is impossible to deceive with the art of enchantment, because the deception would require a 

clear-cut boundary between what is true and what is not. This leads us to revise our previous 

understanding of enchantment (which is also Quixote’s understanding) that it is an art of deceptive 

transformation. The supposed enchanters, who “transform” armies into hordes of sheep, are really 

just magicians who are able to make Sancho believe one interpretation of the objects more than 

the other, while neither interpretation is superior or “truer”. Enchantment, it seems, is but an art of 

“belief-making”. To further see the meaning of this “belief-making” art, let us consider the other 

group of wise enchanters that Quixote believes in and often speaks about: 

“Who can doubt that in times to come, when the true history of my famous deeds 

comes to light, the wise man who compiles them, when he begins to recount my 

first sally so early in the day, will write in this manner…O thou, wise enchanter 

(sabio encantador), whoever thou mayest be, whose task it will be to chronicle this 

wondrous history!” (I.2, p. 25) 

Quixote, here, at the outset of his adventure, imagines the future author of his history to be a wise 

enchanter. How else could a historian come to know his deeds and private thoughts so clearly that 

he can write a history of Quixote, if this historian is not a magical enchanter who possesses an 

omniscient power? Obviously, Quixote gets this idea of an omniscient historian from the days and 

nights he spent reading the chivalric romances that also gave him the ideas of the balm of Fierabrás 
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and Mambrino’s enchanted helmet, etc. Thinking he lives in a literary world, it is reasonable for 

Quixote to expect that he must himself have such a wise enchanter-historian to record his deeds, 

like Amadís de Gaul does.  

The authors of the chivalric romances that he reads can be seen as enchanters in two different 

ways. First, they have the magic power of knowing all everything about their heroes. Second, they 

seem to have, on their readers, exactly the “belief-making” power that we spoke of earlier: just see 

how Alonso Quixano, a prosaic Spanish hidalgo who led a normal country life, is suddenly 

convinced of the literary world and decides to become a knight errant. In this respect, the 

enchantment of the enchanter-authors is not essentially different from that of the enchanter-

enemies: both are the art of “belief-making”. 

 Just like heroes in romances of chivalry have their enchanter-authors, Quixote, the protagonist 

of Don Quixote, has his, namely Cervantes, who can perform the enchantment of “belief-making” 

on his readers as well. The authors of the romances have a vast number of readers; in fact, in Don 

Quixote almost all the major characters have read the romances. They, however, see the romances 

as mere entertainment, and are perfectly capable of telling their prosaic reality apart from the world 

of the romances. Some of them are indeed very fervent followers of the romances, like the 

innkeeper (recall his admiration and defense of the romances in I.32), but when Quixote, standing 

right in front of him, speaks in the typical manner of a knight as described in the chivalric romances, 

the innkeeper cannot recognize anything but a guest of the inn who should pay for the services and 

food given to him (I.17, p. 121). If the merit of an enchanter-author consists in his ability to make 

his readers believe in his work, then the authors of the romances are clearly not very competent. 

Besides Quixote, no one takes their romances very seriously. Cervantes, however, seems to be 
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much more skillful than anyone of these enchanter-authors. Let us consider what his art of 

enchantment consists in. 

First, he mimics, through the voices of the fictional authors, the tone of a historian. Compare 

the following two passages:  

…Such is the account which the Persians give of these matters…The Phoenicians, 

however, as regards Io, vary from the Persian statements…Whether this latter 

account be true, or whether the matter happened otherwise, I shall not discuss 

further. I shall proceed at once to point out the person who first within my own 

knowledge inflicted injury on the Greeks, after which I shall go forward with my 

history… (The Histories, I.5, translated by George Rawlinson) 

Some authors say his first adventure was the one in Puerto Lápice; others claim it 

was the adventure of the windmills; but according to what I have been able to 

determine with regard to this matter, and what I have discovered written in the 

annals of La Mancha, the fact is…(I.2, p. 26) 

The extent to which the narrative style of Don Quixote resembles that of The Histories is striking. 

When author tells a story in the manner of a history, he renders himself more trustworthy, and his 

story more believable. But this technique is nothing special; the authors of the chivalric romances 

probably employ it as well. What really makes Cervantes a far superior enchanter is how much 

agency he allows his characters to have. 

Let us recall Master Pedro’s puppet show. The show is about the hero Don Gaiferos and how 

he frees his wife Melisendra from the Moors. This story in the show is referred to as “a true history” 

and is said to be “taken literally from the French chronicles and Spanish ballads which are in the 

mouths of everyone…” (II.26, p. 629). The puppets are manipulated by Master Pedro from inside 

the puppet theater, but the story is narrated a boy, who, pointing to the puppet figures with a rod, 

is responsible for acting as “interpreter and narrator of the mysteries on stage” (II.25, p. 628). This 

puppet show seems to be an elaborate illustration of the narrative structure of Don Quixote, which 

has a real author (Master Pedro) and multiple intermediary narrators (the boy) who claim the they 
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are telling a true history and admit their reliance on external sources like chronicles and oral 

hearsay. But there is an important difference. The puppets, being controlled by the real author 

Master Pedro by puppet strings, have absolutely no autonomy in their actions and lives. And their 

destruction at the hand of Quixote symbolically announces the freedom of the characters in Don 

Quixote. Sancho, for example, responding to the inconsistencies in Part I pointed out by Carrasco, 

simply says “I don’t know how to answer that, except to say that either the historian was wrong or 

the printer made a mistake” (II.4, p. 481), thereby declaring his independence from the historian 

and the history; Quixote, choosing to go to Barcelona instead of Zaragoza (II.60, p. 849), freely 

departs from both the suggestion at the end of Part I (I.52, p. 445) and the false Part II. If the 

relation between the heroes in the romances of chivalry and their authors is like that between the 

puppets and Master Pedro, the relation between Quixote and Cervantes is much looser. Consider 

the episode when the daughter of the innkeeper and Maritornes trick Quixote into standing on the 

back of Rocinante and giving his hand to them to be tied up (I.43). The daughter and Maritornes 

are here playing the role of an enchanting author, who makes Quixote believe in the story of a 

beautiful damsel wishing to admire his hand. The halter with which Quixote is tied up appears to 

be a symbol of control similar to the puppet strings. It is crucial, however, to realize that Quixote’s 

ordeal is not created by just Martitornes and the daughter; this is a story created by both parties. 

The two girls make up the background story, but Quixote himself, by following along with their 

story and gladly participating in the narration, contributes to the whole episode as much as they. 

After all, Quixote voluntarily gives them the hand. And halter is never used to manipulate a horse, 

but to guide:15 there is a mutual respect and cooperation. Isn’t this a fine image, emblematic of the 

                                                 
15 And sometimes, a horse can even guide its master. Consider how Rocinante guides Quixote when he is “following 

only the path his horse wished to take” (I.2, p. 25). 
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curious dynamic between Quixote and Cervantes? Although Quixote is Cervantes’ creation, he 

still appears to have his freedom and can even be said to be a co-author of his history. Controlling 

the characters with the puppet-strings16 or guiding them with a halter, which will make the story 

and characters more believable? The halter, no doubt. 

What is even more striking is how Cervantes introduces the publication and popular reception 

of Part I into the world of Part II. The effect of this art of enchantment is formidable. The 

publication and the reception are real historical events that took place in the early 17th century in 

Spain, yet when Cervantes puts them into Part II, they become literary events as well. Here we feel 

disoriented, because we are used to seeing the world of the novel as clearly separated from the 

actual world. But as we realize that Part I is published in the world of Part II just as it was in our 

historical world, and that the characters in Part II read and discuss Part I just as we do (II.3, p. 475-

476), the boundary between the readers and the characters of Don Quixote is suddenly destroyed. 

Furthermore, the role of the author seems to merge with those of the readers and characters as well. 

Apart from the fact that all of the fictional authors as well as the historical authors Cervantes and 

Avellaneda are contained in Don Quixote as characters, as we have mentioned earlier, many 

characters act like authors of Quixote’s history as well. Carrasco, the duke, and the duchess, for 

example, being readers of Part I and characters in Part II, also become authors of the history, when 

they design adventures for Quixote one after another. In them we see how the traditionally held 

demarcation of the triple roles of the author, the character, and the reader gets blurred. We want to 

ask: are we really not just some other characters in Part II who are readers of the history of Quixote, 

                                                 
16 Cervantes gives us many other metaphors like the puppet-strings. One of them is the iron on which the galley slaves 

are strung together like “beads” (I.22, p. 163). It is perhaps not a coincidence that Quixote unchains them, just like he 

removes the strings on the puppets. 
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and who have the potential to exert influence on Quixote’s history? In a subtle and pleasing way,17 

Cervantes manages to confound the lines of distinction between the world within the novel and 

the world without, making us believe, at least for a moment, that our world is really not different 

from that of the characters. This is perhaps the highest form of enchantment, and one that the 

authors of the romances of chivalry never achieved.  

But then we run into another difficulty. Is not Cervantes’ objective, if we take the narrator’s and 

Cide Hamete’s stated objective (Prologue to Part I, p. 8-9; I.52, p. 445) to be his as well, to warn 

against the risk of believing the lies of fictional literature, or, to warn against the danger of the 

authors’ enchantment? An adroit enchanter himself, why does he write a novel to achieve the very 

thing he cautions his readers to avoid? Quixote, on his deathbed, is eventually disenchanted of the 

literary reality that the authors of romances got him into. When we have our fill of the 

“entertainment and pleasure” that “the attentive reader may derive from it [the history of Quixote]” 

(I.9, p. 67), are we supposed to put down the book and also be disenchanted, reminding ourselves 

that Quixote, no matter how real he may seem, is still but a literary creation, who lives in a 

completely different realm? Perhaps this problem is another form of the basin-helmet debate, and 

Don Quixote the novel is another baciyelmo: it is both an invective against and a tribute to the 

enchanting power of literature, and we the readers should choose for ourselves. Remember what 

the prologue tells us: 

…Dear readers…you are in your own house, where you are lord, as the sovereign 

is master of his revenues, and you know the old saying: under cover of my cloak I 

can kill the king. Which exempts and excuses you from all respect and obligation, 

and you can say anything you desire about this history without fear that you will be 

reviled for the bad things or rewarded for the good that you might say about it. 

(Prologue to Part I, p. 3-4) 

                                                 
17 Remember that Encantar also has the meaning of “to please”, and one thing that the friend in the prologue keeps 

reminding the narrator is that his book has to be entertaining (Prologue to Part I, p. 8). 


