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CERVANTES:

- dialogue, the psychological truth in the situations described, Thcag

. rogues can be witly; they are smart and alert, and above all, they
know how Lo enjoy humer, This picture of local color slowly hecomes
a picture of implacable satire of all the “upper classes,” all the sn-
called respectable people wha niot only made possible the activity of
the underworld, but also seemed to tolerate it and made it prosper
because they themselves were busy in parallel efforts to cheat and
rob their fellowmen.

It has always been said that & writer who wants to succeed must
write about an environment he knows well. Cervantes’ knowledge of
the milieu he describes is precise and rings true: he was obviously
well acquainted with the underworld, whether hecause of his long
slay in Seville, a city that was almost completely in the hands of the
underworld, or due to his experiences in jail. Seville was at that time
a fuscinating city. It was wealthy and corrupt. It offered a variety of
experiences and of human types not to be found in any other
Spanish city. A writer gifted with sensitivity and the capacity for ac-
curate observation—and curious about every angle of human
life—such as Cervantes, was to find in Seville all the lessons that he
could not have found in Salamanca, the Sorhonne, Oxford, or Cam-
bridge. His long residence in Seville, the kind of people whom he
met becanse of his vecupation and his social position, and even his
frequent juil sentences, allowed him to acquire first-hand experience
with Spain’s gangsters, with their customs, and their dialeet, The
fact that the novel—or. if we wish, the long short storv—was still a
virgin field where any writer could dictate the rules of the game
allowed him to develop his characters: the stage was still too rigid for
such {luid material, his genius too restless to limit the development
and the descriptions that make up this novelette.

The conversation of rogues, as reported hy Cervantes, is an in-
triguing mixture of conventional piety and cynicism. They do not
see themsclves as outsiders, but rather as intelligent members of
sociely, able to earn their iving without hard effort and always keep-
ing open the channels of communication to the Heavenly pOwers.
One of them explains thus their behavior to young Cortadillo: **We
say our rosury at intervals during all the days of the week, and many
of us don't steal on Friday or hold converse with anv woman named
Mary on Saturdays.” The young man replies: “All this. . . fills me
with admiration, but 1 wonder if your worship could tell me whether

:
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vou have any penance to perform. Does iiLy ,.amﬂﬂ_ﬂc: rﬁﬂ.ﬁ to be
made?' The rogue replies, "As for restitution, don’t mention the
word. That is an impossibility, owing to the many parts into E?.n: a
theft has to be divided before each agent and szmqmoﬂﬂ .TE.. received
its share. And so the original thief would find it impaossible to make
restitution, especially since there is no one o cos._ﬁw_, us o nﬁ..u
anvthing of the kind, seeing that we never go to confession, and if
letlers of excommunication are launched against us, they never
come to our notice, for we avoid the church on the days where they
are read out and go there only when there is a Jubilee, so that we cal
reap a rich harvest fram the crowds of people who gather there
Cortadillo presses on: "I this is all _:Emh, gentlemen m_,.. how can
they sav that their lives are good and holy?” The answer: Why :n_w:,
What is bad? Is it not worse to be a heretic or a rencgade, or to kill
vour father, or mother, or be a Solomite? ' "Your worship must mean
Sodomite. T mean that.”*

We are of course used to literary explorations of the underground:
they are commonplace in contemporary literature, It was new
w..ﬁ“_n_..ﬁ for Cervantes to cover, and it would be %?.EL_ to find a
purallel to these pages outside the Spanish picaresque literature of
the period.

MHH_?,, of its background and its protagonists, it is clear that Rin-
conete and Cortadillo belongs, at least in principle, to the world of
the picaresque novel. And yet Cervantes, who borrowed so much
fram all the literary genres of his period, always surpassed and
changed them in his creative process. His mmni story differs from the
usual picaresque novel in certain formal aspects, In what we may call

its technique; Cervanles’ rogues do not relate their own w.u.?m:r:mm
in the First person singular, as is the custom in all Em picaresgue
novels, More important, Cervantes’ tale lacks the ?:m«b.nmm, the
pessimism of most of these novels. It also lacks the moralizing E.HE
of many of these tales. The picaresque novel developed in-
q_q_un:ﬁrm::w from Cervantes. Tt was born somewhat amﬂ:mq and
fullowed a different path, Cervantes never imitated it m_ucazw..ﬂ
even clearly, not even in Rinconete and Cortadillo, which deals with
more or less the same environment that the picaresque novels
describe. We do not find in Cervantes' tale the deep Ewﬁrarwﬁq of
marginal men that Guzmdn de Alfarache exposes. Cervanles goal
points towards an intense gaiety, a luminous enjoyment, a sort of ar-

——
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! tistie indulgence in the forbidden fruit, which makes us forget the

ugly and criminal aspects of the lives he describes.

Damon Runyon, the greal teller of tales of American gangsters,
could approve of Cervantes’ characters. Cervantes looks at the un-
derworld with the eves of 4 poet. His style is therefore very different
trom the style of the true picaresque writers, Tt is fuid and whim-
sical, while the style of Lazarillo de Tormes, for instance, the typical

picaresque novel according to some erities, and according to others

the [orerunner of all picaresque novels, is sober and spare, and the
stvle of Mateo Alemidn, the celebrated writer of Cuzmiin de
Alfarache, is dry, wilty, bitter. It is therefore an illusion for us to
think that Cervantes invaded the field of picaresque literature: we
can ohserve thal Rinconete and Cortadillo, his twa would-be rogues,
arc not the victims bul the agents of the action, In the picaresque

novels, we are always confronfed with a desperate hero in search of
survival. As a contemporary Spanish eritic, Car ﬁﬂmmﬂnm,ﬂm:m:uﬁm..
has pointed oul, we should recall that two of the main traits of the
picaresque novel are, first, that we usually deal with the story of a
vagahond without any means of fortune who has to find any means
Ly survive: hunger is therefore the antihero's first and foremost
motivation. in order to satisfy his hunger with the least possible
work, the picaroon will do anything he can—commit any crime,
betray his friends, debase himself—without in the meantime achiev-
ing any other goal. He manages to survive, and this is the only gim
that counts for him: He serves several masters: he begs, steals and
dupes. The world, as seen from his limited viewpoint, seems to have
nu higher existential goul than his own, Cynicism pervades his every
thought. When some characters do seem to aim for higher gaals, we
are immediately warned by the author—or by the picaroon who is
his mouthpiece—that it is all vanity, emply gesturing.

Compared with the heroes of early fiction, especially with the
dashing knights of the chivalry romances, and also with some of Cer-
vantes' heroes in his short stories, the picaroon is of course an an-
tihero, He may be lowly, but he is everpresent: the second trait men-
tioned by Blanco Aguinaga {and one that we have mentioned
before) is that the adventures of the picaroon are always narrated in
autobiographical form.

As Blanco Aguinaga sees it, “from the fusion of these two traits we
may derive a Lthird in which substance and form are quite the same:
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the picaroon is always a lone wanderer, a true exile who never
schieves authentic dialogue with other men because HHE of _:.EE
distrust him and he distrusts them all, once he has acquired a little
expericnce. ™ As the story develops, we begin to qmm:um that every
aspeet of “reality” is conveyed Lo us through the single lens of the
picaroon: he is the one who digests for us both his own Em...mbm:wnm
and the events that befall other characters, he is lonely and hitter,
and so is the view of the world that we are allowed to see in his
descriptions; the loneliness of the picaroon results in a EEEE_
solation from the outside world, Therefore, it avoids outside judg-

ment and justifies itself: it is precisely because he is lonely and
desperate that he can afford to judge and SEEE:.?,ch:m elsc.
How could they understand him and share his experiences? He can
at least see them from the outside—and his bitterness filters _.3..3
everv aspect of other peoples” lives, contaminates every idealization,
every moral prineiple. Reality becomes distorted, perhaps, and yet
the reader begins to suspect that this is the way the world was
shaped from the very beginning: the picarcon is unhappy not anly
because he is lonely and despised, but also because in a humble way
he is part of a world that is evil, humble, and to be despised.
Rincoriete and Cortadillo differs from the picaresque, as we have
pointed out, in the fact that it is a tale that seems Lo epen up to an
undetermined future: there is no strict chain that links its antiheroes
lo 4 specific place and makes them move to and fro like puppets
suspended from a string. Tts very beginning seems Lo be an accident,
something that happened by mere chance—and perhaps ....&.F__E not
have happened if circumstances had been slightly &:E.Eﬁ. At the
inn of Molinillo, which lies on the famous plain of Alcudia as we
travel from Castile to Andalusia, on a hot summer day two hoys of
perhaps fourteen or fifteen met by chance . | 7" This is the begin-
ning of a storv in which most of what happens will be revealed
through dialogue, the dialogue of the two boys, and also their con-
versations with the rogues in Seville: vet there is nothing that can be
absolutely pinned down, clearly and scientifically defined, in a
dialogue that is usually full of feints and clever wordplay. No aspect

o ﬂm]mmmzﬂm.ﬂ._.m.:.muobm_ the two would-he rogues into the future
against their will: just as Don Quixote let himself be guided by
Rocinante, so they are going to let themselves be guided by @w.mm..m
luck, destiny.
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The two boys hesitate at first o speak the truth to each other, vet
finally they tell cach other their names and discuss their families,
Afterward they join forees, deceive the muletesr, rob the travellers
that are taking them to Seville, and end up in the courtyard of
Monipodio, the king of local gangsters. What happens then is almost
a tale within the lale: the two boys observe what goes on without
passing any moral judgment; as the tale unfolds our admiration for
the rogues of Seville grows, and so does the wonder and admiration
of the two lads, and yvet they seem to come to the conclusion that the
game is too dangerous for them. They are not ready forit, and Rin-
conete, who seems to be the moralist in this strange duo, or perhaps
is the more timid and prudent of the twa boys, argues that it is time
to go elsewhere and [ind less dangerous ways to earn a living, Yet the
end is left wide open: " But in spite of all this, led by his youth and
incxperience, he went on with this life for severul months, during which
occurred things that call for lengthier exposition, and so it is left for
another occasion to recount his life and miracles, along with those of his
master Monipedio . . ' The future can be only guessed
at—we sec it through a glass, durklygs Onece more human freedom
is depicted as fluid: il cannot be pinned down, the reader remains
with the hope of more adventures, more life, endless possibilities.

Cervantes introduces an clement of uncertainty from the very
beginning: a chance encounter can lead us lowards a number of
paths, no conclusion is unaveidable. The European novel of the

following centuries will take a cue from such uncertain a framework.

The environment is to be taken into account, it can explain much;
vet it should not overwhelm the characters, for where there is no
freedom there can be no spontaneity, no surprise for the reader—aor
for the characters. The idea that the characters of a novel can have
an autonomous being, that they should be as independent as possi-
ble from their creator, was bound to play a basic role in the develop-
ment of the modern novel, There is only a limited number of novels,
some of them undoubtedly good ones, in which human freedom is
stifled: the novels ercated by Zola and his followers in which the ex-
treme Naturalistic theories come into full bloom. In these works it is
the background that decides every development: from the very
beginning the characters are slaves to their social and economic
milieu, to their hiological heredity. Therefore we are right in seeing
in these novels an offshoot of the Spanish picaresque literature. Zola
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and Mated Alemdn are guided by high moral principles: art must be
Ema@...mlx__. the service of social eriticisto, literature should become the
handmaiden of politics. Soviet social realism is hasically nut too
different from this trend. Cervantes would have disagreed: he was
not averse to eriticizing the Establishment, but he thought that art
had a desliny of its own. Social eriticism was a welcome by-product
of the work of art, not its main ingredient or its major goal,

Dogmatic distortions have no place in Cervantes version of
picaresque realism. Moralizing was not his favorite role. Perhaps
Carlos Blanco Aguinaga i5 the critic who has come closest to the
definition of Cervantes as a novelist when he states; " Writing novels
for Cervantes is, in some sense, letting do and letting live in the
ereated world of half-truths and half-lies which no one has vet
known how to demareate satisfactorily. This is a vision of the world
thut tells us that the novelist (a most rare inventor) is indeed like a
god who by the word casts forth reality, theugh like a god perhaps a
bit skeplical of his ahbility to judge, however confident of the
freedom of his creation and Fall of love for it

To pul it succinetly, Cervantes at his hest—in a tale like Rinconete
and Cortadillo, and also in Don Quixote—Is opposed to the facile
Manichean division between “the good guys” and “the bad guys"
His picture of reality is complex and ambiguous: he involves the
reader in this conception. He avoids absolute moral judgments
because he does not think they are possible ur desirable—especially
in literature, What he gives us is a multifaceted presentation of Hves

_.u

coming fnto m_n_zm mﬁ.:mm_:dn to become: in this sense he can be J.,‘._f_

called an Existentialist writer,

VI The Spanish Englishwoman

To read this story after Rinconete and Cortadillo is to feel disap-
pointed. Cervantes falls back on the tricks of the Italian school of
short story writers. This tale is a curious mixture: on the one hand,
romantic adventures, strange coincidences, the usual tricks: on the
other, old personal memories of the author,

This is the plot: In one of the sackings of the city of Cadiz by the
English, an English warrior captures and brings to England a six-
year-old girl, Isabela. She is brought up by the Englishman and his
wife, who are Catholic. After a period of time, the son of the warrior,
Bicaredw, falls in love with Tsabels and asks her hand in marriage.
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