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For my parents and my son 






The authors and the books that have, as we say, done something for us, become part of the answer to our curiosity when our curiosity had the freshness of youth, these particular agents exist for us, with the lapse of time, as the substance itself of knowledge: they have been intellectually so swallowed, digested and assimilated that we take their general use and suggestion for granted, cease to be aware of them because they have passed out of sight simply by having passed into our lives ... Without having abandoned or denied our author we yet come expressly back to him, and if not quite in tatters and in penitence like the Prodigal Son, with something at all events of the tenderness with which we revert to the parental threshold and hearthstone, if not, more fortunately, to the parental presence. The beauty of this adventure, that of seeing the dust blown off a relation that had been put away as on a shelf, almost out of reach, at the back of one's mind, consists in finding the precious object not only fresh and intact, but with its firm lacquer still further figured, gilded and enriched. It is all overscored with traces and impressions—vivid, definite, almost as valuable as itself—of the recognitions and agitations it originally produced in us. Our old—that is our young—feelings are very nearly what page after page most gives us. 

—HENRY JAMES,

"Honoré de Balzac," 1902




People pretend that the Bible means the same to them at 50 that it did at all former milestones in their journey. I wonder how they can lie so. It comes of practice, no doubt. They would not say that of Dickens's or Scott's books. Nothing remains the same. When a man goes back to look at the house of his childhood, it has always shrunk: there is no instance of such a house being as big as the picture in memory and imagination calls for. Shrunk how? Why, to its correct dimensions: the house hasn't altered, this is the first time it has been in focus. 

Well, that's loss. To have house and Bible shrink so under the disillusioning corrected angle is loss—for a moment. But there are compensations. You tilt the tube skyward and bring planets and comets and corona flames a hundred and fifty thousand miles high into the field. Which I see you have done, and found Tolstoi. I haven't got him in focus yet but I've got Browning....

—MARK TWAIN,

in a letter to William Dean Howells,

August 22, 1887
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Reflections

IT BEGAN, as things often do for me, with Henry James. I had nothing new in the house to read (a recent spate of bad fiction having destroyed my appetite for buying new books), so I searched my shelves and idly chose The Portrait of a Lady, a book I hadn't picked up in twenty years. Rereading it turned out to be an astonishing experience. 

I had first read this novel as an undergraduate, and had gone through it again as a graduate student of English literature. Both times I was too close in age to Isabel Archer to appreciate her properly, and both times I read largely for the plot. The fact that I already knew the plot the second time around did not deter me: at the age of twenty-six, I still zoomed, suspense-driven, toward the final pages, as if only the ending counted.

But in your forties the journey begins to matter more than the arrival, and it is only in this frame of mind that you can do justice to Henry James. (I say this now, but just watch me: I'll be contradicting myself from the old-age home, deploring my puerile middle-aged delusions about James.) At forty-six, no longer in competition with Isabel, I could find her as charming as her author evidently did. Moreover, having  had a life, with its own self-defined shape and structure, I was more sympathetic with Isabel's wish to acquire one. As a young person, I only wanted her to marry the lord and get it over with. Now I understood that nothing ends with such choices—there are always additional choices to be made, if one's life is to remain interesting.

I cared less, this time through, about what decisions Isabel made than about how and why she made them. And this, in turn, gave me far more patience with the length and complexity of James's sentences. Once, perhaps, I had viewed them as pointlessly extended or merely ornate; now they were useful keys to the pace and method of Isabel's subtly complicated mind—so that whereas I used to be tempted to skip ahead, I now wanted to saunter through the commas, linger at the semicolons, and take small contemplative breaks at the periods. The book was much better than I had remembered it. More to the point, I was a much better reader of it. Both pleasure and understanding came more easily to me.

The idea that a simple rereading could also be a new reading struck me with the force of a revelation. It meant that something old wasn't necessarily outdated, used up, or overly familiar. It offered an escape route, however temporary, from problems that were both personal and cultural—my own creeping middle age, the prevailing fin-de-siecle tone of fashionable irony, and above all the speeded-up, mechanized, money-obsessed existence that had somehow become our collective daily life. Like many others before me (including, I noted wryly, Henry James), I felt menaced by too-sudden change, as if something I held dear were about to be taken away from me, or perhaps had already been taken away when I wasn't paying attention. I felt ... But I needn't elaborate. You were there. You lived through it too. 

My own situation differed somewhat from the average, in that I had purposely constructed for myself a life that was marginal to and therefore shielded from the clamoring demands of the marketplace. Well, "purposely" may not be the right word; in fact, one function of this book will be to examine in some detail how little "purpose" one can have, at fifteen or twenty or twenty-five, in imagining or projecting a life. But let us say that, for whatever reason, I found myself in the luxurious position of being able to reread. I had the necessary background—that is, I had read a lot of books when I was younger—and what's more, I had the necessary time.

Time is a gift, but it can be a suspect one, especially in a culture that values frenzy. When I began this book, almost everyone I knew seemed to be busier than I was. I supported myself, contributed my share to the upkeep of the household, and engaged in all the usual wifely and motherly duties and pleasures. But still I had time left to read. This was partly because I incorporated reading into my work life (I run a quarterly literary magazine), and partly because I worked very efficiently (I run my own quarterly literary magazine, so there's no busywork whatsoever: no meetings, no memos, no last-minute commands from the higher-ups). I had constructed a life in which I could be energetic but also lazy; I could rush, but I would never be rushed. It was a perfect situation for someone who loved to read, but it was also an oddball role, outside the mainstream—even the mainstream of people who read and write for a living. How often have you heard an editor or an academic or a journalist say, "Oh, I wish I had the time to reread Anna Karenina!" (or Middlemarch, or Huckleberry Finn, or whatever beloved book rises to the surface of one's memory)? Well, I thought, I have the time. I could reread on behalf of all of us.


Of course, it never really turns out that way in practice. Nothing demonstrates how personal reading is more clearly than rereading does. The first time you read a book, you might imagine that what you are getting out of it is precisely what the author put into it. And you would be right, at least in part. There is some element of every aesthetic experience, every human experience, that is generalizable and communicable and belongs to all of us. If this were not true, art would be pointless. The common ground of our response is terrifically important. But there is also the individual response, and that too is important. I get annoyed at literary theorists who try to make us choose one over the other, as if either reading is an objective experience, providing everyone with access to the author's intentions, or it is a subjective experience, revealing to us only the thoughts in our own minds. Why? Why must it be one or the other, when every sensible piece of evidence indicates that it is both? 

Rereading is certainly both, as I was to discover. You cannot reread a book from your youth without perceiving it as, among other things, a mirror. Wherever you look in that novel or poem or essay, you will find a little reflected face peering out at you—the face of your own youthful self, the original reader, the person you were when you first read the book. So the material that wells up out of this rereading feels very private, very specific to you. But as you engage in this rereading, you can sense that there are at least two readers, the older one and the younger one. You know there are two of you because you can feel them responding differently to the book. Differently, but not entirely differently: there is a core of experience shared by your two selves (perhaps there are even more than two, if you include all the people you were in the years between the two readings). And this awareness of the separate readers within you makes you appreciate the essential constancy of the literary work, even in the face of your own alterations over time—so that you begin to realize how all the different readings by different people might nonetheless have a great deal in common. 

This thing that I am calling "rereading" only succeeds under certain circumstances, and part of my effort here has been to locate those cases where the circumstances prevail. The book must, in the first place, be a strong one—not just a memorable one (though that is crucial), but also strong enough to hold up under the close scrutiny of a second look. It would be tedious to have a series of chapters recording how disappointing it was to reread this or that favorite work of science fiction or adventure or humor or romance (not that these categories would inevitably prove disappointing—but they do seem to be the categories in which youthful enthusiasm most often led me astray). I also hoped that each chapter would say something different—about the process of rereading, or the nature of growing older, or the quality of a work of art, or my own personality, or (preferably) all of the above. As both reader and writer I felt anxious to avoid mere repetition, which is not at all the same as rereading.

And then, of course, I had to remember the first reading well enough to get something new out of the rereading. This, unfortunately, eliminated some otherwise ideal candidates. For instance, I recently reread The Charterhouse of Parma, this time in Richard Howard's excellent new translation. I could remember exactly the circumstances surrounding my first reading: it was the late fall of 1984; I was staying at the Villa Serbelloni in Bellagio, and Stendhal's book was there in the library (having been acquired because of its associations with the region, no doubt); I was working on my own first book; and I was pregnant with my first and only child. Rich material for recollection, you would think. The problem is, I couldn't recall the slightest thing about the book itself. It was as if, on my recent rereading, I were coming across the Stendhal novel for the very first time—a tribute to the translator, perhaps, and a great pleasure in any case, but no help at all to my rereading project.

Sometimes I selected a book on the basis of its obvious appropriateness to my topic, only to discover that my rereading failed to produce a useful chapter.  The Interpretation of Dreams, for example. What could better represent our collective readerly unconscious than this work that had permeated my generation's sensibility long before we ever read it? At twenty, I had devoured Freud's book with fascinated hunger, as if I both knew and yet didn't know everything it had to tell me (a perfect example, I remember thinking, of "the uncanny"). On my first reading the book had caused me to dream intensely, and to write down my dreams; perhaps that would happen again. And how appropriate it would be, I felt, to reread it on the hundredth anniversary of its 1900 publication date. But all to no avail. My primary, insuperable experience when I attempted to reread The Interpretation of Dreams was one of annoyance. Why had Freud mucked up his lovely approach to dream interpretation with that rabid insistence on the theory of wish fulfillment? And why was he such a tyrant about it? Bristling under the yoke of his oppressive manner, I tried another translation, but with no better results. It would be unpleasant, I finally decided, for readers to hear me yammering on against Freud's authoritarianism—after all, this is hardly news—and it would be even more unpleasant for me to do the reading and writing involved in constructing such a chapter. Since I rely on pleasure to fuel my criticism (though sometimes it's thwarted pleasure, in the case of negative criticism), I had no choice but to drop the book.

Some books, precisely because they seemed so appropriate, were never under consideration to begin with. David Copperfield and Remembrance of Things Past are both quite explicitly novels about rereading—so much so that I felt it would be redundant to examine them in this light. Besides, I had written about Dickens in every previous book of mine, and it seemed only reasonable to give him a rest.

The rules I cobbled together, in the end, were hardly onerous, but they were strictly enforced. I had to have done my first reading when I was "young"; in other words, I needed to be coming at the work anew as an altered, older self. I had to remember the first reading well enough to draw the comparison—viscerally remember it, not just remember that I had done it. And I had to get something new out of each individual rereading, some fresh idea or experience that had not appeared before, in order to make the chapters sequentially interesting. If I could do all this, I felt, I would have a book about rereading. It would be necessarily personal, with criticism merging into autobiography, but I hoped that it would not be  merely personal—that what I had to say would find an echo, or at the very least a nod of assent, in the minds of other readers.

It has occurred to me that the danger of such a project is the danger of all escapism: we flee into the past because we can no longer tolerate the present. But one cannot actually live in the past, and I am certainly not ready to stop living. I never intended my rereading book to be a purely conservative measure, keeping out the new in favor of the old; I didn't ever stop reading new books while I was working on this project. For both professional and personal reasons, I can't imagine choosing not to read any new books. (By "new" I mean new to me: not necessarily books that have just been published, but books which I have only now encountered for the first time, whether they are just out or hundreds of years old.) And in fact my rereading project, far from making me shun new books, stimulated my desire for all kinds of reading. During the same time I was reading Don Quixote, for instance, I was also reading The Letters of Henry James, in Philip Home's new edition; Shirley Hazzard's memoir Greene on Capri; J. M. Coetzee's Age of Iron, which I turned to after finishing his more recent Disgrace; Philip Roth's The Human Stain; and Alberto Moravia's Contempt. Of these, only Age of Iron turned out to have a direct bearing on my  Don Quixote chapter, and that was purely by chance, but the stew into which they all went was, nonetheless, necessary to my writing. I suppose what I mean is that I needed to feel a life of letters going on around me—drawing from past works all the time, but also creating new ones every year, every minute—in order to feel that a book about reading was worth writing.

I did not set out to draw any general conclusions about rereading. General conclusions, I often feel, are the enemy of perception, at least in the literary field. To the extent that you can actually sense what is going on in a work of literature, you are sensing something more particular even than life itself (since life tends to have more repetition, more boredom, more plain old dead space than good literature usually does). But I did, in the course of producing this book, come upon one idea or image or tendency—I don't know exactly what to call it—that repeated itself over and over again. That was the idea of vertigo. There is something inherently dizzying in the effort to look at a still work of literature from a moving position—that is, from two different points in time. And this vertiginousness seems to be linked, in turn, to our directional sense of time's passage, to the poignancy of the fact that time only goes one way. There is some parallel, I can't help feeling, between that kind of one-wayness and the one-wayness of the relationship between a reader and a book. The characters in a novel can speak to us, but we can't speak to them—just as our younger selves can be heard and understood by our older selves, but not vice versa. These are not, of course, identical situations, but they are close enough to make us temporarily lose our balance. Or so I found when I looked at what Borges had to say about Cervantes, Hitchcock about the past, Wordsworth about childhood, McEwan about time ... and so on down the list of artists I examine here. They all talked about vertigo, which is also, probably, the best word to describe what I felt when I looked again at the books I had first read a long time ago.



The First Novel

I AM CERTAINLY NOT the only person to have reread Don Quixote. It was done, most famously, by the fictional Pierre Menard, the Borges character who immersed himself so deeply, so thoroughly, and so intensively in Cervantes' masterpiece that he was able, at long last, to write a few chapters of it on his own—not from memory, but by having become its author anew. It was also done by the very real William Dean Howells, who wrote in a 1919 issue of Harper's Magazine, five months before his death, that "within my eighty-second year I have read Don Quixote with as much zest as in my twelfth year." Twelve seems young for a first reading, but Pierre Menard, too, started early: "When I was ten or twelve years old, I read it..." So it should not be surprising that I, when I first read Don Quixote, was eleven. 

Still, it does surprise me. What did I imagine I was doing? Howells's "zest" would indicate that this primordial novel was once viewed as a childishly thrilling adventure book, like Kidnapped, say, or Kim. Is that what I thought I was getting? More likely I amalgamated it with T. H. White's  The Once and Future King, that modern retelling of the King Arthur tales, which I read at about the same age. Knights of the Round Table, Knight of the Mournful Countenance—who knew the difference? How was I to know that the Cervantes book was an anti-chivalric epic, a parody of traditional knighthood adventures, when it sounded to my ears so much like them?

But that simplifies both my own response and Cervantes' intentions. He meant the novel to be taken on at least two levels—as the straightforwardly amusing antics of a hopelessly incompetent knight, and as a wittily self-referential critique of chivalric literature—and I took it on both those levels. What's more, Cervantes' critique was a defense as well: he meant us to laugh at Don Quixote's folly, but also to despise those prim figures who wished to "cure" the Don by burning his books. I understood that. I also understood that Sancho Panza was both sensible and silly, that Don Quixote's sanity was as sad as his madness, and that the relationship between me and these two figures was far more complicated than the usual one that unites readers and fictional characters. When you are just starting out, it is easy to break or ignore the rules, because you often don't know what they are. Cervantes, inventing the novel from scratch, accomplished all sorts of things that later writers were too cautiously professional to try; and I, reading one of my earliest grownup books, was too young and inexperienced to be worried by the violations of form. In that sense, we were ideally matched.

It's hard to picture a seventh-grader lugging around the standard two-volume hardcover edition of Samuel Putnam's 1949 translation, but I'm pretty sure that's the one I read. I must have lugged it one book at a time, as I did this time through, opening and closing and storing and unearthing each five-hundred-page volume until both jackets became ragged with wear. But I doubt that the copy I read then even  had a dust jacket; in fact, I can almost picture the dark, dull color of the cloth cover and feel its closely woven texture in my hands. I don't know whether the book came from my mother's shelves at home or from the school library. I do know I read some of it during classroom hours, because I can still conjure up the sense of a windowless wall near my right shoulder, student desks stretching in rows before me and to my left, and the big volume propped open in front of me as I came to the end of the last chapter. Was it a free reading period, or was I hiding in the back of the classroom so I could surreptitiously finish the book? No matter; what I remember are the tears that stung my eyes when Sancho Panza stood by his master's bedside and pleaded with him not to die, but to go back out into the fields with him ("Who knows but behind some bush we may come upon the lady Dulcinea, as disenchanted as you could wish"). And I remember how the tears brimmed over when Don Quixote answered, "In last year's nests there are no birds this year. I was mad and now I am sane; I was Don Quixote de la Mancha, and now I am, as I have said, Alonso Quijano the Good." I knew, even at eleven, that something important was being lost here—no, was being bidden farewell to. I was parting from Don. Quixote, the book, as Alonso Quijano was parting from Don Quixote, his other, crazier, but somehow more engaging and lovable self, and the separation was not an easy one—as I discovered again this time through, when the same tears (though how can they be the same?) stung my eyes at forty-eight.

Emotionally, then, the book was all there for me the first time, and it came back to me, emotionally, in the same register. But if I had, as a child, the capacity to respond to Don Quixote's humor and pathos—let us not say fully, since no reading can ever be complete, but at any rate adequately—I lacked something that would have allowed me to take a more accurate measure of its author's achievement. I lacked, at that point, a literary education.


Even a child can see that Don Quixote is a book about reading. For one thing, reading—the wrong sort of reading, or too much reading, or possibly just reading in general—is seen as the cause of the knight's affliction. But one new lesson I now draw from Cervantes' novel is that you can never do too much reading if your aim is to appreciate Cervantes' novel. With this rereading, it became apparent to me that Don Quixote contains or alludes to many literary works it could not have known about—works that were written between 1615 and now. This did not occur to me when I was eleven for the simple reason that I had not then read any of these other books. Nor did I necessarily think of Don Quixote when I read them for the first time. But things which caught my fancy on their own—the asylum theatricals in Middleton and Rowley's The Changeling or Peter Weiss's Marat/Sade, the meandering journey and mutually reinforced superstitions of the two characters in Huckleberry Finn, the eccentric idealism of the central figure in The Idiot, the way the second half of The Executioner's Song comments on the characters' reactions to the first half—all seem prefigured, now that I have read it again, by Cervantes' great work. Sometimes the influence is a direct one (I know for sure that Dostoyevsky was thinking of Don Quixote when he created Prince Myshkin) and sometimes it is not (I know with equal certainty that Norman Mailer had not read Don Quixote when he wrote The Executioner's Song). But that distinction matters surprisingly little, since "influence" seems a puny force compared to the one exerted by Don Quixote. The novel displays such an astonishing ability to anticipate its own future that one is almost tempted to give Cervantes credit for everything written after him. 





To read Don Quixote as an adult is to have the rereading experience in its most potent, seminal form. I imagine that this is true even if you did not read the book as a child, because, by the time you are a grownup, you will be familiar with all the main characters and many of their adventures. Don Quixote, Sancho Panza, Dulcinea del Toboso, Rocinante, Saragossa, the Cave of Montesinos, windmills, blanket-toss-ings, a flying wooden horse ... are these specific memories from my first reading, or snippets of the general culture, handed down to all of us through visual art, drama, music, and other works of literature? Like any direct encounter with an originary myth, going back to the book itself induces chills of uncanniness. When the aspiring knight-errant announces that he will henceforth be Don Quixote, his beloved will be known as Dulcinea, and his horse will be called Rocinante—when he comes up with the names in front of your very eyes—you feel almost as if you are present at Adam's naming of the animals. It is hard to believe there was ever a world that did not contain these figures, and it is equally hard to believe they are the inventions of a single writer, a mere mortal. Miguel de Cervantes may have created Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, but they got away from him immediately. And everything about  Don Quixote—from the way the story comes to us through layers of narrators to the way Volume Two is essentially a commentary on, a rereading of, Volume One—suggests that Cervantes knew his characters would escape him in this way.

It is this knowingness, combined with an unusually warm, informal kind of intimacy, that makes the book so remarkable. I have heard Don Quixote called both premodern and postmodern, but neither label feels right. Premodernism implies a distance from us, a lack of sophistication, a quaint kind of ignorance, whereas Cervantes is right there, whispering in our ear, seemingly cognizant of everything that has happened to his book from the time it left his hands four hundred years ago until it came to rest in ours. And postmodernism always entails a certain level of strain—an embarrassed self-consciousness, an effort to blatantly entertain or just as blatantly alienate, a nostalgic longing for the real even as the patently fake is seen as the only acceptable result of an artistic undertaking. Nothing could be further from the delicate tone of  Don Quixote.

I cannot begin to do justice to the complicated strategies whereby Cervantes surveys the relationship between the real and the imaginary, truth and pretense, history and fiction, or whatever you want to call these "opposing" categories which he wisely refuses to set in opposition to each other. His novel does not suggest that there is no real difference, finally, between truth and fiction; that would be the pusillanimous way out, and Cervantes has no desire to take it. On the contrary, the whole point of the deluded knight's crazy adventures hinges on the difference. But making the distinctions is never simple. Who does more harm to Sancho Panza: the fake knight who promises him a real island to govern if he comes along as knight's squire, or the real duke and duchess who temporarily give him a fake island to govern, mainly for their own amusement? Is it crazier to sing the virtues of a lady love one can never obtain, as the troubadour poets traditionally do, or to sigh for a beloved made up wholesale, as Don Quixote does with Dulcinea? Which is the greater lie: to dress up as a knight because one deludedly believes in the reality of chivalry, or to dress up as a knight because, as a neighborly gesture, one wants to fool Don Quixote into quietly returning to his home? Is a dream a lie? (This is the thrust of the Cave of Montesinos incident, to which both Sancho and the Don frequently recur.) Does a false statement given in response to other people's manipulations or deceptions carry the same moral weight as an outright lie? (Sancho Panza often finds himself in this situation.) What is the difference between a lie and a work of fiction? Do fictional works have real effects in the world? If not, why should we care about them? And if so, how dangerous are they, and what are the costs of attempting to censor them?


One of the lovely things about the Putnam edition is that it includes all the front matter which, in the Spain of Philip III, had to be attached to any published book: the certificates of price and errata, the licenses and "approbations" of various clerical and secular censors, and finally the royal privilege to publish, issued by the king himself. In the case of Don Quixote, these sound so much like narrative artifacts—like the layers of storytelling at the front of a Conrad novel, for instance, or like Cervantes' own invention of the Moorish narrator Cid Hamete Benengeli—that they make "Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra" seem like one of his own fictional characters, even as they testify to the historical conditions under which he was allowed to make a living as a writer. And because all the testimonials are unremittingly high-minded, attributing only the purest and most conventional motives to Cervantes' work, we begin to wonder just who is fooling whom. 

Take the "approbation" by Maestro Joseph de Valdivielso, which appears at the beginning of Volume Two and praises Cervantes for "mingling jest with earnest, the pleasing with the profitable, and the moral with the facetious, dissimulating under the bait of wit the hook of reprehension. All this in pursuance of his professed aim, which is that of driving out the books of chivalry, from whose contagious and baleful influence he has done much to cleanse these realms through the employment of his fine and cunning wit." Is he serious? The minute you ask yourself this, you begin to focus on words like "dissimulating" and "cunning." Nothing, of course, did less toward "driving out the books of chivalry" than the publication of Volume One of Don Quixote; if we are to believe Volume Two, the first book ignited a new rage for chivalric reading in fashionable and unfashionable circles alike. But then, the maestro seems to realize that this is only Cervantes' "professed" aim, not his real one. Or does he? The censor's position is as indeterminate as the author's own, or as that of the village curate from La Mancha, who says of certain poetic works that he finds while sorting through Don Quixote's library: "These do not deserve to be burned like the others, for they are not harmful like the books of chivalry; they are works of imagination, such as may be read without detriment." 

Among the many reasons Don Quixote has not dated is the fact that we are still having this discussion. Having written a book about murders and executions, argued fiercely for years about the inviolability of the First Amendment, and raised a teenage son who is allowed to sample pretty much whatever he wants on the cultural front, I am more than ever aware of how common the curate's concerns are. The questions are all the same as they were in Cervantes' time: Does the representation of violence in art beget violence in real life? Even if that connection can be demonstrated, is censorship the right response? How is the censor to distinguish between "harmful" works and commendable "works of imagination" which are no less violent—like certain passages from the Bible, Greek drama, Shakespeare's plays, or, for that matter, Don Quixote?

"Well," Maestro de Valdivielso might say, "but the violence in Don Quixote is slapstick violence, comic violence." I'm not sure what he gains if I grant this. It's true that Don Quixote is often funny in exactly the way a Marx Brothers movie is funny. The battle between Don Quixote and the Knight of the Mirrors (who says he has read Volume One of The Ingenious Gentleman, Don Quixote de la Mancha, and therefore wishes to prove himself a superior knight by vanquishing that novel's hero) plays out very much like the mirror pantomime between Groucho and Harpo in Duck Soup. And many of the conversations between Sancho and the Don—particularly those about mispronounced words, the relation of language to meaning, and the proper use of proverbs and sayings—could have been scripted as dialogue for Chico and Groucho. But there is a darker strain in Cervantes' slapstick as well, more like the melancholy comedy of Buster Keaton or Charlie Chaplin. There are permanent losses entailed in the pursuit of chivalric ideals—not just the four or five teeth that Don Quixote loses ("and a tooth is more to be prized than a diamond") but also the injuries he inflicts on others. "I do not know what you mean by righting wrongs, seeing that you found me quite all right and left me very wrong indeed, with a broken leg which will not be right again as long as I live," says one of his victims. And there are deaths, as well, produced by a too vigorous pursuit of the knightly code—notably in the tale of the unfortunate Claudia, who stabs her faithless fiancé through the heart, only to learn too late that he was faithful after all. 

As Volume Two draws toward its close, the tone of the work becomes noticeably darker. The story of Claudia is bracketed by two incidents that, while they occupy the background, nonetheless color the whole atmosphere. In the first, Sancho Panza is standing in the woods when he feels something brushing his shoulder; he turns to look, and finds that he is surrounded by hanged men—legally strung-up criminals—whose bodies have been left dangling from the trees. And then later, when the knight and his squire reach Barcelona, they are invited to witness the operation of a ship's galleys: like "magic," the ship moves as the result of the rowers' backs being flayed. "What have these poor wretches done that they should be whipped like that," wonders Sancho, "and how comes it that this one man who goes along whistling there dares to punish so many of them? I declare, this is Hell or at the very least purgatory." Both violent incidents, the hanging and the flaying, are completely unconnected to Don Quixote's delusions. They cannot be blamed on books of chivalry. On the contrary, they are routine, accepted aspects of daily life. Still, Cervantes is able to feel and convey their shockingness.

These are not just my modern prejudices being aired here. It would be presumptuous to assume that this was the case, to believe that our ethical sensibilities had somehow advanced since 1615—as if moral insight were like medical practice, superseding all the old techniques. Morally speaking, Don Quixote lived in the age of iron, and so do we; there never has been a golden age of good behavior and probably never will be, which is why we dream about it through books like  Don Quixote. ('"Sancho, my friend,' he said, 'you may know that I was born, by Heaven's will, in this our age of iron, to revive what is known as the Golden Age.'") When modern artists re-create Cervantes' myth, it is often for the purpose of commenting on this recurrent fact of our fallen nature—as J. M. Coetzee does, for instance, in his novel Age of Iron, where the role of the deluded knight is taken by a dying South African white woman, her squire is a homeless black man, and her ancient car, "like Rocinante," can barely climb a hill. As this old woman rails and rages against the effects of apartheid, she becomes more and more cut off from everything that had previously been her life. Is she the one who is crazy, or does the fault lie with her world? The answer to such questions, in the most truthful works of fiction, is never as simple as R. D. Laing would have liked it to be.





That sort of thought would never have struck me in 1963, when I was eleven. It's not just that I hadn't read R. D. Laing then. (Hardly anybody had; his heyday was a few years later.) More to the point, I hadn't given much thought, one way or the other, to the idea of crazy people. I never saw any, and the ones I heard about were all locked away in huge state asylums or otherwise kept out of sight.

Now, of course, everything is different. I suppose the changes can be traced back to the 1960s and 1970s, when it was decided that warehousing was not helpful to the insane, and large numbers of mental patients were released from the asylums. This was initially a good thing, in that the patients were supposed to go instead to halfway houses or other smaller, more familial places. But at about the same time the plug was pulled on public money for mental health care, so all the halfway houses got shut down too, and there was nowhere for the released patients to go. They ended up on the streets, and now, a generation later, those who have survived are still there. 

If I saw a raggedly dressed, dirty-faced, nonsense-jabbering lunatic even once during my entire Palo Alto childhood, I have managed to obliterate the memory. My son sees such people every week of his life. Granted, we live in the city nicknamed Berserkeley, on a street favored by the meandering homeless. Still, my son's experience is not a rare one for a modern urban child. He knows all the local knights-errant by sight, and he can set his watch by the one who passes our house every afternoon pulling his two garbage-filled shopping carts.

I am not suggesting that all these ragged fellows are Don Quixote in modern dress. But the analogy does give one pause. And, on the whole, I would say that my daily experiences with Berkeley crazy people give me some sense of what might be going through the minds of the characters who encounter Don Quixote. Their two most common responses—anger and fascination—are both familiar to me.

To the extent that we, as readers, find Don Quixote's madness amusing or even interesting, we are sharing the sensibility of the people in the novel who, like the otherwise kindly and civilized duke and duchess, entertain themselves at his expense. If the second volume of Don Quixote is more enjoyable and entertaining than the first, it is also chillier in this respect: we, personally, are being gotten at, and the satire is cutting closer to the bone. The people who encounter the crazy knight in Volume One are simply annoyed at his craziness and its effects on them (his failure to pay for his lodgings, his destruction of other people's property, the physical injuries he inflicts, and so on). In their annoyance they are often brutal. Hence the frequency of beatings in Volume One, to the point where the plot becomes repetitive and the outcome of every encounter is one more lost tooth or bruised limb or facial cut for either Don Quixote or Sancho Panza. 

In Volume Two, the response is much more sophisticated. The people, especially the aristocratic people, who meet Don Quixote in the second book have all, like us, read the first. They have been vastly entertained by the reports of his eccentric behavior, and they are happy to invite him into their homes so they can see more of it. Volume Two is much more comfortable for the knight and his squire; they sleep in soft beds, eat well, and get treated as visiting dignitaries. There is far less brutality than in Volume One, but in its stead is a kind of smiling cruelty that bears some relation to sympathetic understanding. (I'm thinking here of the distinction Bernard Williams draws when he says that "cruelty needs to share the sensibility of the sympathetic, while brutality needs not to.") Much of Volume Two is like an amateur play, a party charade, a series of scenes set up by the participants in order to fool the only two actors who are not in on the joke. Only Don Quixote and Sancho Panza think it is all real: the punishments, the trials, the rewards, the flattery. We know ("we" including the other players in the novel as well as the readers of the novel) that it is all a setup.

Over and over Cervantes tells us how much "enjoyment" or "amusement" or "pleasure" these high-born hosts derive from the antics of the foolish knight—antics which they themselves set in motion with their clever schemes, their accurate predictions of his responses. Apparently the desire to be amused by crazy eccentrics is widespread, infecting not just the aforementioned ducal pair but also one Don Antonio and his wife, "a beautiful lady of high station and endowed with wit and gaiety" who "had invited some of her women friends to come and show honor to her house guest and enjoy his unheard-of variety of madness." And it is widespread not only in the novel but in the culture at large. This is the period, after all, during which performances by institutionalized lunatics or village simpletons were deemed acceptable entertainment for aristocratic gatherings, or so one is led to believe by plays like  The Changeling and A Midsummer Night's Dream.

But the fact that the practice existed in life does not make its inclusion in art merely conventional or morally invisible. The use of the performing madmen in The Changeling is meant to make us queasy, and so is the friendly, jolly exploitation of the knight and his squire in Volume Two of Don Quixote. To make sure we get the point, Cervantes inserts a crucial comment by his Moorish narrator: "Here, Cid Hamete remarks, it is his personal opinion that the jesters were as crazy as their victims, and that the duke and duchess were not two fingers' breadth removed from being fools when they went to so much trouble to make sport of the foolish." So we have had our wrists slapped after all. But the process doesn't stop there; Cervantes never lets you rest on your moment of moral self-awareness. It's not enough to say "How cruel of them to laugh at the insane," or even "How cruel of me to laugh at the insane." For at the very point when he expresses, with obvious approval, Cid Hamete's position, Cervantes also wants to move you along to a questioning of that position. Yes, the duke and the duchess are fools ... but is being foolish the worst thing in the world? Can we live and enjoy our lives without ever being foolish? And isn't a great deal lost to us (including the appreciation of novels like this one) if we try to stamp out such foolishness?

Twenty-five pages before Cid Hamete's aside, we get a different perspective in a remark made by Don Antonio, the knight's other benevolent exploiter. Don Quixote, who has been staying with Don Antonio, has just lost a battle to the "Knight of the White Moon"—actually his La Manchan neighbor, the bachelor Sansón Carrasco, disguised in full chivalric regalia. It is all part of a humanitarian ploy to get the deluded Don to return home, which is the penalty that the victorious knight has exacted from the vanquished one. But Don Antonio was not in on  this charade, and he is dismayed when he learns about it: "'My dear sir,' exclaimed Don Antonio, 'may God forgive you for the wrong you have done the world by seeking to deprive it of its most charming madman! Do you not see that the benefit accomplished by restoring Don Quixote to his senses can never equal the pleasure which others derive from his vagaries?'" This is selfishness incarnate. It's also pretty much the way we feel about the matter, or at least the way I feel. Perhaps for different reasons, but with much the same warmth as Antonio's, I find myself always in opposition to the "cure" camp. Whenever the curate, the barber, the housekeeper, the niece, and Sansón Carrasco come onstage, I know we are destined to hear more trite homilies about the evils of chivalric books. Like Don Antonio, I tend to be in favor of leaving Don Quixote as he is, and I'm pretty sure Cervantes encourages me to feel that way. Or rather, he encourages me at the same time as he points out the moral risks I'm taking: nothing is ever absolutely settled in Don Quixote, one way or the other, and even the novel's own pleasure is not unmitigatedly approved of.

But pleasure there is, in enormous doses. One of the terrific things about this book is that you can still feel, down the distance of four centuries, Cervantes' delight in this new toy he's discovered, the novelistic form. It can create characters out of nothingness and bring them to life! It can skip around geographically in the twinkling of an eye, without any pause for scene changes! It can report on private matters that took place between its characters when no one else was present! The illiterate Sancho Panza, when he learns at the beginning of Volume Two about the existence of Volume One, instantly realizes how amazing this literary form is: "He told me the story of your Grace has already been put in a book called The Ingenious Gentleman, Don Quixote de la Mancha. And he says they mention me in it, under my own name, Sancho Panza, and the lady Dulcinea del Toboso as well, along with things that happened to us when we were alone together. I had to cross myself, for I could not help wondering how the one who wrote all those things down could have come to know about them." Don Quixote's reaction is somewhat different. Since he has believed all along that his knightly quest is being thwarted by evil enchanters, he has no trouble incorporating this new form of magic, novel writing, into his worldview: "'I can assure you, Sancho,' said Don Quixote, 'that the author of our history must be some wise enchanter; for nothing they choose to write about is hidden from those who practice the art.'" 

For us, the enchantments of the novel have become so routine as to be practically unnoticeable. As the psychoanalyst Adam Phillips said when reviewing a recent novel, "It is, after all, an effect of style to make this living in someone else's mind seem so natural, given that it is something we never, in actuality, do." Don Quixote's style is the opposite sort: the novel spends little if any time inside its characters' minds, and it frequently reminds us what a very unnatural thing we are doing when we get to know fictional characters. Distinctions that seemed clear to Cervantes have become murkier for us, and, in part because he did a lot to muddy those waters himself, it's very difficult for us to recover his freshness of perspective. As Borges (speaking through Pierre Menard) observes, "To compose the Quixote at the beginning of the seventeenth century was a reasonable undertaking, necessary and perhaps even unavoidable; at the beginning of the twentieth, it is almost impossible. It is not in vain that three hundred years have gone by, filled with exceedingly complex events. Among them, to mention only one, is the Quixote itself."





At the age of eleven, I was oblivious to much of what was innovative and unusual about Don Quixote. For all I knew, that was how they wrote books in those days ("those days" encompassing, in my mind, both the medieval period of chivalric literature and Cervantes' much later time—they had been collapsed, for me, into an undifferentiated past). I had read few if any nineteenth-century novels, so I had no firm expectations about novelistic form or plot construction or character revelation. I knew  Don Quixote was a long book, and it felt like one, but what I didn't realize is that it felt even longer because of its nearly plotless, one-thing-after-another structure. Cervantes may have discovered the novel, but he had yet to discover suspense (though we begin to see the first glimmerings of it, in the form of more sustained plot development, in Volume Two). His newly minted form, if it borrowed anything from theater, took more from the vaudeville-like routines of commedia than from the Golden Age drama of his Spanish near-contemporaries. The desire to be entertained from one moment to the next, rather than the desire to reach an endpoint, is the readerly appetite he feeds. Not that he always feeds it with equal success: Don Quixote has its longueurs, especially in the first volume. When I was young, I skipped most of the poems that are sprinkled throughout the text; this time, after a brief struggle with my responsible-critic conscience, I did the same. The first time I read the book, it took so long to get through the initial volume that I had forgotten most of the minor characters and incidents by the time I reached its end, and the same was true this time.

Yet even here Cervantes anticipates me. If I was occasionally bored, it was apparently as nothing next to the feelings of Cid Hamete Benengeli, who (Cervantes tells us) had "a kind of grudge ... against himself for having undertaken a story so dry and limited in scope as this one of Don Quixote." In the first volume the narrator attempted to rectify this problem by introducing a few irrelevant but diverting travelers' tales, but later he decided this had been a mistake, since "many readers, carried away by the interest attaching to the knight's exploits, would be inclined to pass over these novelettes hastily or with boredom, thereby failing to note the fine craftsmanship they exhibited." The self-criticism veiled as self-praise is incomparable, but what makes it quintessential Cervantes is the way it takes into account  our feelings as well as the puppet author's.

If Cervantes rarely peeks into his characters' skulls, he frequently peers into ours, and the effect, especially in the second volume, is thrillingly intimate. Before we can have a fully formulated thought about his book, he has it for us, but he does it in such a witty, engaging, flattering way that we almost feel we have anticipated ourselves. Above all, Cervantes makes us aware that we are reading a printed object, and then he makes that awareness part of the book's plot. This produces an eerie sensation, in that the smaller universe, that of the novel, seems to have swallowed whole the larger universe in which we dwell.

When Sancho Panza first learns from Sansón Carrasco, for instance, about the existence of the printed and disseminated Volume One, they have a detailed conversation about the logical errors embedded in the text. This is a bit as if Dickens, Jane Austen, and Arthur Conan Doyle were to come back to life and begin debating with John Sutherland about his numerous challenges to their authorial consistency. But even more surprising is the way the discussion concludes. Sansón, after hearing Sancho's lengthy but finally unsatisfying explanation for the disappearance and reappearance of his stolen donkey, refuses to be placated.


"That is not where the error lies," replied Sansón, "but rather in the fact that before the ass turns up again the author has Sancho riding on it."

"I don't know what answer to give you," said Sancho, "except that the one who wrote the story must have made a mistake, or else it must be due to carelessness on the part of the printer."




And thus do the errors, whether authorial or typographical, get made a part of the permanent record. Don Quixote is so capacious that it can swallow even its own mistakes. 

The effect of such strategies is to bring us to "the point of vertigo," as Borges says in his intriguing little essay "Partial Magic in the Quixote." That vertiginous feeling will come up again: it is, I am convinced, the representative sensation of rereading at its most powerful, the feeling we get when two worlds (the child's and the adult's, the fantastic and the mundane, the life lived through books and the rest of life) are superimposed on each other. But here I want to focus on what Borges makes of that discovery. I believe it is one of the few places where he goes wrong—he who otherwise understood Don Quixote so well that rereading "Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote" has almost become a necessary adjunct to rereading Cervantes' novel (so that Menard has, in a way, been granted his wish).

At the end of "Partial Magic," Borges asks:


Why does it disturb us that Don Quixote be a reader of the Quixote and Hamlet a spectator of Hamlet? I believe I have found the reason: these inversions suggest that if the characters of a fictional work can be readers or spectators, we, its readers and spectators, can be fictitious. In 1833, Carlyle observed that the history of the universe is an infinite sacred book that all men write and read and try to understand, and in which they are also written.



This is a grand theory, but it strikes me as false—logically false, in its if-then assumption, and also false to the feeling that Don Quixote produces. For me, the novel's effect is one of enlargement, not reduction. My own sense of vertigo stems from the fact that the characters have stepped outside their realm into mine, and not the other way around. Through some inscrutable mechanism, they have become more real without my having to become less so. In any case, it's hard for me to understand how I would go about considering myself fictitious—but then, I have neither the desire nor the ability to see myself as a character in the mind of God. I don't think Cervantes asks us to adopt the God-as-author model, or even the God-as-history-as-author model. What he does instead is to suggest that the reality we share with Don Quixote—this ongoing reality of ours, this limited life, which can nonetheless contain at least one novel so much larger than itself—is more than enough of a wonder. 

I could not love Don Quixote more than I did at eleven, but I can admire it more now. As a child I took its virtues for granted. Now I am amazed by the extent to which it anticipates so much, not only about its own fate as a book, but about novels and novel writing in general. In a much more informed and visceral way than when I was eleven, I comprehend how much time separates me from Cervantes, and that makes me all the more impressed by how cunningly he has closed the gap. His voice speaks directly to us, whatever our moment in history: to William Dean Howells in 1849 and 1919, to Jorge Luis Borges (or Pierre Menard) from 1909 onward, to me in 1963 and again in 2000. For this reason, perhaps, the process of rereading Don Quixote feels less like a transformation than is the case with other books; the difference between the initial youthful reader and the eventual older one seems comparatively small. And that is a relief, in a way. It works to counter the sense of romantic retrospection, of elegiac time-travel, that otherwise colors a book about rereading. After all, how seriously can one take the passage of a mere thirty-seven years, when Cervantes leaps over four hundred as if they were nothing?
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