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T H E                           M O D E R N                           L I B R A R Y

N E W                           Y O R K


“. . . el que lee mucho y anda mucho, vee mucho y sabe mucho.”

DON QUIXOTE

(Part Two, Chapter XXV)






TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

Toda afectación es mala.

CERVANTES


I

The four-hundredth anniversary of the birth of Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, one of the world’s best-beloved writers, whose masterpiece has been translated into more languages than any other work with the exception of the Bible, came near to passing wholly unobserved in this country in 1947. There were, it is true, a certain number of academic tributes, but our men of letters, who should have been especially concerned, and the more literate reading public were for the most part unaware of the occasion, or would have been if the timely appearance of Aubrey F. G. Bell’s fine study, Cervantes, had not served to remind them of it.1

Mr. Bell is a scholar who has devoted a long and useful life to the task of making the English-speaking peoples better acquainted with the treasure house of Iberian culture, and as he looks out over the present scene he is inclined to be rather pessimistic with regard to the fate of the Ingenious Gentleman of La Mancha in this modern age. “The question arises,” he says, “whether Don Quixote as a universal classic has not now joined Dante and Milton, Shakespeare and the Bible, in being universally praised but comparatively seldom read.” He then goes on to speak of an inquiry he had made “among a dozen persons of keen intelligence and wide reading and culture” which “elicited some disconcerting results.”2 To begin with, “six of the twelve persons consulted had not read Don Quixote, and not one of the twelve (they were not Spanish scholars) spoke of it with unqualified admiration.” Mr. Bell’s parenthesis is significant, for the individuals whom he interviewed were naturally dependent upon English-language translations, “none of which do justice to the Spanish original,” and hence it is not surprising if they found this great classic, which for more than three centuries has enjoyed so tremendous a popularity, to be dull and all but unreadable.

It is not, however, in our country alone that Cervantes’ readers would seem to be falling away. Nearly forty years ago, in the charming introduction that he wrote for his popular edition of Don Quixote, the late Francisco Rodríguez Marín, to whom all students in this field owe so much, is to be heard complaining that the work is little read in the Spain of today, being absent from many cultured homes, while certain schoolmasters regard it as “antiquated”; and he adds the biting comment that more people pretend to have read it than have actually done so. With this Mr. Bell would agree. “Even in Spain today,” he notes, “it cannot be said that Don Quixote is really popular. New editions appear at moderate prices, but they have only a faint appeal to the millions, who confine their reading to the cheaper newspapers.”3

There are some—Mr. Bell is one of them—who would explain all this by what they see as the degeneration of our times. They tell us that, having abandoned a primitive, close-to-the-soil simplicity, we have lost our hold upon life’s deepest meaning, the “eternal verities,” and that as a consequence genius is threatened with banishment and the classics with a living death. In the case of the English-language reader at least, we have already witnessed the practical interment of more than one work that once was the mirror of an age: the Orlando Furioso, the Faerie Queene, and (if we are to be honest with ourselves) even the Divine Comedy, in spite of such excellent renderings of the Dante poem as those by Laurence Binyon and Professor Fletcher. How many others are there that might be mentioned?

With the term “classic” we commonly associate the idea of immortality; but can it be that, in place of being deathless, these masterpieces in the end must inevitably lose their vital appeal and be nicely bound, embalmed, and laid upon the shelf? “Nothing that is human is eternal but is ever declining from its beginning to its close”—these are the words of Don Quixote’s creator.4 Would he have applied them to his own work and similar manifestations of the human spirit? It is a kind of heresy to believe so. Homer’s age or that of Dante or of Cervantes is far removed from ours, but a basic faith in that humanity of which the Iliad and the Odyssey, the Divine Comedy and Don Quixote, afford us a supreme artistic expression forbids us to doubt the enduring germ of life that is in them and compels us to look for other causes of the neglect into which they have undeservedly fallen.

The truth of the matter is that the modern reader and his civilization are not altogether to blame. It is characteristic of great works of art that they have something new to say to each succeeding age that discovers them, whether it be a period in the life of the individual or of the world;5 and it well may be that a particular work will speak more clearly to one era than to another, but at no time can it fail to have a message for those whose ears are attuned to it and whose minds are properly receptive. Certainly, the profound faith of a Cervantes, his cheerful acceptance of life in its simplest and sublimest terms, with all its tragedy and all its enveloping mystery, is not an easy one for us to attain today, and there are many who will spurn it; yet on the other hand there are many also who would welcome it if—and this is the point—they could but come to grips with the author’s mind, with what he thought and what he really wrote, shorn of irrelevancies and presented with the greatest possible fidelity, clarity, and simplicity.

The problem, then, is how to overcome those obstacles that have unavoidably been erected by time and distance and that tend to bar the way to a full and satisfying comprehension of the classics, and here is where the task of the scholar and translator begins. In a sense it may be said that such works, especially where the medium of translation is involved, need to be brought back to their original luster, as precious antiques from time to time need to be refurbished; but this must be done with the utmost care and reverence, with no attempt at “improvement” or a modernization that would represent a betrayal of the original. This is far more readily accomplished in the case of prose than of poetry, the adequate rendering (re-creation) of a poem being a miracle that rarely occurs, for which reason it is that some of the most satisfactory versions of poetical masterpieces have been done in prose and not in verse.6 What an all but insuperable stumbling block terza rima has proved to be for the translator of Dante!

There can be no doubt that the life view which a classic embodies may limit its audience in another and remote era. The spirit of the age of chivalry as reflected in Ariosto is one that is foreign to all but a handful of present-day readers; and what of Dante, who stands like a magnificent Janus-headed statue on the threshold between the late Middle Ages and the early Renaissance? The Divine Comedy and the Iliad are perhaps the two works in all literature that may be said really to sum up and embody an age, but time has laid its hand upon both of them, rendering popular comprehension and appreciation increasingly difficult. As a result they are coming more and more to be relegated to the famous Five-Foot Shelf or some pedagogic list of the world’s great books.7

With Don Quixote the case is different. It is a work essentially popular in inspiration,8 which the peoples of the earth at once claimed as their own, making of it for centuries a phenomenal and world-wide best-seller. While no book could be more thoroughly, unmistakably Spanish and of its age, it still, by reason of the fascinating story it tells, its rich vein of humor, and the wealth of wisdom that it contains, has an appeal for readers of every land that is in reality timeless. And this is not to speak of its importance, the interest it should hold for writers, critics, and students of literature, as the prototype of the modern novel.9 If, then, it shows signs of losing today the enormous popularity that it once enjoyed, other explanations must be found.

Even in Spain, as Rodríguez Marín observes, the modern reader of Don Quixote encounters certain difficulties. For the very reason that it is so immersed in its period, so filled with topical allusions, a classic not infrequently grows more and more obscure in the course of the centuries. This is true of Dante, Rabelais, and, to a lesser degree, Cervantes. And so it is not strange that the ordinary cultured twentieth-century Spaniard should stand in need of the services of an annotator, a specialist, if the text of Don Quixote is to be perfectly clear to him. Nor is it merely a question of the numerous references to contemporary personages and events; the author’s language as well often calls for clarification. Like Rabelais, Cervantes drew upon the rich and racy idiom of the people and, in particular, the speech of the Andalusian countryside, making use often of expressions that have not been preserved in the lexicons and must be run down to their sources.10

As for the foreign reader who is unfamiliar with Spanish, he has the additional handicap of being forced to rely upon the linguistic knowledge, textual fidelity, literary ability, and faithfulness to the spirit of the work that may or may not be possessed by the one who has undertaken to translate it. In this regard the English-speaking public has had on the whole an unfortunate experience, especially here in America where “the odious Motteux translation,” as Bertram D. Wolfe has termed it, has been the medium through which most of us, including most American writers, have formed our impression of this “father of all novels, and the novel most nearly coextensive with humanity.”11 In discussing what he sees as “the underestimation of one of the world’s greatest works,” Mr. Wolfe says:

. . . most of all, it is due to the wretched but time-hallowed translation of Motteux, who was traducer more than translator, who was too lazy and swift of pen to stop for rhythms and subtle meanings where they eluded his first dip into the inkpot, and who, misconceiving Cervantes as another Rabelais, did not hesitate to change the tenor and mood of the whole work into a gross caricature of itself by keying his extravagant slapstick English to a different conception of the characters. Since he thereby substitutes two rather ridiculous fools of low comedy for Cervantes’ two lovable ones of high humor and deep humanity, it is not surprising that so many readers have failed to reach the richer Part II or go much beyond the windmills and the blanket-tossing in Part I. Appalled by the surfeiting prospect of a thousand pages of belly laughs, how many have abandoned the work without suspecting that Sancho and Don Quixote grow steadily in character and significance, grow together in oneness until they are the two inseparable poles of a single human archetype, insinuate themselves into our hearts until we begin to resent the pranks that are played upon them and to consider the players of the pranks more foolish than the ever-more-admirable butts of their jokes? Still less can the too-soon-wearied reader sense the wealth of sanity, philosophy, wisdom and essential humanity that is embodied in their peculiar madness.

This is stern censure, but there are few competent critics who would not concur in it. Traduttori traditori, the old proverb has it. By thus betraying the entire character and animating spirit of a great work, a translator may condemn his author to something like oblivion for a huge body of readers to whom the original is inaccessible. It is enough to inspire fear and trembling in one who practices the trade, if indeed it does not lead him to abandon his calling once and for all, when he thinks of the harm he conceivably may do.

But Motteux was not the only offender by any means. It is worth our while to glance for a moment at the rather curious history of the English versions of Don Quixote.


II

The popularity of the tale was instantaneous. The ink was scarcely dry on the first printing in 1605 before pirated editions were under way,12 and within seven years after the publication of Part II in 1615 the book had been translated into French, German, Italian, and English.13 The first of the foreign-language renderings was Thomas Shelton’s version of Part I, which was published at London in 1612 but was probably made about 1608, Part II appearing in 1620.14 Shelton had the advantage of being a contemporary of the author and his “fine old crusted English,” as the scholarly nineteenth-century translator John Ormsby describes it,15 is that of Shakespeare’s day. For this reason his Don Quixote, like Urquhart’s Rabelais, remains a cherished item on many a library shelf even though it is far from satisfactory as a carrying-over of Cervantes’ text. For one thing, it was done with extreme haste—the First Part, he informs us, was completed in forty days! What is more, it is often, to quote Ormsby once again, “barbarously literal,” with no regard to the variety of fine shadings of certain Spanish words as employed by the author.

But Shelton at least does not undertake to improve or expand upon the original or to turn those two superb creations, Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, into a pair of English clowns in the manner of Motteux. His language is pleasingly colloquial and of his time; he avoids the affectation of an archaic style that, save in passages where the romances of chivalry are definitely being parodied, is wholly uncalled for in the case of Cervantes.

It was well toward the end of the seventeenth century, in 1687, that the second and by all odds the worst English version—it cannot be called a translation—appeared from the pen of John Phillips, nephew of the poet Milton. This is truly a disgraceful performance, coarse and clowning, based not upon the Spanish original but upon Shelton and the French work by Filleau de Saint-Martin with its gross distortions of Cervantes’ text.16 The less said of Phillips the better. In 1700 Captain John Stevens published his revision of Shelton, and in that same year what is commonly known as the Motteux version (“translated from the original by several hands and published by Peter Motteux”) took its place upon the bookstalls.

Peter Anthony Motteux was a tea merchant who dabbled in literature, and it might have been better if he had confined himself to the China trade. How much of the Don Quixote is by him and how much by the other “hands,” it is impossible to say.17 In any event it seems certain that, in place of having been done “from the original,” it is rather a pastiche of Shelton, Phillips, and Filleau de Saint-Martin. A fifth edition in 1725 was revised by J. Ozell, and this is the one that is best known in America today. In 1822 the five-volume edition of Motteux by John Gibson Lockhart was published at Edinburgh, the notes of the Spanish commentator Juan Antonio Pellicer being taken over without credit to their author.18

As to the general character of the Motteux “translation,” the opinion we have heard expressed by Bertram D. Wolfe is identical with that of leading specialists in the field of Hispanic studies. “Worse than worthless” is Ormsby’s verdict; “the very worst,” says Richard Ford.19 The prevailing slapstick quality of the work, especially where Sancho is involved; the obtrusion of the obscene where it is not to be found in Cervantes; the slurring over of difficulties through omissions or by expanding upon the text;20 the substitution of English for Spanish proverbs where there is often no close correspondence—these and other grave faults fully support the judgment that has been pronounced by Motteux’s critics.

From all of this it may be seen that Cervantes was very badly handled by his early English-language translators, and the reason for it may be found in the fact that Don Quixote was looked upon as being in essence a farcical production designed solely to provoke side-splitting laughter of the more ribald sort. True, there is plenty of humor in its pages, which accounts for the favor with which it has been received by the simple and wise of heart all over the earth, but Cervantes’ humor is of that higher kind that consists in a perception of the incongruous and, as Mr. Bell has pointed out, in the ability to see both sides of a question. This is a humor and a wisdom—the two are one—that is of the people and is incomprehensible to men like John Phillips, Peter Motteux and his collaborators, Ned Ward, and Edmund Gayton. Because Don Quixote was a popular work, they assumed that it must be low comedy; and, possessing little or no acquaintance with Spanish or with Spain and its inhabitants, they thought that the way to translate a Spanish peasant was to make of him at best a Shakespearean buffoon. Accordingly, Gayton from his Oxford study gives us his smut-filled Festivous Notes, and Ward a Don Quixote “translated into Hudibrastick verse.”21

It is to a reaction against this betrayal of the text and spirit of Cervantes’ masterpiece, particularly as represented by Motteux, that we owe our first truly faithful English version of it: that by Charles Jervas, who was a portrait painter by profession and who, owing to a printer’s error, has come to be known to posterity as Charles Jarvis. Jarvis22 was a contemporary of Pope;23 his translation appeared in 1742, three years after his death. It has since run through nearly a hundred printings (ninety-nine to be exact, down to 1933), which shows that it has met with widespread approval on the part of the reading public; yet for one reason or another critics in the past have been especially harsh toward it, and some have even had the bad taste to prefer Motteux.24 The worst that may be said about Jarvis is that he is inclined to be ponderous and dull, but there are many who will prefer this dullness to a pumped-up vitality and out-of-place clowning that are in reality a desecration.25

The version published by T. G. Smollett in 1755 merits little consideration as it is merely a working over of Jarvis. In 1769 George Kelly brought out what purports to be a translation but is actually a two-fold theft: that of Motteux’s text and Jarvis’s notes.26 Charles Henry Wilmot’s abridgment (1774) was not made from the Spanish, and Mary Smirke’s History of Don Quixote (1818) and the work of the same title by J. W. Clarke (1867) are no more than revisions.27

Such were the unfortunate adventures, down to the latter half of the nineteenth century, of the Knight of the Mournful Countenance as he fared forth in English garb. As should be evident by now, he had with one or two exceptions been made the victim of literary hacks and impostors, without a knowledge of Spanish and with no respect for their author, who were simply out to turn an easy penny. It was not until the 1880’s that a new, scholarly, and conscientious type of Cervantes translator began to appear. The version by Alexander J. Duffield (1881) and those by John Ormsby (1885) and Henry Edward Watts (1888) may be said to mark the turning point. Here were men who knew and loved Spain, its language, its people, and its literature, and from now on, during the turn-of-the-century decades, many of these Hispanic students and Cervantes specialists, like Ormsby, James Fitzmaurice-Kelly, Robinson Smith, Aubrey F. G. Bell, and others, were to tramp, faithfully and enthusiastically, those same monotonous plains of La Mancha over which Don Quixote and Sancho had ridden in the pages of their chronicler. They would stop at the same roadside inns, little changed by the centuries, encountering there the same stone watering troughs and “starry” garrets and the same human types, as they listened to more than one proverb that had dropped from Sancho Panza’s lips.

It is scholars such as these who are to be credited with having restored Don Quixote to its rightful place among the classics as a serious work that not only is important from the point of view of the history of the novel, but that holds a deeper meaning for those that would seek it, while at the same time losing nothing of its appeal as a masterpiece of humor. If none of those who tried their hand at turning the book into English wholly succeeded in the formidable task—and we have heard what Mr. Aubrey Bell has to say as to this—their failure is not to be ascribed to any lack of background, of good will and integrity, or even of literary ability, but rather is to be explained by other factors. Both Duffield and Watts, for example, believed that an archaic style was the only one suited for an English rendering, while Ormsby, in his striving for a minute verbal accuracy (not to be confused with literalness) and a strict adherence to the Spanish text, is seemingly willing to sacrifice all thought of style and sentence clarity.

But despite what has just been said, Ormsby remains a translator whom present-day Cervantists respect most highly.28 On the linguistic side his contribution is outstanding. He was the first to insist that Cervantes wrote an essentially modern Spanish29 and that there was no excuse for employing an antiquated idiom in rendering an author who had declared that “all affectation is bad.”30 He was the first also to make a close study of the nuances of certain key words as they occur in different parts of the work, in which respect he anticipated the labors of the semantics investigator.31 One often becomes impatient with his long, tangled sentences and obscure pronoun antecedents, but one is none the less grateful to him for his painstaking honesty and the light he has thrown on Cervantes’ vocabulary. He is, indeed, so likely to use the inevitable word or expression that a subsequent translator will be hard put to it to find a better one.

The latest English version is by Robinson Smith. First published in 1908, it has been reprinted four times, a fifth and new edition having been brought out on this side of the Atlantic by the Hispanic Society of America in 1932.32 Smith is of that new race of cervantistas that began with Duffield, Ormsby, Watts, Fitzmaurice-Kelly, and others at the end of the last century. Like Duffield and Watts, he is concerned with patiently carving out a flavorous and somewhat mannered prose which he believes will do justice to the original, and, like Ormsby, he is extremely meticulous in his choice of words. Perhaps the chief criticism to be made of his translation, although this is largely a matter of one’s personal taste and feeling for the author, is that it is a bit too mannered, a little stiff, with somewhat of the rigidity of a carving, and hence is lacking in the freedom and ease, the vitality, and the fluency combined with terseness that is so characteristic of Cervantes’ own prose. The verse is omitted entirely (which, it must be confessed, is no great loss), and the copious notes follow the pattern set by the older commentators who concentrated their attention upon the literature of chivalry.


III

What, then, it may be asked, can be the excuse for yet another attempt to bring over into English the adventures of the inimitable Knight? Is the task really one that is impossible to accomplish? Mr. Bell asserts as an “undeniable fact” that “the best of Cervantes is untranslatable,” and he and others would advise the reader to master Spanish and turn to the original. It would, of course, be an ideal state of affairs if the great body of readers were able to do so, but unfortunately, in connection with this and other classics, it remains an ideal. Are the classics for that reason to go unread? Or must the translator rather keep hammering away at what he knows can only be wrought by a kind of miracle? Cervantes himself has some harsh things to say about the craft: see his remarks on the translation of poetry in Part I, Chapter VI, and on translations in general in Part II, Chapter LXII:


But for all of that, it appears to me that translating from one language into another, unless it be from one of those two queenly tongues, Greek and Latin, is like gazing at a Flemish tapestry with the wrong side out: even though the figures are visible, they are full of threads that obscure the view and are not bright and smooth as when seen from the other side.


“And yet,” says Ormsby, “of all great writers there is not one that is under such obligations to translation as Cervantes. The influence of Homer and Virgil would be scarcely less if they had never been translated; Shakespeare and Milton wrote in a language destined to become the most widely read on the face of the globe, and no reader of any culture needs an interpreter for Molière or Le Sage. But how would Cervantes have fared in the world if, according to his own principles, he had been confined to his native Castilian?”33

The fact of the matter is that Cervantes was very much gratified that his book, during the few years of life that remained to him, had found so large an audience in foreign countries: “In short, I feel certain that there will soon not be a nation that does not know it or a language into which it has not been translated.”34

For one thing, in connection with the English rendering of Don Quixote, there would appear to be reason for believing that the translator’s two basic problems have not as yet been solved: that of attaining a style which, like the original, shall be free of affectation—colloquial and modern without being flagrantly “modernized”; and that of combining textual and linguistic fidelity with a readable prose. But an even more urgent consideration is the need of a version which shall take full advantage of the great strides in Cervantes scholarship that have been made since the beginning of the century, as regards the critical reconstruction of a text based upon the first Spanish editions of 1605 and 1615, and in the field of specialized lexicography and literary-historical research.

It is the year 1905, marking the three-hundredth anniversary of the first publication of Don Quixote, that seems to have provided the impetus for a whole series of important studies by inspiring the Cervantist with a fresh enthusiasm for his subject. In that year Don Clemente Cortejón y Lucas began the publication of his critical edition with variants and notes, a work that was completed in 1913,35 and it was during this period that the Hispanic Society of America brought out its reprint of the first and fourth La Cuesta editions (1605, 1615). In 1905, also, Don Julio Cejador y Frauca made an extremely valuable contribution with his treatise on Cervantes’ vocabulary and syntax,36 and Rodríguez Marín about this time entered upon his lifelong and monumental task of editing and annotating Don Quixote, his first and more popular edition of 1911-13 being followed in 1927-28 by his new critical edition, which constitutes a veritable landmark. In 1914 the late Rudolph Schevill, an American scholar,37 and Don Adolfo Bonilla y San Martín published the first two volumes in their Obras Completas series, culminating with a Don Quixote edited by Schevill, the four volumes of which appeared during the years 1928-41.38

It is obvious that this wealth of new scholarship came too late for Duffield, Ormsby, and Watts to be able to avail themselves of it, and Smith’s original version was completed some time before Rodríguez Marín’s edition and that by Schevill had seen the light of day.

One of the most important accomplishments of the modern specialist has been a reconstruction of the text of the first editions, such as that achieved by Professor Schevill. In the past the best of the English-language translators of Don Quixote have had a very unsatisfactory text from which to work and too often have relied upon later printings and the “emendations” to be found in them;39 whereas the principle followed by textual critics of today, as in the case of this work, is the one laid down by Schevill, to the effect that the first editions are to be treated with the same reverence as if they were the original manuscript itself and must accordingly be employed as the scientific base for any edition—and this applies to any translation as well—that aims at being definitive.40

There is a valid reason for such an attitude. The latest authorities appear to be agreed that Cervantes never read over his manuscript before sending it to the printer; had he done so he would have avoided more than one minor inconsistency and the confusion over the theft of Sancho’s ass in Part I.41 And it is equally apparent that he did not make any corrections either in the proofs or when a new edition was put out by his own publisher.42 This is understandable if we remember his uncertain health and failing eyesight—let us not forget that he was on the verge of sixty when he wrote Part I, and that Part II was composed in the seventh decade of his life. There would seem, then, to be nothing to do but rely upon the first editions in the absence of a manuscript; nor should their text be departed from by editor or translator save for very good reason. This is the opinion of such scholars as Schevill and Rodríguez Marín. As Fitzmaurice-Kelly has put it, no attempt should be made to correct or improve upon the author, but one should rather strive, in cases of doubt and where possible, to determine what he wrote.

It is Schevill’s reconstructed text that has been used as a base for this translation; where another reading has been adopted the fact has been noted and the explanation given. Other important variants that have a bearing upon the English version will also be found.

As to the general character of my rendering, I would once more stress the point that I have striven to avoid on the one hand an antiquated style and vocabulary, and on the other hand any modernism that would be out of place and savor of flippancy. Cervantes, it may be repeated, wrote the language of his day or he would never have been so popular, and there is therefore no excuse for making him out to be archaic save where he is deliberately seeking such an effect with humorous intent. There is, of course, the argument that in dealing with any work that is removed by centuries from our own era there should be some stylistic indication of its period; but in the present instance this is hardly necessary, the subject matter in itself providing about all that is needed in the way of a chronological differentiation. In this regard the translator should confine himself at most to the delicate nuance and turn of phrase rather than endeavor to maintain a painfully wrought manner and idiom which after all do not reflect his author.

Cervantes, when all is said, is one of the most modern of Spanish writers, and hence stands in no need of modernizing. Aside from certain changes in the shadings of words and a few locutions that have since been dropped from general usage, and apart from the semantics of his highly personal vocabulary, his Spanish is in essence the Spanish of today;43 in this respect he differs radically from a writer like Rabelais whose language is still middle, not modern, French. And so the thing to do would seem to be, simply, to leave him alone, let him speak for himself, while his translator strives for perfect naturalness and shuns all affectation.

One cannot, however, lay down any hard-and-fast rule in drawing the line between that which is affectedly quaint and that which is honestly modern. This question comes up in connection with the title of the work: The Ingenious Gentleman, Don Quixote de la Mancha. “Ingenious,” needless to say, is not, or was not originally, a proper translation of ingenioso. In his first edition Robinson Smith substitutes “imaginative” for “ingenious,” and in his fifth and revised edition of 1932 he employs “visionary.” Now, either “visionary” or “imaginative” is unquestionably closer to the original if one does not take into account the semantic associations; but it seems to me that by this time the word “ingenious” in the sense that the literal-minded Shelton gave it has so embedded itself in our consciousness as we think of Don Quixote that it would be a mistake to change it on the title-page. And similarly with the spelling of the Knight’s name: Smith later adopts the modern form, Quijote, which to most American readers would be as disturbing—and distracting—as it is to see Mexico spelled Méjico. Has not the adjective quixotic long been a part of our language?44

On the other hand I cannot, as Ormsby does, feel a pang at parting with such an expression as “Curious Impertinent,” which is one of the worst linguistic barbarisms ever coined. Ormsby’s substitute, “Tale of the Ill-Advised Curiosity,” would have been all right if he had omitted the definite article (the phrase “ill-advised curiosity” occurs a time or two in the course of the narrative); but inasmuch as the original here cannot be translated concisely or with any degree of literalness, I have felt free to expand upon it and try to give what I take to be the meaning of the episode “Story of the One Who Was Too Curious for His Own Good.”

In the present version names of persons other than monarchs have been retained in their original form; thus, Luscinda, Dorotea, Grisóstomo (in place of Chrysostom), Lotario, Ambrosio, Anselmo, etc. This has been done not only as a matter of principle, but for the sake of consistency as well. Why should a translator in one and the same chapter Anglicize Grisóstomo and let Ambrosio stand?45 I have likewise preferred the Italian Orlando to the Spanish Roldán or the French Roland. But in the case of geographical names the form current in English has been used: Andalusia in place of Andalucía, Cordova in place of Córdoba, Saragossa in place of Zaragoza, etc.

Something should be said as to the rendering of certain other words. I have not followed Ormsby’s example by leaving such terms as alforjas and bota in the original, a procedure that inevitably tends to slow up the average reader. In the case of alforjas, “saddlebags” would appear to be a near enough equivalent, one approved by the Spanish-English lexicographer, while in the latter case “wine flask,” or even “flask,” may serve, providing it is made clear—by a note rather than by an obtrusive circumlocution in the text—that bota is not our “bottle.” And the same would apply to cura, which previous translators, including Ormsby, have rendered as “curate.” As for rucio, the common term for Sancho’s ass, it raises another point. I have rejected “Dapple” as being, by now at least and here in America, too quaint, as laying too much stress upon a mere adjective that as a noun has come to mean simply a donkey. Rucio originally means a light silver-gray color as applied to a horse, and I have accordingly translated it, as best suited the context, sometimes as “gray” (a noun) and sometimes as “ass” or “donkey.” “Dapple,” I must confess, is for me a little too unpleasantly reminiscent of the old light-and-merry school.

One of the most noticeable innovations that I have made, and to my mind one of the most important so far as modern readability is concerned, lies in the substitution of “you” for “thou” in Don Quixote’s speeches addressed to Sancho and in other passages where an archaic effect is not sought; “thou” has been used in the more high-flown apostrophes of the Knight to his ladylove, some of the verse, and places of that sort. After all, the second person singular as a form of address in speaking to intimates and social inferiors still persists in Spanish and other languages, yet we would not employ “thou” in translating a contemporary novel. Why, then, should we make Cervantes out to be more archaic or mannered than he is? I have never been able to understand why Ormsby, who stresses the modern character of his author’s prose, should have seen fit to retain this antiquated form.

On the other hand there is a very definite old-fashioned flavor to vuessa merced46 that is not to be sacrificed, as it accords admirably with the gentle humor of the tale and with the portrait of the eldering country gentleman of La Mancha in the opening chapter of the book. As a translation I have preferred “your Grace” to “your Worship,”47 though there are objections that may be raised to the use of either one.

Properly speaking, I think I may say that I have in reality “modernized,” that is, taken some liberties with, only the punctuation, paragraphing,48 the dialogue transitions now and then, and to a certain degree the sentence structure. This is something the modern translator is compelled to do if he is not to betray the spirit by too faithful an adherence to the letter. The Spanish language in general, and the Spanish of Cervantes in particular, have a terseness which, one may as well admit it, cannot be carried over into English; but with Cervantes this is a terseness that is achieved within a long and sprawling sentence marked by an intricate interweaving of clauses loosely connected by a series of que’s and relative pronouns. Any attempt to preserve this sentence structure—and Ormsby does attempt it—can lead only to obscurity in English, as it sometimes does in Spanish,49 conveying an impression of dullness which is decidedly unfair to the author.

Something also has to be done with regard to pronoun antecedents or the result is confusion, as in this sentence fragment from the passage describing Camacho’s wedding in Part II, Chapter XXI, in the Ormsby version (I have here indicated within brackets the person to whom the pronoun refers): “Camacho was listening to all this, perplexed and bewildered and not knowing what to say or do; but so urgent were the entreaties of Basilio’s friends, imploring him [Camacho] to allow Quiteria to give him [Basilio] her hand so that his [Basilio’s] soul, quitting this life in despair, should not be lost . . .” In order to avoid such an effect as this it is often necessary to introduce a word or two not found in the text, but they should always be words that are in consonance with it, such as the author himself employed.50 And the same principle should be observed where extra words are (sparingly) introduced for the sake of cadence or rhythm.

Among the most modern and surprising aspects of Cervantes’ art as a novelist is the freedom and fluency of his dialogue. Here I have merely endeavored to vary the transitions a little, as the author does at times, through the employment of some locution other than the constant “said” or “replied” that will not be out of context.

Cervantes’ greatness as a writer, like that of Shakespeare in a way, lies in the sweep of the whole rather than in minute particulars or the details of polished craftsmanship. “Careless” and “slovenly” are adjectives that have been used by his most devoted admirers in speaking of his method of composition; and that there is a basis for the charge must be evident to any reader who observes the rather numerous contradictions and inconsistencies. If I, like other translators, editors, and commentators, have called attention to some of these in my notes, the reader may be assured that this has not been done out of any desire to pick flaws in a masterpiece, but simply in order to present as true a picture as possible of the writer and his work.

One evidence of the carelessness and undoubted haste with which the author of Don Quixote wrote is to be seen in his frequent word repetitions. He will sometimes use the same verb three times within a couple of lines;51 he is fond of piling up synonyms or near-synonyms, whether verbs, adjectives, or nouns, for the pleasure of doing so;52 and he is also inclined to overwork the superlative; in all of which it may be there is to be discerned a trace of the Góngora influence. This poses yet another problem for the translator, one which he must solve with only his literary conscience to guide him as he strives to convey the feeling of the original without undue offense to modern canons of taste.

Regarding Cervantes’ verse there is not a great deal that need be said. His was the misfortune of being a poet by temperament, in his attitude toward and feeling for life, but unsuccessful in the practice of his art. He is at his best in certain passages of the Journey to Parnassus,53 an occasional ballad, a stray sonnet or two. Perhaps the only pieces in the Don Quixote that merit serious consideration are Antonio’s Ballad in Part I, Chapter XI, and Grisóstomo’s Song in Part I, Chapter XIV, and they are chiefly remarkable for their intricate use of assonant and medial rhymes, as experiments in versification, rather than as poems in the true sense of the word. Between the verse in Part I and that in Part II there is a difference to be noted: in the former instance Cervantes is taking himself seriously as a poet and upon occasion introduces into the text a sonnet he had composed years before and which he obviously thinks is worthy of being preserved; whereas in the latter part of the work he is for the most part frankly writing doggerel. But in either case the verse is not of a high order, and the problem of how to treat it in another language becomes a somewhat embarrassing one for any translator.

Smith, as has been stated, employs the simple expedient of omitting the verse entirely. Duffield makes use of the version of James Y. Gibson.54 Ormsby, who possesses a metrical gift, will sometimes abandon the original form for one in which he can move about more freely, and again he will seek to achieve the impossible by imitating the Spanish assonance, the result being a surprising and not unpleasing, even if not wholly satisfying, tour de force. As for the renderings in the Motteux version, especially after they have gone through the hands of subsequent editors and revisers, it may merely be said that they bear little if any resemblance to the original. For my part I have not felt that it was desirable, assuming it could be done, to make Cervantes’ work as a versifier appear better than it is, and in the case of the metrically more interesting pieces, I have made no effort to reproduce the assonance and similar intricacies, but I have preserved the rhyme schemes.


IV

So much for translation and the problems involved; and now a final word as to the notes.

It seems to be the fate of writers of the stature of Cervantes, Rabelais, Dante, and Shakespeare to attract about them a swarm of that frequently terrible species known as commentator. Running off on innumerable tangents and becoming the victims of some interpretative idée fixe or other, many of them impress one as being far madder than the windmill-tilting Don Quixote ever was and almost as amusing at times,55 and are capable of all but burying their author under a host of impertinences and irrelevancies that are annoying in the extreme. Fitzmaurice-Kelly, Duffield, Rodríguez Marín, and others have had their say as to this tribe, and in the Prologue to Part I Cervantes himself pokes fun at their pomposity and mock-erudition.

This, of course, is not to imply that all commentators are of this sort. From an early date two types are to be distinguished. The venerable dean of one school is that English clergyman, the Reverend John Bowle, who in 1781 published a six-volume Spanish edition, three volumes of which were filled with notes;56 Bowle, to whom all his successors will freely acknowledge a considerable debt, was a man of wide reading in the literature of chivalry, which with him becomes an obsession,57 and in this respect he has had all too many followers. The other school was founded by Don Juan Antonio Pellicer with his edition of 1797-98, where in his distinguished commentary he turns his attention to Spanish folklore rather than the old romances, and in this sets a precedent for the editor of today.

Then, in 1833-39, came Don Diego Clemencín’s six quarto volumes with extensive notes devoted to clearing up linguistic difficulties and obscure allusions. His contribution is well summarized by Ormsby, who states that “Clemencín . . . has done more toward the elucidation of Don Quixote than all the rest of the commentators and annotators together.”58 In the past he has been unpopular in certain quarters by reason of his critical temper, his impatience with Cervantes’ careless writing, an attitude which to those who insist upon a blind, unreasoning adulation is an unforgivable sin.

The modern Cervantist realizes that criticism is not incompatible with reverence, a reverence that is best shown on the part of editor and translator by adhering as strictly as possible to the most satisfactory text that can be established, and on the part of the annotator by confining oneself on the whole to making that text clear and intelligible to the present-day reader. This type of commentator will look upon the life of Cervantes’ century, of sixteenth-century Spain, as being of greater importance than all the minutiae of chivalry already so well explored, and will deem a cooking or cosmetic recipe—for manjar blanco or “angel water”—to be of far more interest than an obscure and long-forgotten incident in the Orlando Furioso or the Amadis of Gaul. He will not neglect allusions of the latter sort, but his stress will be on the aspects of daily life, on Sancho’s proverbs, on folk customs, popular traditions, and the like.59

The notes to this translation, it may be remarked, are not intended for scholars or special students, but for the general reading public; like Rodríguez Marín in his popular edition, I have had in mind those who know little about Cervantes rather than those who know much.60 For this reason they have been held down to a minimum, and I have endeavored to keep them as concise as possible. I not only have made no attempt to trace all the references and parallels to the literature of chivalry, but have avoided going into the subject of the influence of Don Quixote upon our own and other modern literatures, as that would open up too vast a field. My guide always has been intelligibility for the modern reader.

In connection with the textual variants I have naturally limited myself to those more important ones that affect the English version. Where I have quoted the Spanish text I have retained the orthography of the first editions. In cases where I have wished to compare my translation with the work of my predecessors, I have usually cited Motteux, Ormsby, Jarvis, or Shelton, occasionally Duffield, as being the ones best known and most accessible in America. Like Ormsby I have paid particular attention to the proverbs, since they represent that wealth of popular wisdom that is one of the outstanding traits of the Spanish people.61

For the material in the variorum notes I am under a special debt to Rodríguez Marín, Schevill, Ormsby, and such older commentators as Pellicer, Clemencín, Hartzenbusch, and Don Juan Calderón, and I must also express my obligation to Cortejón, Cejador, Covarrubias, and Correas.62 Professor Raymond L. Grismer’s Cervantes: A Bibliography has been an invaluable aid.63


V

With this I bring to a close a task that was begun in Europe some sixteen years ago, the result of an impulse deriving from a sojourn in Spain in the late 1920’s. In the course of those years I have read Cervantes’ own works, his commentators, translators, critics, and imitators, only to realize how he in the end inevitably eludes them all. In the meanwhile, as time and the exigencies of a troubled world permitted, I have labored over this version, which I had vainly hoped to complete by 1947. I can only say that it has not been done carelessly or in haste, but with that love and reverence that are due so great and lovable a writer. I now present it simply for what it is: the result of one man’s—a translator’s—prolonged communings with one of the fine, rare spirits of our “usable past.”

SAMUEL PUTNAM

Philadelphia, 1948
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