










PRAISE FOR


NO ORDINARY MAN


‘McCrory has painstakingly assembled unadorned facts and sifted the scholarship on the context of his subject’s life … efficiently, painlessly and usefully … he is mercifully free of literary theory and is more interested in constructing an honest “life and times” rather than making inferences about the man from his work.’ – Felipe Fernandez-Armesto, Literary Review


‘McCrory wisely stays aloof from wild speculations and sticks faithfully to the facts, but the results are no less fascinating … the book sheds plenty of new light on one of the most fertile and prodigious minds of the Renaissance.’ – Fernando Cervantes, Tablet


‘Cervantes created a character who, in being of a time and a culture, transcends both. It was and remains a remarkable achievement. So is McCrory’s. Stripping a story of myth restores a touch of humanity to a man whose legacy is little less than our understanding of the power of human sympathy and the powers of imagination.’ – Sunday Herald


‘Donald McCrory narrates the action-packed years of Cervantes’ life … how could you go wrong with such a story? The biography is brilliantly timed.’ – Sunday Times


‘Impressive research … McCrory understands where his predecessors ventured and offers a strightforward view of Cervantes’ life, with informed conjectures regarding the gaps and with attention to historical and literary context … A fascinating story.’ – Choice (USA)


‘McCrory’s biography has advantages that make it worthy of our attention … He who reads this biography will learn a lot about the Spain of Philip II and III … In his reading of [Spanish] documents McCrory reveals to us many details we had not considered.’ – Daniel Eisenberg, Cervantes Society of America




NO ORDINARY MAN


The first biography to be aimed at the general reader as much as at students and historians, No Ordinary Man is a fascinating study of the life and work of Miguel de Cervantes (1547–1616), the writer known as the ‘Spanish Shakespeare’ and author of the timeless classic Don Quixote.


A Renaissance man in every sense, Cervantes was, in his time, an adventurer, spy, soldier, hostage and creator of the first European novel. This study is based on the latest original research and incorporates previously unpublished material on Cervantes’ long period of captivity in Algiers, his involvement in piracy in the Mediterranean, espionage and the Spanish Armada, as well as his work for the Spanish government. Containing much information only previously available in Spanish, No Ordinary Man makes an important contribution to the understanding of this unique literary and historical figure.


DONALD McCRORY is former Principal Lecturer and Head of Hispanic Studies at the American International University in London. He has contributed to many academic journals and published a number of volumes volumes of poetry.
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INTRODUCTION


In the study of Cervantes the dispersion of error is the first step in the discovery of truth. As regards biographies of Cervantes I have mainly used as sources those written after Astrana Marín’s monumental study of 1947–58. For those interested in earlier biographies, the as yet unpublished doctoral thesis of Krzysztof Sliwa of Indiana University, La Historia de las Biografías de Cervantes (1997), is the best on the subject and highly recommended. In it Dr Sliwa examines nine major biographies – including those of Astrana Marín and Jean Canavaggio – and points equally to their contributions and failings. It is true to say that many of his findings lend support to the view that there has been too much of conjecture and fantasy and too little valid documentary evidence. His invaluable research also supports the method adopted in this work of mine.


Although Astrana Marín’s text contains much that is not relevant to the needs and tastes of the modern reader, his discovery and use of ‘one thousand hitherto unpublished documents’ overshadows all previous works. A modern classic, with warts and all, his seven-volume study, which took twenty years of unceasing labour to complete, is a major contribution. No modern biography of note has been written without reference to it. But even his work is now over half a century old and relies on work carried out two decades before publication, and a great deal has been researched and published since then that needs to be considered. Scholarly work, in Europe but more significantly in America, has helped to clarify a number of the riddles surrounding the still enigmatic Miguel de Cervantes.


It may be surprising to learn that the first biography of Cervantes was commissioned not by a Spaniard but by an English aristocrat, Lord Carteret, who asked Mayáns y Siscar to write a full-length study worthy of the subject. And so it was that in 1738 the princeps biography appeared, that is, more than a century after Cervantes’ death in 1616. Such a long delay proves that his contemporaries saw little reason to write about him, and he was never the target of biographers, unlike Philip II who refused to let his life be written while he was alive. Although superseded by later studies and rarely read nowadays, its publication marked the slow but sure beginning of a latent interest in the life of an exceptional man. But it was not until 1819, that is, over two hundred years after Cervantes’ death, that Martín Fernández de Navarrete published a biography which included for the first time a documented account of Cervantes’ military service and captivity derived from early research in the Archives of the Indies in Seville. As Dr Sliwa’s thesis reveals, new documentation and details were unearthed by Spanish and British cervantistas in the nineteenth century and published piecemeal in literary journals or monographs. The search for additional documents regarding Cervantes and his family continued in the twentieth century, beginning with the memoir by James Fitzmaurice-Kelly (1913), followed by the seminal work of Rodríguez Marín in 1947 and of Luis Astrana Marín, whose avowed intention was to write the definitive work on his life and times. Research interest, mainly from outside Spain, has continued in fits and starts up until our own day. Most agree that the most important memorials to him are his written works, but our keen interest in the latter has awakened a renewed interest in the man behind the pen. Indeed, a first reason for reading and studying Cervantes is that his literary works are the medium in which a superlatively intelligent and unusually well-placed observer discerned and responded to numerous shifts in the bedrock of intellectual Spain and of a Europe ‘on the move’, in which Spain was a prime player.


Astrana Marín asserts that ‘most of the early attempts at a biography of Cervantes were nothing more than a preamble to editions of the novel Don Quixote’. Editors and the reading public at large were seemingly far more interested in the life of the knight errant and of his squire than in the life of their enigmatic creator. And yet, arguably, the real-life experiences of Cervantes were as colourful, as richly diverse and, on occasion, as dramatic as those of his principal characters in his most famous work. It is probable that neglect of serious biographical studies on Cervantes may have been the price he had to pay for the almost overnight fame of his masterpiece.


As far as we know, Cervantes did not keep a diary or leave behind him volumes of official papers. He never wrote an autobiography and there is no evidence to suggest that he was the author of countless letters. Unlike Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, for example, whose conversations run to some four thousand printed pages and of whom contemporary gossip – extracted from the correspondence and diaries of third parties – fills three volumes, Cervantes was rarely in the public eye. In fact he became increasingly marginalized and aloof. In this regard his social standing could not be more different to that of his rival and literary opponent, Lope de Vega, who was extremely successful and adulated beyond measure.


Enough time has elapsed since Astrana Marín’s contribution was made half a century ago for modern readers to demand a new appraisal of an extraordinary individual. Elusive as Cervantes was, it is the intention of this biography to remove the conscious aura of mystery that he wove around his extensive output. The distinct but varied voices heard in Don Quixote, Persiles and Sigismunda or in the Exemplary Novels belong to no ordinary man; on the contrary, they belong to a self-effacing genius who has come to enshrine all that is meaningful in Spanish consciousness. And that recognition is both at home and abroad, for it is true to say that his works have achieved, especially outside the Iberian Peninsula, much more than any of his famous contemporaries. Although Spain has produced brilliant writers, artists and poets, few are known – and even less are studied – outside her borders. Even those men of power and influence, such as Cardinal Acquaviva, Hasan Pasha, the Count of Lemos, Juan de Urbina and Avellaneda, are remembered primarily because of their contact with Cervantes; it is his name that helps to keep alive the memory of others who otherwise would have sunk into oblivion long ago.


Any genuine attempt at a biography of Cervantes inevitably faces inherent problems. It is well known that we have lost a considerable number of his works and that there are doubts as to the authenticity of some attributed to him. With regard to the best of his prose works, we often do not know their genesis, and, to cap it all, of the several portraits of Cervantes, not one, it is alleged, is genuine – and that includes the portrait that embellishes the cover of several biographies, this one included. Of course, where gaps and uncertainty exist, conjecture and speculation thrive, giving rise to legends and myth that are even more difficult to dislodge. It is not for nothing, therefore, that Cervantes has been labelled ‘the man behind the mask’. This is doubly so, for when we visit his writing to discover the authentic Cervantes, what do we find? A series of first-person narrators whom Cervantes, when and wherever possible, disowns at the first opportunity. Moreover, so much is said in his creative works that it would be impossible to limit the man to any one set of ideas or beliefs.


In this biography, which aims to be comprehensive, I have necessarily touched on his known and not so well known texts and tried, where relevant and possible, to key them to his living experience. It has to be said, however, that a number of his works have accrued histories of their own and will continue to do so. Our knowledge of the man is refined in new editions of his diverse works – and in adaptations of the same, as the musicals and ballets prove – as well as in discoveries of documents that have lain hidden for centuries. We still await the discovery of a first edition of Don Quixote from the several batches sent to Mexico and Peru in the New World. What is interesting to see is how critical appreciations of his works based upon the most recent literary theorists – Derrida, Bakhtin, Deleuze, Kristeva, Calvino – provide new and often hitherto unsuspected insights. We also now know much more about his living and working conditions under the Habsburgs: recent excellent studies of both Philip II and of Philip III add much to sharpen our picture of Cervantes and his family. The remarkable work of Anton van den Wyngaerde, who drew detailed drawings of many major and now not so major cities in Golden Age Spain and throughout Europe, further help us to visualize the cityscapes that Cervantes would have seen on a daily basis. Wyngaerde’s drawing of Alcalá de Henares in about 1560 is by far the best illustration we have of the birthplace of Cervantes.


This attempt of mine differs from those previous biographies which imagine a Cervantes embroiled in political intrigues, a victim of impotency, a homosexual, a writer who supported the viewpoint of the minority converso population (Rosa Rossi, Sulle Tracce de Cervantes, 1997), those which employ imaginative reconstructions and elaborate psychological theories about him (Fernando Arrabal, Un Esclavo Llamado Cervantes, 1996) and from those who fictionalize their accounts, no matter how amusingly or skilfully (Stephen Marlowe, The Death and Life of Miguel de Cervantes: A Novel, 1996), to name the three most recent full-scale biographical studies. Nevertheless, the issues raised by such researchers have to be faced, for, as data accumulates, so do myths. What emerges is that the factual truth, in so far as we are able to piece it together, is often more exciting and suggestive than the fictions dreamed up about him. This being so, I have tried to incorporate as much relevant material from a variety of authentic sources as space would allow in order to furnish a picture of a man who has proved notoriously elusive. However, much of that elusiveness has stemmed from the rather blinkered approach adopted by those biographers who have looked to Cervantes’ literary works to explain – often to explain away – any gaps or uncertainties we have about his ‘real-life’ experience. But even when we have evidence of the experiences and can put a date to them, questions will always remain: if we agree, for example, that not all his work is of the highest quality, how did he come to create Don Quixote and the Exemplary Novels? Does the answer lie in the reality of his social and historical contexts?


To answer this fundamental question we have to make use of historical documents but in conjunction with other facts relevant to the time. To establish little or no historical context for Cervantes’ five years in Algiers, his time as a court petitioner, his marriage or his spell as a purveyor for the Armada, to name but a few turning-points, would do a disservice to biography. Fictionalized accounts or purely literary approaches to the subject of biography poorly accommodate the much-needed bona fide documentation offered by other research areas.


What would be ideal is a continuous factual account of the life of Cervantes from birth to death. From today’s perspective that must remain an ideal, for, despite renewed interest and serious research into his life and times, considerable gaps still remain. Why did he leave his family home after three years of marriage? Why did Hasan the Venetian treat him so leniently when in Algiers? What was the true nature of his relationship with his mother-in-law, his wife, his sisters and his bastard daughter Isabel? Differences of interpretation will always exist – and that is healthy – but if we can base our interpretative differences on established historical-social contexts our discussions will bear greater fruit and lead to a clearer picture of Cervantes the man as well as Cervantes the writer.
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I have used the English rendering of place names where possible (Corunna for La Coruña, Saragossa for Zaragoza, Lisbon for Lisbõa, Naples for Napoli, Peru for Perú) but have given the original, with due accentuation, in all other cases: Alcalá de Henares, Cádiz, Córdoba and so on. Although Spanish family names are relatively long, I have endeavoured to provide the full name in order to avoid confusion. To illustrate my meaning, the name Rodrigo was the Christian name of Miguel’s father, his younger brother and a first cousin. A casual glance at the family trees of Miguel’s parents further proves the necessity for full nomenclature, even if repetitious on occasion. When referring to Miguel de Cervantes I have used throughout the surname Cervantes rather than Miguel, but on those occasions where two or more of the family are mentioned in the same context I have reverted to first-name usage without losing, I hope, clarity of meaning.





1


HUMBLE ORIGINS: THE MAKINGS OF A HERO
(1547–69)


Verifiable documented references to the family of Cervantes go back four generations before the birth of Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra and begin with the mention in Córdoba of Ruy Díaz de Cervantes, who, in March 1463, ‘took possession of a vineyard’. Ruy Díaz, a cloth merchant, was the paternal great-grandfather of the Cervantes who rose to become Spain’s most celebrated writer. The son of Ruy Díaz was a Juan de Cervantes, and he first appears in a summons to the court to explain ‘certain transactions and claims related to cloths’ that is dated 17 June 1500. It was also in Córdoba in October 1483 that we find the first mention of Juan Díaz de Torreblanca who was the father of Cervantes’ paternal grandmother and is recorded as ‘leasing out an orchard for two years to the gardener Andrés Martínez for an annual rent of 2,500 maravedís’. Such entries suggest that, in the century before Cervantes’ birth, his father’s family was affluent and well established in Andalusia. This is in line with an early reference to the origins of the name of Cervantes that is found in the work of a famous poet of Córdoba, Juan de Mena (1411–1456), who served as the chronicler to King Juan II.1 In a curious and incomplete work on genealogy, Juan de Mena makes the undocumented claim that the ancestors of what was destined to become the family name of Cervantes originated in Galicia, in the remote north-west of the Iberian Peninsula. He writes:


Those from the lineage of Cervatos and Cervantes are of noble blood and stem from the Munios and Aldefonsos, rich families in León and Castile who are buried in Sahagún and Celanova; they were Galicians and sprang from the loins of Gothic kings and were related by marriage to the kings of León. From Celanova the Aldefonsos went to Castile and took part in the capture of Toledo and having settled in the village of Cervatos took that as their new family name.


Mena goes on to say that one of these men, named Gonzalo, ‘so as to distinguish himself from the rest of the Cervatos clan took the name of Cervantes’. When the same source later tells us that the family name of Cervantes is mentioned in connection with the capture of Seville it is clear that new roots in the south of Spain had been established. From this branch we find a Don Juan de Cervantes, who became the Archbishop of Seville as well as a cardinal of the Church of Rome and was buried in Seville Cathedral in 1453. But that was not all. For, arising from that same branch, there is record of ‘the grand prior of the Order of St John, named Rodrigo de Cervantes the Deaf’. It is this ecclesiastical offshoot of the ancestry based in Andalusia that will prove significant in the biography of Miguel de Cervantes. Indeed it was the grandson of Rodrigo the Deaf who was to become the Knight Commander of the Order of Santiago and who married into the Saavedra family. Although Cervantes’ father, Rodrigo, was to use the surname of Saavedra, it was left to Cervantes himself to make greater use of it, but for causes and in circumstances neither man would have envisaged.


It is clear from the account of Juan de Mena that the campaigns in which the Cervantes family took part helped to shape the political, religious and social conditions that later members of the family were to encounter. A little-studied aspect of the life of Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra is the role played by his ancestors, although there is no denying the rivalry among Spanish towns and cities to claim the family as theirs. This has resulted in the creation of a number of false documents that, in turn, have spawned spurious claims. And it is not only in relation to his birthplace that such inauthentic documents occur.2 Their existence has hindered progress in the discovery of the truth about the man the Spanish affectionately call the ‘prince of geniuses’.3


There is nothing inauthentic, however, about the documentation relating to Cervantes’ paternal grandfather, Juan de Cervantes, an eminent lawyer who was born c. 1470 in Córdoba, a city that from 711 until 1236 was under Moorish rule and which, because of its culture and learning, had earned the title ‘the Athens of the West’. The earliest reference to Cervantes’ great-grandparents on his mother’s side is to a Juan de Cortinas, who, in Arganda, Castile, in 1485 donated a chalice to the parish church. Indeed, of the few surviving records from Arganda most concern family donations to the Church, whereas those of Córdoba relate mainly to the buying, selling or renting of lands and of houses. The ability to either give or buy possessions indicates success and suggests that both families enjoyed comfortable lifestyles. The fact that Juan Díaz de Torreblanca, the father of Cervantes’ grandmother on his father’s side, was a physician and surgeon is a further indication. Active in Córdoba, his success is seen, inter alia, in the ability to purchase houses (with their winepresses) in 1490, in the joint company he set up in 1495 for the ‘leasing of the sales-tax on cloths’ and in the 55,000 maravedís he paid for ‘the purchase of houses’ in June of that same year. From the few records that relate directly to the great-grandparents of Cervantes in Andalusia and in Castile, it is clear that they were prosperous and respectable citizens of their communities. Fortunately, documentation for the families of both of Cervantes’ grandparents is extant, especially so with reference to Juan de Cervantes, and it is with the help of bona fide records relating to his life and activities that we are able to place the family in a clearer social and historical context.


Despite early attempts at collecting material for the purposes of writing a biography of Juan de Cervantes that were made known in 1887 by Julio de Sigüenza, no biographical study has yet appeared-there are as many as 288 extant documents relating to his life most of which refer to accusations against him: accusations of abuse of office (theft or appropriation of goods) or of serious breaches in common courtesy.4, 5 Although the context in which these accusations and alleged breaches of etiquette has been lost, the picture that emerges from a study of the documentary evidence is that Juan was ambitious, restless, short-tempered and enjoyed the good life. He was also resilient and always made a point of responding to charges levelled against him, and whenever he lost a case he almost always appealed against the decision.


Recent research proves that Juan was also a man of prominence who, despite setbacks in his long and active career, was highly regarded in the circles that mattered. Proof of this is seen in the substantial sum of 10,000 maravedís he received from the king in 1508 for his services over several years as a scholar and lawyer ‘in lawsuits and disputes relating to the revenue for the city of Córdoba’. It is no surprise therefore to find Juan as the mayor of that city in 1516 and, after one year in office – the post was temporary – as its chief magistrate. After various similar offices in both Toledo and in Cuenca, the Duke of Alzadas appointed him as his deputy in Cuenca (where Juan apprehended a Miguel Ruiz, who had stabbed to death ‘as many as twelve or thirteen constables’) and one year later as his judge in Guadalajara. Juan went from strength to strength, and, when appointed Judge in Residence for the city of Plasencia (1538–41), to be followed by the post of mayor for the Duke of Sessa’s estates in Baena (which included Cabra, a city many believe to be important in the early life of Cervantes), his success had turned full circle. When, in 1551, he returned to Córdoba he was welcomed as ‘one of the city’s most esteemed scholars’.6 The professional career of Cervantes’ grandfather is also significant in that those who posit the notion that Jewish blood ran through his veins point to the grandfather’s university education and career as a lawyer, a profession that Juan’s own father and his father-in-law both practised, and one in which Jews flourished. Although the bulk of documentary evidence argues against such and similar claims, the ‘converso’ issue – were the Cervantes family converts from Judaism? – remains a bone of contention. It is clear that Juan enjoyed high social standing in Córdoba and valued his status among the nobility. When he finally retired to Córdoba to work for the Inquisition, he could look back upon a varied and successful career.


Successful as he was, there was one major blemish on the family record which was possibly to have bearing on his grandson’s career.7 The origin of this lay in a dispute concerning payments to do with illegitimacy, and it is well documented. Juan de Cervantes had a very desirable daughter named María who caught the eye of the archdeacon of Guadalajara. As luck would have it, the archdeacon Don Martín de Mendoza – nicknamed El Gitano (The Gypsy) – was himself the illicit fruit of the union between his father, the duke Diego de Hurtado Mendoza, and a gypsy woman, who had been pensioned off and long forgotten. The liaison between María de Cervantes and the archdeacon led to an illegitimate daughter, named Martina de Mendoza. When Juan de Cervantes discovered what had happened he compelled the archdeacon to sign an obligation to the tune of 600,000 maravedís, in order to pay for the upkeep and maintenance of both mother and child. Marriage was out of the question, and the child was sent to Madrid to be brought up. This private arrangement held up well until the duke died and was replaced by his successor, who immediately set about clearing all the family debts. Discovering the obligation imposed on the archdeacon, he immediately sacked Juan de Cervantes who, although he tried to exact just retribution, soon realized that he was fighting a losing battle, so he decided to go to Alcalá de Henares and from there continued his lawsuit. When we learn that one year before the old duke died that he had secretly married a commoner and had left her some 2 million maravedís we can better understand the fury of his successor, who believed that his father’s friend and confidante Juan de Cervantes – whom he believed had conspired with his father against him – was to blame for his dramatic loss of revenue. The ‘dowry’ to the commoner amounted to one fifth of the total value of the successor’s inheritance.


In 1532 the tribunal in Valladolid finally decided in Juan’s favour, but the decision was hotly disputed and the rancour continued. The affair very soon became public knowledge, and the scandal – that was what it became in the kingdom of Toledo – was reputedly the most talked-about matter during the early years of Charles V’s reign.8 With so much money at stake, a whole series of accusations and counter accusations inevitably ensued in which attacks on Juan’s sexual morality loomed high. Unhappily for Juan such acrimony brought the family name of Cervantes into the spotlight. Even two years after the tribunal’s verdict in Valladolid we find a reference to a ‘letter sent by the graduate Mejía to Dr Vaquer, the inquisitor for Toledo, about the charge brought against Juan de Cervantes of acting as a pimp’.9 Records prove, however, that litigation was very common in Spanish public life. Juan’s determination to defend his corner explains his family’s return to Alcalá de Henares, for he had worked in the city from 1509 to 1512. His second child, Rodrigo, the future father of Miguel de Cervantes, had been born there. During his second stay in Alcalá de Henares, Juan de Cervantes worked for the constabulary as a magistrate in the local courts. Together with his wife, Leonor Fernández de Torreblanca, he set up house in what was becoming a fashionable and prosperous city. It was quite the place to be in early sixteenth-century Spain.


The generally agreed year of Rodrigo’s birth is 1509, although the absence of a birth certificate has inevitably led to controversy as to the place of birth. The date is significant in the history of the city because it was the year that Cardinal Cisneros founded the university there. Thanks to the foresight and energy of Cisneros, Alcalá de Henares was soon to become the focal point of Renaissance Spain. Known in Roman times as Complutum and later occupied by the Muslims – the prefix ‘al’ tells us of its Arabic past – the city had been recaptured by Alfonso VI in 1085 and its site was given to the archbishops of Toledo in 1126. It is well known that the church played an active role in resettling the lands won back from the Arabs, and the archbishops did everything in their power to attract colonists and to make Alcalá de Henares a thriving metropolis. As a result it became an important medieval communication axis, capitalizing on its location on the road from Madrid to Saragossa. Alcalá de Henares also attained early prominence for its fairs and markets and as an agricultural centre. It was for these reasons that the city received the special support of the Catholic Monarchs in the 1490s. By the time Cervantes was born, no less than eight city gates gave access to rising numbers of university students who attended the city’s twenty-four colleges. By 1565, with a population of some 13,000, Alcalá de Henares had matriculated over 3,000 students, a figure exceeded only by the universities of Salamanca and Valladolid.10 Clearly, with this sudden influx of students, the town was transformed. Most of the students lived on their own, in private houses or in special student houses, the pupilerías. With its colleges renowned for theology, classical languages, philosophy and architecture, the city also offered its visitors more than twenty convents, two major seminaries, five monasteries, three parish churches and two hospitals. In a detailed drawing of Alcalá de Henares by Anton van den Wyngaerde in 1565, mounted travellers are seen using the wide approach to the city, while in the foreground there is an inn with a spacious courtyard. ‘By minimizing his references to secular life’, states Richard Kagan, ‘Wyngaerde seems to be suggesting that the city of Alcalá de Henares was dedicated to the study of theology and to the service of the Catholic Church, two of the university’s avowed goals.’11 Had the concept of the cultural city of Europe been in vogue at that time Alcalá de Henares would certainly have been a strong candidate. Not only was the city in its prime, it was a prosperous period for the Cervantes family, too.


Not only was Juan’s son Rodrigo born in Alcalá de Henares but also Rodrigo’s son, Miguel de Cervantes. Endorsed by a notorial statement made by Juan Sánchez de Lugo in Valladolid in July 1552, it is clear that excluding the year 1532 (when the litigious dispute with Diego de Hurtado was at its height) the years in Alcalá de Henares from 1533 to 1538 number among the happiest for the Cervantes family, especially for Rodrigo. But things were to change when Juan agreed to accept the post of magistrate in Plasencia.


Despite the acknowledged ‘high life’ enjoyed by the family not all, so it seems, had been harmonious at home, and the offer to leave Alcalá de Henares provided Juan with the excuse he had been seeking to part from his wife. From the beginning of 1536 until late in 1537 he had been working in Ocaña, Castile, where he had fallen in love with a María de Córdoba, a girl described as between ‘seventeen or nineteen years of age’.12 Although this secret love affair did not progress it caused Juan to desert. When we learn that in 1551 (five years before his death) he left 50,000 maravedís to María Díaz, his housekeeper-cum-mistress, ‘for the services rendered to him over twelve years’ – that is to say, shortly after his acceptance of a post in Plasencia – it is plain that involvement with his housekeeper followed hard on the heels with that of Maria de Córdoba. We have no record of any matrimonial problems between Juan and his wife, but the family well knew that its situation had not been at all helped by the demands of the fourth duke, Diego de Hurtado Mendoza, for the return of the gifts – gold jewellery, pearls, silks and rich clothes – and monies made to María, Juan’s pretty daughter.13 By 1538 most or even all of the money may have been spent. The outcome of such liaisons and litigation was a desertion that was as sudden as it was harsh, especially for Leonor. It clearly brought with it a dramatic end to the family’s halcyon days in Alcalá de Henares. Taking his older son, Andrés, Juan left behind a distraught wife, daughter and two other sons, Juan, who died in his youth, and Rodrigo.


It is known that Juan went on to spend successful years in Plasencia before taking up the offer by the Duke of Sessa to supervise his estates in Baena and in Cabra, although no actual documentation of the time Juan spent in Plasencia has come to light. This suggests that his stay there may have been free of the acrimony that was intrinsic to his work and that had followed him from his first summons in 1500. Whereas Juan went on to further success and ended up living a comfortable life with a mistress, slaves and servants in Córdoba, the fortunes of the family he left behind went from bad to worse. This is especially true in the career of Rodrigo, who, at the age of twenty-nine, suddenly found himself facing an uncertain future.


Rodrigo clearly enjoyed the prosperity of his parents’ home up to the time of their sudden separation. The out-of-court settlement paid to his sister ensured that, and so, as records prove, he spent his days jousting, horse-riding and in tournaments. He also attended the highest civil and social functions in the city. Thanks to the resilience of his hard-working father, Rodrigo took part in the good life of the leisured classes. In a society based on display and spectacle nothing less was deemed appropriate for those who had wealth. Rodrigo had entered a world of power and privilege in which pageantry had set its seal and he lived according to its code. In such a setting one’s social position was sustained by a network of friendships, affinities and social obligations. As a result, contacts were established which were to prove helpful, initially for Rodrigo and later on for his second eldest son, the author of Don Quixote.


Juan de Cervantes’ desertion forced Rodrigo to reconsider his lifestyle. Frustratingly nothing is known of him until his marriage four years later in 1542. Did he exploit the hospitality of his jousting friends or was he dependent on what may have remained of María’s ‘dowry’? After all, 600,000 maravedís, if spent wisely, could have comfortably supported the Cervantes family for several years. But already six years of opulent living had eaten into the money, and the likelihood of a tidy sum remaining by this time is therefore not great. The fact that nothing has been found to prove that Rodrigo began working immediately suggests that the family was not yet on the breadline. However, four years later, after his marriage, Rodrigo was compelled to find employment – but he did not turn to law. One of the reasons given for this is that he apparently suffered from deafness. Despite the lack of documentary proof to date of such a disability, it is generally believed that Rodrigo was deaf – although to what degree is unknown – and had been so since his early years.14 If the general consensus is correct, has his deafness any connection with that of his ancestor, Rodrigo the Deaf?


Compelled to make his own way in the world, Rodrigo became a médico cirujano, a surgeon, although at the time this meant little more than a barber. Surgery at that time was a branch of medicine very much in its infancy. Aged thirty-three, he had no time to go to university, so he undertook something that could be learned relatively quickly. Underlying his choice of profession was perhaps an expectation that he could profit from his former contacts and friendships. This was doubly important, because those who practised surgery were generally regarded as quacks. His choice of occupation, therefore, may be found wanting, but he really did have very little option. The fact his mother had been the daughter of a doctor may have influenced his choice. Besides we have no record of any advice about careers given to him by Juan, his father.15 Had his father stayed in the family home it is probable that Rodrigo would have married into a family rich enough to offset his lack of a university education and his possible deafness. He was rudely thrown into life’s realities and forced to face the severe tensions of a society undergoing rapid changes without the cushion of his father’s support – changes that were to continue throughout the rest of the century.


As with Rodrigo’s education, no diploma or any similar documentation relating to his profession has yet been found.16 The main task of such ‘surgeons’ was to set bones, let blood and attend to wounds; anything else was left to the superior hands of the physician. Nevertheless, he would have studied the major medical text of the time, Libro de las Cuatro Enfermedades Cortesanas by Luis de Ávila Lobera, which dealt specifically with the quaintly termed ‘four courtly ailments’, gout, catarrh and complaints to do with the kidneys and liver.17


Although no official marriage certificate is extant, it is believed that Rodrigo married Leonor de Cortinas in 1542. Her parents were rural landowners whose origins were in Old Castile but who had settled in Arganda, close to Madrid. Little is known of the circumstances in which the courtship and marriage took place, but, given that Leonor’s parents did not attend the baptisms of any of their grandchildren, it is probable that they disapproved of the union. Furthermore, the fact that none of the three boys born during these years was named Juan suggests that attitudes towards Rodrigo’s father since his desertion continued to be hostile. Both Rodrigo’s mother, who had brought to her marriage a dowry of 50,000 maravedís – no small sum in 1504 – and Rodrigo, who had been left behind without the support of either his father or his brother, had good reason to feel hostile. No reason is given as to why Juan chose to take Andrés, but Rodrigo would have resented the fact that he was left to fend for himself and, in effect, for the rest of the family. With their families’ blessing or not, other more pressing problems were to burden the newly-weds. Rodrigo’s mother had to face increasing financial strain after her husband’s desertion, and in her struggle to survive she was in no position to help Rodrigo and his wife financially. The break with her husband had been total, and, as far as we know, he did not send one maravedí to alleviate her situation.


Unfortunately for the new breadwinner, competition for work in Alcalá de Henares was intense. It had become a major centre for medical studies and there were too many doctors seeking too few patients. Having to support his mother and a family circle that grew to six by 1550, Rodrigo’s adversities were to begin in earnest and never truly left him. Their first child, born in 1543, was a son named Andrés, who died in infancy. In 1544 Andrea, their first daughter, was born, followed by Luisa in 1546. The next year Miguel arrived and three years later another son was born, named Rodrigo after his father. All the children were born in Alcalá de Henares, except for Magdalena, who was born in Valladolid in 1552, whence, prior to her birth, Rodrigo had decided to move in order to find better-paid work. One of a number of factors leading to his decision to leave his birthplace was, it seems, the refusal of a notable client to pay his bill, claiming that Rodrigo had not cured his son. Whether true or not, it was a painful slur on his professionalism, the bill was never paid and Rodrigo, in no position to pursue costly disputes, decided to leave.


With 35,000 inhabitants, Valladolid was at the time the capital of Spain and one of the most prosperous cities in the land. It was also very proud of its religious orthodoxy, and proof of this was to be seen in the public burnings of heretics in its main square which the Inquisition sanctioned during the reign of Philip II. Whether Rodrigo approved of such punishments or not is not mentioned or discussed. His mind was on more immediate matters. To a father seeking gainful employment, the city would have seemed to offer prospects he could not ignore. The move there marked one of several attempts to find regular work and, thus, a degree of security. However, despite the opulence in the halls of the chancery and in the antechambers of the councils, Rodrigo met only with continued hardship in Valladolid, which included time in a debtor’s prison around 1552–3 and the threat of total confiscation of his goods. This arose because, on his arrival, he took out, together with his sister María, a loan to be repaid within the year to Pedro García (who had also co-signed the agreement) and Gregorio Romano. In return he pledged a good part of the family’s silverware. Unable to meet his pledge, an acrimonious dispute then arose between Rodrigo and the two guarantors, and the upshot was a nasty spell in gaol. According to Canavaggio, Rodrigo’s wife gave birth in July 1552 to Magdalena before his release.18 If Canavaggio’s dating is correct – for there is no surviving birth certificate – it must have been humiliating for her to discover that at the time she was born her father was behind bars.


Noblemen were exempted from imprisonment in a debtor’s gaol, and so Rodrigo immediately invoked immunity. It is unlikely that he had read Juan de Mena’s treatise on genealogy, but he would have learned from his father and grandfather of his high-born forebears in Andalusia. By definition noblemen were orthodox Christians and were ‘pure of blood’, a concept which became increasingly important in the Spain of Philip II and Philip III. By laying claim to nobility, Rodrigo was therefore claiming to be a thoroughbred orthodox Christian. His embittered creditors, however, were having none of it and contested his claims. Luckily the high court of Valladolid, together with that of Granada, had as a primary function the resolution of cases of disputed nobility.19 Seemingly, therefore, Rodrigo could not have been better placed, but, despite this, a protracted dispute followed and he was not released until seven ignominious months had passed. To offset the portrayal of him as a down-at-heel barber-surgeon was his claim made in the court in Valladolid that he owned properties in other places and even outside Spain and, if he were set free, would be able to pay for everything.20 True or wishful thinking, nothing has emerged to prove such claims. Fortunately, his goods, which his creditors had temporarily confiscated, remained with him because Leonor enlisted the help of a solicitor named Francisco de Pedroso, who persuaded the judge that the goods belonged to Leonor and not to María, Rodrigo’s sister.Records show that Pedroso worked tirelessly to have Rodrigo freed, and, when unable to bring proof of Rodrigo’s nobility, it was he who asked the presiding judge if statements of witnesses would suffice. Interestingly, in April 1553 there is record of the Emperor Charles V demanding the authorities of the realm ‘to require that witnesses specified by Rodrigo be brought before the courts for questioning’.21 The fact that the office of the highest authority intervened points to the gravity of the dispute and reminds us of the litigation between Rodrigo’s father and the Duke of Hurtado Mendoza that had scandalized the realm. Not for the best of reasons the family name of Cervantes was brought a second time to officialdom’s notice. Seven witnesses testified on Rodrigo’s behalf and, because his creditors could not disprove such evidence, Rodrigo eventually won his hard-fought freedom. The question arises, however, as to whether Rodrigo entered into his debts knowing that he could have recourse to the law of exemption. The documentation clearly shows that his creditors acted justly and were rightly annoyed at the use of what was, effectively, a legal loophole. They stood to lose 44,472 maravedís, and nowhere in the dispute is it mentioned that the debt was ever paid. After his release another move was inevitable.


Arguably, Rodrigo had been naive to try his luck in the capital, which was already full of the top doctors and physicians. It was not only in Valladolid that his judgement, in terms of residence and employment, would be found wanting. Indeed from 1551 to 1566 the Cervantes family spent fifteen years in what is best described as vagabondage. It is because of his wanderings around Spain that relatively little is recorded of Cervantes’ early years. The number of times Rodrigo moved house in search of work or to shun creditors indicates the measure of financial hardship he faced as a matter of routine. Yet his situation was by no means uncommon, as village censuses of the early 1600s often list people who fled home to avoid imprisonment for debt. In 1586, for example, the Rioja hamlet of Neguerela was fast in the process of disappearing because its men were leaving to escape unmanageable debts.22 Rodrigo and his family were left to struggle on despite the fact that his father was in a position to offer assistance. Evidently the bitterness that arose on account of the desertion still rankled. There is no record of any correspondence whatsoever between Juan and his family, so it is doubtful whether Rodrigo knew at this point that his father in 1551 had given over all his wealth to María Díaz. But changes were in the air.


In 1553, after twenty-five years, Rodrigo, undeniably in extremis, decided to visit his father in Córdoba, a journey that took eight days by horse and cart. In his earlier years Juan de Cervantes had made that same and similar journeys when in employment, whereas the journeys undertaken by Rodrigo were prompted by the need for employment. The journey was long and arduous, but it must not be thought that Rodrigo would have been a solitary wayfarer leading his hungry family to the safest haven. As the exploits of Don Quixote demonstrate, the roads of Spain witnessed a great variety of activities and travellers, especially itinerant doctors, for it was common practice for Castilian villages to share the services of a qualified doctor. The contract of a certain Juan de Salas, drawn up in 1555, clearly indicates the type of career that a country doctor could expect. Working in the province of Burgos, de Salas agreed to work for a three-year period and ‘to go to those places and see the sick as many times as he was called, and to examine the urine of all of them without charging a fee’.23 In return, his annual salary was to be 30,000 maravedís, the free use of a house, exemption from local taxes, guaranteed salary even in the event of a disability and the right to offer his services to the monasteries within a three-league radius. The figure of 30,000 shows how generous María’s compensation of 600,000 maravedís had been. Clearly, poorer villages could not offer such generous terms, but it shows how things could have been different if Rodrigo had been properly qualified and prepared to work in rural communities that housed most of Spain’s estimated population of some 7 million. What is interesting is that the most famous surgeons of the time also led highly migratory careers. Anastasio Rojo Vega claims that constant mobility was the norm in the sixteenth century for surgeons.24 After all, Spain had a long tradition of population movements. The eight-centuries-long Reconquest of Muslim territories produced a rural population accustomed to moving when conditions so dictated. The career of Rodrigo’s own father attests to that also.


On arrival in Córdoba, the first thing Rodrigo did – as before in Valladolid – was to borrow money. It was clear that he did not wish to face his father as a pauper. The fact that he had to borrow only proved the point, however, and Juan was not deceived; with his legal contacts he would have been one of the first to hear of his son’s spell in prison, and bad news travels fast. Besides, he knew that his long-absent son was in dire straits otherwise he would not have come to see him. What may have sweetened the pill somewhat for Rodrigo was the knowledge that Juan in his early days had over twenty-one lawsuits brought against him and would not have forgotten the short spells inside Valladolid gaol in 1532.25


Juan clearly had enemies and had certainly been involved in what can be confidently described as shady deals, yet his reputation, at least in Andalusia, remained unblemished. Had Rodrigo been able to follow his father’s profession he would have had all the prerequisites to make a successful career. After all, his brother Andrés, who became the mayor of Cabra, had presumably followed his father’s advice and recommendations and did indeed lead a relatively successful and secure existence.


In keeping with his father’s good standing in the town – still an eminent lawyer and now working for the Holy Office – Rodrigo probably found employment in hospital administration. The issue of reputation – in the sense of one’s good name – has always loomed large in Spanish society. It is to be remembered that when brought to trial in Valladolid Rodrigo never mentioned his profession. But now in Córdoba, in the relative safety of a town in which he was unknown and where his father was a valued citizen, Rodrigo could start afresh. It must have seemed to him that his family had landed on its feet in a city that was in the midst of a minor building boom. Indeed, since its reconquest in 1236, it had been growing steadily – its population in 1553 was some 25,000 – while still retaining its courtly air of having once been the capital of Moorish Spain. The difference in architecture and lifestyle when compared to the barren contours of Castile would have been clear not only to Rodrigo but also to the young Cervantes. The geography of the region, together with its cultural, religious and historical past, would have shown him aspects of life he had not yet encountered. And here he was to make his first contact with the Moriscos, the Moors who had supposedly converted to the Church of Rome, a contact that would reappear in circumstances unimagined by any of the Cervantes family as it rumbled its way down through central Spain.


In 1555, two years after his enforced return, another son was born. It is no surprise to learn that the latest addition was called Juan, suggesting that a degree of reconciliation had occurred between Rodrigo and his father. However, next to nothing is known of Rodrigo’s youngest child – not even a baptismal certificate has ever been found. Recent research into the genealogy of the family shows that Juan was certainly alive in 1585 because he is clearly mentioned as one of the heirs in his father’s will. The wealth referred to in that will, although not specified, must refer to saleable items, for they ‘are to be sold in a public auction or privately’ and what is left of his goods was to be shared equally among his offspring, that is, his three sons ‘Miguel, Rodrigo and Juan and his two daughters, Andrea and Magdalena’.26 No mention is made in his will of Luisa, probably because of the renunciation of ‘earthly goods’ entailed in her vow of poverty taken when she entered a convent in 1565.


Accompanying Rodrigo throughout his travels and tribulations was his wife, Leonor. The fact that Rodrigo took her as his wife may have had more to do with her dowry – although precious little it turned out to be – than of Rodrigo’s undying love, as in those days the resources of the bride or the bride’s family were very often the most important aspect of any marriage. From what has been said so far of Rodrigo’s adult life, it is clear that her life was never destined to be an easy one. Cervantes says very little of her, and, apart from a number of documented desperate measures which she undertook to protect her sons, it was inevitable that her situation would compel her to suffer the hardships unleashed by her husband’s unenviable fate, dogged as he was by debts, impatient creditors and sheer bad luck. Her lifestyle lends support to the notion of that ‘separate spheres’ model of society, in which women lived in sealed communities, without autonomy or direction. According to such a view, women were little more than passive victims of the whims of men who dominated social and institutional life. Despite the constraints of a patriarchal society, Leonor did indeed have her moments of self-assertion, however. Constantly faced with the adversities occasioned by Rodrigo’s repeated failures, she proved to be his main and often sole support throughout his frustrating efforts to find regular employment.


In an attempt to portray Leonor, successive biographers point to what they consider to be the characteristics of certain Castilian women: piety, faith, resourcefulness and good housekeeping; they also employ the same tactic when they come to envisage Cervantes’ future wife.27 Unfortunately, not one print or drawing exists of either woman, nor do we have one physical description of them. What can be known of Cervantes’ mother, however, is the sort of existence she would have led up until her marriage. For a woman in Castile the ritual of the mass would have been central to her existence. In a nation that was the right hand of the Pope nothing less could be warranted. The occasional burning of heretics served as a forceful reminder to citizens of their allegiance to king, country and to the Divinity. No Spaniard in Habsburg Spain was unaware of the forceful tentacles of the Inquisition, which reached as far into rural life as it did into urban.28


The pageantry that surrounds the feasts of Corpus Christi, the Nativity and of local patron saints were the highlights that gave life and the locality a meaning and measure. In general terms everything in sixteenth-century Spain revolved around the power and pomp of the Church and its authority; its festivals matched the changing seasons on which landowners and workers depended for their livelihoods. Leonor would have imbibed the virtues of propriety and good housekeeping in a culture where ceremonial order was intrinsic. From this relatively harmonious and stable existence in one locality, Leonor, soon after her marriage, was wrenched away to travel the unpaved roads of Imperial Spain searching for security. Her duties were to change dramatically when she was burdened with the obligations of a mother always on the move. She could not have foreseen a life on wheels, more akin to that of the gypsy than of a landed gentlewoman, but that is what her fate decreed. The change must have both bewildered and disorientated her. In response to her changing circumstances she was to rise to become her family’s saviour.


Our knowledge of Leonor stems from some thirty-two documents about her, although ‘not one of these sheds any light on her childhood, youth, education, ambitions, properties in Arganda or how she learned to write’.29 We know that she could read and write because her signature is found on her letters and legal documents. Although no marriage certificate has been found we know that she bore seven children, a not exceptionally large family at that time but big enough when the breadwinner was rarely in permanent employment. When, because of debts, Rodrigo spent from October 1553 to April 1554 in Valladolid prison all the furniture in her home had been removed and, although she was pregnant with Magdalena, ‘there was nothing to sleep on or anything to serve her person’. We can only imagine the misery she suffered in this period and even though, as we have seen, her goods were eventually returned, it was clearly at this time that Leonor came into her own. Six months without support had awakened within her that spirit of independence that the family needed to survive. She turned her hand to business; she sold and bought goods and entered into contracts and public loans with merchants and received rental from houses. She was clearly a woman of energy and initiative with an eye for business. It was her resourcefulness that had kept the family afloat through this time.


The generally accepted date of Miguel’s birth is St Michael’s day, 29 September 1547, the year in which both Henry VIII and Francis I of France died. It was also the year in which Ivan the Terrible of Muscovy assumed the title of Tsar, an event that went unnoticed by most Spaniards at the time. On the wider canvas, it was the year that saw Charles V defeat the Lutherans at Mühlberg (Luther had died the previous year) and, on a more local note, it was the year when Philip II spent Christmas in Alcalá de Henares.30


It is commonly accepted that Miguel’s early schooling took place in Córdoba, a city that in 1553 saw the opening of its first Jesuit school. It is likely that Miguel attended the college from the age of seven, but from six to seven he would have gone to the school run by Alonso de Vieras, a friend of a cousin of the Cervantes family. Jesuit teaching manuals of the period reveal that in their colleges their youngest pupils were introduced to the rudiments of grammar and rhetoric. What is often forgotten is that pupils listened rather than read. In other words, learning was by ear and the use of memory. From the praise lavished on the Jesuits as teachers in Cervantes’ story ‘The Colloquy of the Two Dogs’, some argue that he must have studied under them, but nothing is known for certain. Fortunately, records do exist of what teaching materials were used and which subjects were taught throughout the Jesuit school system. Whatever school he attended in Córdoba, it is agreed by his biographers that Cervantes was to make three important discoveries there: the love of learning, the magic of theatre and the presence of the picaresque.


Two sudden deaths in the family – that of Juan de Cervantes in March 1556, followed one year later by his estranged wife – brought new vicissitudes for the household. For the next seven years documentary evidence of both Rodrigo’s and his family’s whereabouts is practically non-existent. Lack of documentation over such a considerable time-span in the early life of Cervantes has led a number of biographers, especially those who wrote before the findings of Astrana Marín, to make wild speculations.


With the death of his father Rodrigo was made to reconsider his family’s future. Luck would have it that in Cabra, some sixty-five kilometres (forty miles) away from Córdoba, his brother Andrés was mayor. As a result, the backwater town of Cabra seemed to offer Rodrigo distinct possibilities and, given his brother’s presence and influence there, became the obvious, perhaps the only choice. After all, Rodrigo could not return to Valladolid, Madrid was not yet the capital and Alcalá de Henares, after his mother’s death, held nothing for him. Without evidence of the contrary it has been generally assumed that Rodrigo went to Cabra with his family in 1558. If indeed he did go there Miguel’s early education in Córdoba would have come to an abrupt end.


The year 1558 was a bad one in absolutist Spain. The first real signs of famine were visible and a plague was sweeping the country. Fortunately for the Cervantes family, however, the jurisdiction of Cabra fell to the Duke of Sessa, a remarkable Spaniard, who in 1541 had named Juan de Cervantes lawyer of his estates. Andrés was a leading member of the council in Cabra; he made all appointments and it is reasoned that a job for Rodrigo in one of the local hospitals was arranged. Without documentation to show otherwise, it is commonly believed that Rodrigo and his family – not Luisa who had returned to Alcalá de Henares – stayed in Cabra until 1564.


Recaptured from the Moors in 1240, Cabra was a walled fortress town with a palace, gardens and fountains surrounded by a moat. It was where El Cid had won a notable victory against the king of Granada. Mentioned by Cervantes in Don Quixote, Part Two, the town was famous for its ravine. At the time that Andrés was mayor its population totalled 3,000 and was served by four churches, three hermitages, two convents and two hospitals. If we follow the reasoning that Rodrigo did go to Cabra, the town, in comparison to the towns and cities in which they had previously lived, would have struck the family as a quiet, pleasant, even idyllic backwater. It offered the type of environment Cervantes praises, both in the prologue to Don Quixote and in his pastoral novel La Galatea, as ideal for the muse of poetry. As such, Cabra would have offered the young Cervantes an unruffled prelude to the storms and stresses of later life, but that does not mean that his parents, irrespective of any support proffered by Andrés, found life there any easier.


If we go by extant documentary evidence, the next time Rodrigo appears is in October 1564 in Seville. The document claims that ‘for several months Rodrigo had been a resident of Seville and was subletting property’.31 In that same year a lawsuit was issued against a Juan de Ureña who owed Rodrigo three months’ rent. Atypically, Rodrigo won the case.32 Interestingly, the document recording the amount awarded to Rodrigo was signed in the presence of his brother Andrés, now a junior magistrate of the city. What prompted the move, whether from Cabra or elsewhere, to what arguably was the most colourful and vibrant city on the Iberian Peninsula, the major port to the amazing wealth of the Americas? And, what of Cervantes’ education which had been so abruptly interrupted?


Andrés had a son, also named Rodrigo, only six months younger than his cousin Miguel. A man in Andrés’ position would have had private tutors for his children. Both fathers knew the importance of education and would have seen to it that the two boys continued their schooling. The assertion by a number of biographers and critics that Cervantes, because of his love of reading, was self-taught is probably expecting too much of a young mind. Even if, like the celebrated protagonist of his novella The Glass Graduate, he studied intensely and devoured books or, like his engaging knight, he ‘so buried himself in books that he read all night from sundown to dawn’, a boy of eleven needs tuition. In all probability Cervantes resumed schooling in Cabra or wherever the family settled. Even if we assume that his education continued, whether in Cabra or not, we cannot say that it proceeded along the lines first introduced in Córdoba.
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