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			Miguel de Cervantes


			

					
Name: Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra.


					
Born: around 29 September 1547 in Alcalá de Henares, near Madrid.


					
Died: buried on 23 April 1616 in Madrid.


					
Context: during Cervantes’s time, Spain was undergoing a period of political decline, but this was offset by a flourishing cultural scene, with considerable developments across all the arts and particularly in literature.


					
Notable works:
	
The Siege of Numantia (1585), play


	
La Galatea (1585), pastoral romance


	
Don Quixote (first volume 1605; second volume 1615), novel


	
Novelas ejemplares (1613), collection of novellas


	
The Trials of Persiles and Sigismunda (1617), novel







			


			Miguel de Cervantes is a towering figure of 16th- and 17th-century Spanish literature, and is widely considered to be the country’s greatest ever writer. In spite of his relatively humble origins, his life was almost as adventure-packed as those of his heroes, with stints as the secretary of a future cardinal, a soldier, a prisoner of war, a tax collector and a fugitive suspected of murder. Even so, he somehow found the time to produce a vast body of work, comprising poems, plays, novellas and novels, between 1569 and his death in 1616.


			It is worth mentioning that Cervantes was working in a context that provided no shortage of inspiration: the Spanish Golden Age. Although the country was declining politically, its artistic output was thriving. Painters, writers, architects and musicians reached dizzying heights of creativity and produced some of Spain’s greatest masterpieces. In spite of his undeniable talent for theatre and poetry, Cervantes could not match the innovations of his contemporaries in these fields; instead, he left his mark on literature with his novels and novellas. By parodying earlier forms, in particular the chivalric romance, he left his mark on the genre of the picaresque novel, an adventure story packed with outlandish situations and colourful characters. Even today, over 400 years after it was first published, the humour and absurdity of Don Quixote, which he first dreamed up when he was in prison, continue to captivate readers around the world.
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				Between 1925 and 1930, a monument in memory of Cervantes, created by the architects Rafael Martínez Zapatero and Pedro Muguruza, and the sculptor Lorenzo Coullaut Valera, was erected in Madrid’s Plaza de España, a clear testament to his importance in Spanish literature. The monument comprises stone sculptures of Cervantes (in the centre) and Aldonza Lorenzo, better known as Dulcinea in Don Quixote, as well as two bronze sculptures of Don Quixote and his squire Sancho Panza.


		




		

			Context


			Spain’s global empire during the 16th century


			During the second half of the 16th century, Spain ruled over a vast territory which it had acquired over time thanks to a series of conquests, alliances and discoveries. Charles V (1500-1558) built an “empire on which the sun never sets”, stretching from Peru to the Philippines, and also including southern Italy and the Netherlands. The country’s wealth was due in large part to its colonies: they provided new products, such as sweetcorn, potatoes and green beans, which brought more variety to the European market, while the abundant reserves of gold and other precious metals in the Americas allowed Spain to mint large amounts of currency. Trade between the empire’s different territories gave rise to an early form of globalisation.


			In the final years of his reign, between 1555 and 1558, Charles V divided his empire in two: he abdicated as Holy Roman Emperor in favour of his brother Ferdinand I (1503-1564), and left the vast majority of his territories to his son Philip II (1527-1598), who in turn passed them down to his own son, Philip III (1578-1621). Philip II and Philip III, who ruled Spain at the time Cervantes was writing, drew their authority from the national army, which was one of the most effective military forces of its time and waged constant campaigns, and from a complex administrative system (given the size of the territory they governed, the task of enforcing royal decrees was delegated to viceroys in each region, who in turn had their own functionaries). However, their military victories, for example at the Battle of Lepanto (1571), which put an end to the Ottoman advance in the Mediterranean, were offset by crushing defeats: in 1588, the Spanish Armada, comprising 130 ships that had set sail to conquer England, was defeated.


			Economic and social turmoil


			At the dawn of the 17th century, the political decline of the Spanish Empire was already underway, and this was exacerbated by a number of emerging economic and social difficulties. In the second half of the 16th century, an imbalance had appeared due to demographic change coupled with reduced productivity, as some of the peasants who had formerly worked the land instead sought to profit from imports from the colonies. The poorest members of society were hit hard by inflation, and when taxes were suddenly raised in an attempt to rebalance the budget, they migrated en masse to the cities, where they hoped to find a higher quality of life.


			At the same time, the supply of precious metals from America was beginning to dwindle, while the administrative and military costs of running the empire remained high. Consequently, the Spanish government struggled to repay its debts. Furthermore, Spain’s Muslims, who had been forced to convert to Christianity, threatened to rebel, before finally being driven out of the country in 1609. However, their departure further weakened the Spanish economy, and the gulf between the different social classes was constantly widening. Finally, while the poorest Spaniards bore the brunt of the country’s economic troubles, the nobility, which had been pushed out of the political decision-making process in favour of educated advisors, became increasingly restive.
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