From: Cervantes: Bulletin of the Cervantes Society of America, 24.1 (2004): 143-71.
Copyright © 2004, The Cervantes Sockty of America.

Nero’s Golden House:
Italian Art and the Grotesque
in Don Quijote, Part II*

FReEDERICK DE ARMAS

hroughout his literary works, Cervantes re-
peatedly represents a desire for Italy. This
desire often takes the form of evocations and
descriptions of the art and architecture of the
Italian peninsula. In many cases, these mo-
ments carry a second, deeper, and more con-

e —acia

‘% cealed aspiration, that of recapturing the an-

= cient world. These two yearnings coexist

with many of the textual images, since a number of the Italian
frescoes and edifices described in the works either belong to the
classical world or in some way evoke antiquity.? First, in this es-

! A plenary address at the annual meeting of the Cervantes Society of Amer-
ica, December 27, 2002, under the title “Quixotic Frescoes: Cervantes and Italian
Art.” The illustrations in this article will be available in color (five of them) on the
Cervantes Society Web site, <http://www.h-netorg/~cervantes/csa/bcsas04.
htm=>.

2 | have used this same wording before since it encapsulates my vision of
Cervantes. See, for example “Ekphrasis and Eros” 33.
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say, | would like to discuss an ekphrastic passage from the begin-
ning of Part Two of Don Quijote; then | will show how antique
and Renaissance art authorizes Cervantes’ transformation of har-
monious beauty and allegorized grandeur into quirky and gro-
tesque flights of fantasy.

In the tenth chapter of Part Two, Sancho, unable to fulfill don

Figure 1. Sandro Botticelli. Spring. Uffizi, Florence. (Photo:
Erich Lessing / Art Resource, New York.)

Quijote’s command to find Dulcineain El Toboso, comes up with
his own engafio, identifying three peasant women as Princess
Dulcinea and her ladies in waiting. Not only does Sancho envi-
sion a chivalric scene; also, aided by the narrator, he sets in mo-
tion an action which utilizes all the major figures depicted by
Sandro Botticelli in his mysterious painting of the Primavera (Fig-
ure 1).% Discussing Botticelli’s mysteries, Edgar Wind asserts that:
“the crux of any interpretation of the Primavera is to explain the

® For a detailed analysis of the relationship between the Primavera, Renais-
sance Humanism, and this passage from Don Quijote see De Armas, “The Elo-
guence of Mercury.” See also George Camamis, who has argued that Cervantes
also alludes to the Primavera in La Galatea and in “La gitanilla.”



