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THE ENDURING MAGIC OF CERVANTES: DON QUIXOTE A NEW TRANSLATION BY
EDITH GROSSMAN

For over four centuries, Miguel de Cervantes's Don Quixote has stood as a towering monument in
world literature. It is widely regarded as the first modern novel, a work of profound humanism, biting
satire, and boundless imagination. Yet, for generations of English-speaking readers, accessing this
masterpiece has always required a trusted intermediary: the translator. The question of which
translation to read is often as critical as the decision to read the book itself. Among the many
renderings, one version has emerged as a modern classic in its own right: Don Quixote A New
Translation By Edith Grossman. Published in 2003 by Ecco, an imprint of HarperCollins,
Grossman's translation did not simply offer a new set of English words for the Spanish original; it
reanimated Cervantes's voice for the twenty-first century.

This article explores why Grossman's translation has become so revered, examining her philosophy
of translation, the unique challenges posed by Cervantes's prose, and how her version has redefined
the way we experience the adventures of the ingenious gentleman of La Mancha.

THE WEIGHT OF EXPECTATIONS: TRANSLATING A MASTERPIECE

Translating Don Quixote is not merely a linguistic exercise; it is an act of cultural transmission. The
original Spanish text, published in two parts in 1605 and 1615, is dense with wordplay, archaic
references, shifting registers of speech, and a narrative voice that is at once ironic, tender, and
profound. Before Grossman, the most famous English translations were those by John Ormsby
(1885), Samuel Putnam (1949), and J.M. Cohen (1950). While each had its merits, they inevitably
bore the stylistic fingerprints of their own eras. Ormsby's Victorian English, for instance, while
accurate, could feel stilted to a modern ear. Putnam's version, though lively, sometimes
Americanized the Spanish flavor.

The bar was set extraordinarily high. A new translation had to do more than just be accurate; it had
to capture the pace, the rhythm, and the soul of Cervantes's prose. Edith Grossman, a
distinguished translator of Latin American literature (including Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Mario
Vargas Llosa), was uniquely prepared for the challenge. She approached Don Quixote not as a
sacred relic to be preserved in amber, but as a living, breathing work of art that demanded a
contemporary voice.

Edith Grossman's Core Philosophy: Fidelity
to the Spirit

In her essay "Why Translation Matters," Grossman argued passionately that translation is not a
secondary or derivative art. It is an act of creative re-imagining. Her goal was never to produce a
literal, word-for-word rendering, which she believed would produce a dead text. Instead, she aimed
for what she called "fidelity to the spirit" of the original. This meant paying close attention to the
author's syntax, rhythm, and tone.

For example, Cervantes's narrative voice is famously complex. It shifts from high-flown chivalric
rhetoric to crude, earthy humor, often within the same paragraph. A lesser translator might smooth
over these shifts, making the text uniform. Grossman, however, embraced the cacophony. She
allowed Sancho Panza to sound genuinely rustic and uneducated, while letting Don Quixote speak in
the elevated, slightly mad language of a knight-errant. This commitment to the original's polyphonic
nature is one of the key reasons Don Quixote A New Translation By Edith Grossman feels so
alive.

THE KNOTTIEST CHALLENGES: WORDPLAY, POETRY, AND RHYTHM

No translation of Don Quixote is without its thorns. Cervantes was a master of the pun, the double
entendre, and the intertextual reference. Some of these are simply untranslatable. Grossman
handled these with a mix of ingenuity and honesty.

* Proverbs and Sayings: Sancho Panza famously spews a torrent of folk proverbs. Grossman
chose to keep these proverbs as literal as possible rather than substituting English
equivalents. This preserves the flavor of Sancho's Spanish identity, even if the saying sounds
slightly foreign to an English reader. For instance, she kept "Birds of a feather flock together"
but was careful to let the Spanish cadence shine through in less familiar sayings.

* The Narrator's Voice: Cervantes uses a complex game of narrative identities. The story is
supposedly translated from an Arabic manuscript by a historian named Cide Hamete
Benengeli. Grossman navigates this metafictional layer with clarity, ensuring the reader never
loses the thread of who is speaking.

* Verse and Poetry: The novel is interspersed with poems, sonnets, and songs. Grossman
maintained the rhyme and meter where possible, demonstrating a stunning command of
English verse. She did not sacrifice meaning for rhyme, but found elegant compromises that
served both the poet and the story.

* Tone of Parody: The entire book is a parody of chivalric romances. If the language is too
"literary," the parody can feel flat. If it is too coarse, it loses the nobility of the joke. Grossman
walked this tightrope expertly, letting the humor emerge from the contrast between Quixote's
high ideals and the mundane reality he encounters.

WHY GROSSMAN'S VERSION STANDS OUT AMONG MODERN TRANSLATIONS

When Don Quixote A New Translation By Edith Grossman was published, critics were nearly
unanimous in their praise. The late critic Harold Bloom wrote that Grossman's translation was "a
splendid and lasting contribution." What made it so special?

Readability and Flow

The most immediate quality of Grossman's translation is that it is a joy to read aloud. Her sentences
have a rolling, conversational quality that mirrors the pleasure of being told a story. She broke up

Cervantes's famously long sentences when necessary, but without losing the original's momentum.
This makes the 1,000-page novel feel less like a daunting classic and more like a long, entertaining
conversation with a brilliant friend.

Character Authenticity

The relationship between Don Quixote and Sancho Panza is the heart of the novel. Grossman
ensures their dialogue crackles with authenticity. Quixote is noble, lofty, and often heartbreakingly
sincere. Sancho is pragmatic, earthy, and loyal. Their voices do not blend together; they remain
distinct and complementary. This is crucial because the humor of the book derives largely from their
miscommunication and their deep, unspoken affection for one another.

Honoring the Modernity of Cervantes

Cervantes was incredibly modern. He wrote about metafiction, unreliable narrators, and the power
of storytelling to shape reality. Grossman's translation foregrounds this modernity. Her use of
contemporary English, without being overly slangy or anachronistic, helps readers see that Don
Quixote is not a dusty historical artifact but a vibrant, playful novel about the very act of reading.
When Grossman writes, she lets the irony and self-awareness of the original text shine.

A DEEPER DIVE INTO THE TRANSLATION PROCESS

Edith Grossman once said in an interview that she tried to imagine how Cervantes would have
written if he were writing in English today. This is a deceptively simple statement. It implies a deep
understanding of the author, not just the language. It means understanding that Cervantes was a
working writer, a man of the street as well as the study, with a sharp ear for the way people actually
spoke.

Translating Don Quixote took Grossman several years. She worked closely with the Spanish text,
often consulting multiple critical editions to resolve ambiguities. She paid meticulous attention to
the meter of the prose, noting that Cervantes often used a rhythmic pattern that echoed the oral
tradition of storytelling. Her translation retains this oral quality. You can feel the presence of a
narrator, a voice that is speaking directly to you.

Addressing the Critics

No translation is perfect, and Grossman's version has faced some minor criticisms. Some academics
argue that she occasionally simplifies the syntax too much, or that her use of modern idioms flattens
some of the historical texture. However, these criticisms are far outweighed by the praise. In fact,
Grossman's translation is now the standard text for most university courses in English literature. It
has introduced Don Quixote to a new generation of readers who might have been put off by older,
more archaic versions.

For the general reader, this is perhaps the highest compliment. Don Quixote A New Translation
By Edith Grossman has made one of the world's greatest novels accessible without dumbing it
down.

HOW TO APPROACH READING THIS TRANSLATION

If you are new to Don Quixote, Grossman's translation is the ideal starting point. Here are a few tips
to enhance your reading experience:

1. Read it as a comedy first. Many readers make the mistake of treating the book as a
philosophical treatise. It is, but it is also very, very funny. The slapstick, the misadventures,
and the misunderstandings are meant to make you laugh. Grossman's hones the comedic
timing perfectly.

2. Pay attention to the interchapters. The novel is full of embedded stories, poems, and
letters. In older translations, these could feel like digressions. In Grossman's hands, they
become essential parts of the narrative tapestry.

3. Read aloud. The prose in Grossman's translation is musical. Try reading a paragraph of Don
Quixote's speech to Sancho. You will hear the rhythm, the formal cadence of a man who
believes he is a knight.

4. Appreciate the tenderness. Beneath the satire, Cervantes loved his characters. Grossman
captures this deep affection, particularly in the later chapters of Part I, where Quixote's
disillusionment becomes genuinely moving.

THE LEGACY OF A TRANSLATION

The impact of a great translation cannot be overstated. It acts as a bridge between cultures and
centuries. Don Quixote A New Translation By Edith Grossman is more than just a book; it is an
event in literary history. It proved that a classic, when entrusted to the right translator, can be
reborn. It reminded us that Cervantes was not a dusty icon but a living writer who still has
something urgent to say about reality, illusion, and the human heart.

Edith Grossman passed away in 2023, but her legacy endures. Every time a reader picks up her
translation and laughs at Sancho's proverbs, or sighs at the Knight of the Sorrowful Face's dreams,
the act of translation becomes invisible. The reader is no longer reading a translation; they are
reading Cervantes. That is the highest achievement a translator can hope for.

CONCLUSION

In the vast landscape of English translations of Don Quixote, Don Quixote A New Translation By
Edith Grossman stands as a beacon of clarity, artistry, and respect for the original. It is the version
most likely to win over a skeptical modern reader, the one most often cited by scholars, and the one
that feels, in the truest sense, authentically Cervantine. Whether you are a lifelong lover of classic
literature or a curious newcomer embarking on your first journey across the plains of La Mancha,
Grossman's translation offers the finest company. It captures the laughter, the sorrow, the madness,
and the sanity of the world's first modern hero. To read it is to understand why Don Quixote is not
just a book, but a conversation that has lasted for four hundred years—and will last for many more
to come.
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