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HAMLET & QUIXOTE 
In the sixteenth century, two literary characters, Prince Hamlet and Don Quixote, were created, 
all but simultaneously, by two authors, Shakespeare and Cervantes, in two different languages 
and two different kingdoms. They are the towering figures of Western literature. Critic Harold 
Bloom believes that (Dante aside) no writer since has matched them, a judgement endorsed by a 
lengthy list of eminent writers. 

There’s more. Over the past four hundred years there has grown up an enormous third focus of 
attention: the interactions between them. Check out Google by entering the four key words --
Hamlet, Quixote, Shakespeare, and Hamlet -- and you’ll see that Hamlet and Quixote have been 
dancing together almost since their date of conception.  

Why? At first blush the characters have nothing in common. 

Hamlet – Shakespeare’s creation – is a university student, a Wittenberg scholar no less, while 
Quixote, Cervantes’ man, studies nothing, but instead consumes mountains of pop chivalric 
romances. Quixote is an old man with no accomplishments and no prospects. Hamlet is Prince of 
Denmark, and would be the King. Hamlet is a thinker and Quixote is a man of action. But the 
thinker causes multiple murders (and his beloved’s suicide). And the man of action goes from 
adventure to adventure, without leaving a single corpse behind. 



In some mysterious way, Cervantes’ Quixote and Shakespeare’s Hamlet – though differently 
sized – mesh perfectly. What’s going on here? 

We’re going to take a crack at sorting this out. We’ll read Shakespeare and Cervantes, of course, 
but history, linguistics, politics, psychology and literary criticism as well. Then, armed with our 
bevy of tools, we will try to collectively come up with a coherent Macaulay-class interpretation 
of two of the world’s most interesting literary characters. 

 

 
 

Hamlet meets Quixote at the table where the 1604 London Peace Treaty (ending the nineteen year Anglo-Spanish War) is signed (art by Juan de 
Pantoja - The Somerset House Conference-, Doré - Quixote- and Coke Smyth -Hamlet stabs Polonius ) 

 
 

COURSE 
 

We will divide the semester into three non-zoom tasks and fourteen class sessions. 
 
Your first (delightful) task is to screen Kenneth Branagh’s four hour Hamlet. Earlier is better 
than later. Second is to read the 2000 page Cervantes’ Don Quixote. Third will be to read 
Shakespeare´s Hamlet, on the chosen edition.  
 
Class 1: General Introduction  
 
Class 2: Cervantes and his World 
 
Class 3 and 4: Reading Don Quixote 
 
Class 5: Reading Hamlet .  

 



Class 6:  Hamlet & Shakespeare’s World. Professor Steve Monte will generously lecture 
in one of these two sessions. On the other, we will watch a selection of fragments of 
documentaries and lectures on Hamlet, and comment on them.  

 
By the 6th session, you have to had read both masterpieces.  
 
Class 7-11 Don Quixote and Hamlet.  We will set the characters in conjunction with one 

another, focusing our sessions on precise themes, using the texts of both masterpieces, and also 
representations of these in visual art, films, music, etc. The themes, which we will illuminate will 
be:  Friendship, Authorship, Family, Gender, Theater, Arts & Letters, Insanity, Lucidity, 
Revenge and Loyalty, Church and State, Class, Justice, Love, Fear, The Excess of Reading, 
Perception, Doubt, Honor, Freedom, the (Freudian) Hamlet complex?, the Quixote complex?, 
Ghosts, Dreams, Age (youth and old age), Wittenberg University & La Mancha...  

I have named each session with a quote from of one of the two masterpieces, when not 
explicitly a theme.  

We will conclude with a focus on Don Quixote and Hamlet today, and us as their readers.  
Through our last three sessions, all participants will deliver to the group their final 

presentations HAMLET&QUIXOTE.  
For the benefit of our conversation, use: 
William Shakespeare, Hamlet, fully annotated with an introduction by Burton Raffel, 

with an essay by Harold Bloom. Yale University Press.  
Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, The Ingenious Hidalgo Don Quixote de la Mancha, 

translated by John Rutherford. With and introduction by Roberto Echeverría, Penguin Books.  
You can use others, too, for your own understanding.   
 

 
 
1.- February 2 - 
     Panoramic view of our seminar. Why dare compare Quixote and Hamlet?  
 READ: By the third session, you should have read all Don Quixote. I suggest you arrive 
to the second meeting with at least the first book of the two that all read - and, having seen 
Kenneth Branagh's 1996 Hamlet version.  
 
2. - February 9 
Cervantes and his World 
 
3. February 16 
Don Quixote 



 
4 - February 23 
Don Quixote  
 
5. March 2st  
Hamlet  

--- By this date, you must have finished reading Don Quixote, and watched the aboved 
menttioned Hamlet film version. Reminder: by March 23th, you must have read Shakespeare's 
Hamlet.  
 
6. March 9  
Hamlet  
 
7. March 16 
Hamlet & Quixote  
Wittenberg (Luther, Faustus) & La Mancha: two universes.  
Hamlet as a "dramatic poet? Quixote as a fiction writer?  

--- Next reading due on March 30: Erasmus, In Praise of Folly 
 
8. March 23 
Hamlet & Quixote:  
Insanity and wisdom, madness (two madmen´s heads"). 
Excess of reading? 
Erasmus.  

"One madman´s head" - Q, P.I, Ch.I, p. 27.  
"My madness speaks"  
"Excess of reading" Q. P.I., Ch I, p. 27. 
-"No Man is wise at all Times, or is without his blind Side." Erasmus, In Praise of Folly 
 

 
9. March 30  
Hamlet & Quixote:  
Faulty thinking?  
Revenge and justice.  

"I must be cruel only to be kind", H. III, Sc 4, 174, p.144. 
"I am a lover... My intentions are always dire towards worthy ends, and that is to say to 

do good to all and harm nobody". Q. II. Ch. XXXII, p. 701. 
 
10. April 6:  
Hamlet & Quixote:  
Their fathers - their ghosts. Mothers. Family. Obedience and rebellion. Class.  
 "every man is the architect of its own fortune. And I have been the architect of mine". B. 
II, Ch LXVI, P.935 
 "the son of a dear father murdered" H. Act 2. Scene 2, 569, p.91. 

"Oh, what a rogue and peasant slave am I" H. Act 2. Scene 2, 533, p. 89. 
 



11. April 13:  
Horatio & Cide Hamete Benengeli as authors of Hamlet and Don Quixote.  
 Friendship. Honor. Loyalty.  
 "O God, Horatio, what a wounded name, / (...)/ If thou didst ever hold me in they heart / 
Absent thee from felicity awhile, /And in this harsh world dray thy breath in pain, / To tell my 
story." H. Act 5. Scene 2, 330, p.224 
 
12. April.- 27:  
Their	way	of	LOVE.	
Their	desire(s).	(or	the	tragedy	of	desire	-Lacan?)		
"To	the	celestial,	and	my	soul’s	idol,	the	most	beautified	Ophelia	...	O	dear	Ophelia,	I	am	ill	at	
these	numbers.	I	have	not	art	to	reckon	my	groans.	But	that	I	love	thee	best,	O	most	best,	
believe	it.	Adieu. H." (Polonius reads Hamlet´s letter to the Queen).  
“O Princess Dulcinea, mistress of this hapless heart! Great injury you have done me in 
reproaching and dismissing me" Q. V.1, Ch II, p.31.   
 
13. - May 4 
Students presentations 
 
14.-  May 11 
Students presentations 
 
15. May 18 
Wrap session 
 
 

 



 
 
GRADING: 
Attendance and active participation........  30% 
Four reading reports ...............................  20% 
Final Essay .............................................   50% 
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY (under construction): 

William Shakespeare, Hamlet, fully annotated with an introduction by Burton Raffel, 
with an essay by Harold Bloom. Yale University Press.  

Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, The Ingenious Hidalgo Don Quixote de la Mancha, 
translated by John Rutherford. With and introduction by Roberto Echeverría, Penguin Books.  

Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, Chapter V, 
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Interpretation_of_Dreams/Chapter_5 

W.H.Auden, Hamlet, on Lectures on Shakespeare, Princeton Classics.  
https://shakespearedocumented.folger.edu 
 

 
 

 


