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The concept of heroes and heroism has existed for approximately as long as civilization itself.  In that time, the hero figure has served many functions, but primarily it has been part propaganda tool and part instructive example.  Almost as old as the hero figure itself is the question of the accuracy and utility of building up figures into superhuman characters.  Miguel De Cervantes, in Don Quixote, and to an extent, Ludovico Ariosto, in Orlando Furioso, explore the popular conception of heroism and its application in the real world.  Both works use the de facto heroic symbol of the era, the warrior knight, to look at the role of the hero…  Don Quixote takes this even further by examining the main character self-consciously playing a hero based on his conceptions the role of a hero.  In doing so, Cervantes shows the gulf between what society considers “what should be” and “what is” regarding human behavior.

Both books mentioned above, characters play out the role of hero by closely adhering to popular conceptions of what a hero is.  Heroism and valor need not be confined to the battlefield.  In fact, the defense of women and the powerless is just as much a staple of the tales of knights errant as jousting and swordplay.  Orlando Furioso makes few explicit mentions of its characters operating according any sort of script.  However, the fact that the heroes of the book rush to the aid of virtually any damsel in distress does indicate there is a role they are all obliged to fill.  When Orlando is enticed to go and fight against the island of Ebuda he is swayed by a few significant factors.  The first is the account he hears of the treatment of women who are taken to Ebuda, namely that they are daily fed to a horrible monster as sacrifice.  We are told that “Orlando could scarcely wait for the end of the story before he swore he would be the first at that enterprise, like a person who cannot endure to listen to an account of some wicked, loathsome deed” (83).  It’s worth noting that Orlando’s decision is made even before he considers that his beloved Angelica may be among the captured women.  The second example here is a sort of chivalric peer pressure.  After coming ashore, Orlando speaks to an old man who further implores him for help:

And he besought him on behalf of a damsel to consent to come to her; he would find her not only beautiful but also surpassingly gentle and open.  Or else, would he be prepared to wait, and she would come to the ship to see him.  But would he please at least show no greater reluctance than the other knights errant who passed this way: / for no knight, whether he arrived at this place by land or sea, ever refused to see this damsel and counsel her in her terrible plight.  On hearing this Orlando made haste to step ashore, and out of human kindness and courtesy set out with the old man. (83)

The tipping point for Orlando is the notion that he would be acting contrary to the ways of knighthood, and by extension heroism, by refusing the request placed before him.


The character of Don Quixote, by comparison, needs very little parsing.  He sets out from the very beginning of the novel to cast himself directly and self-consciously into the role of the heroic knight errant:

The truth is that when his mind was completely gone, he had the strangest thought any lunatic in the world ever had, which was that it seemed reasonable and necessary to him, both for the sake of his honor and as a service to the nation, to become a knight errant and travel the world with his armor and his horse to seek adventures and engage in everything he had read that knights errant engaged in, righting all manner of wrongs and, by seizing the opportunity and placing himself in danger and ending those wrongs, winning real renown and everlasting fame. The poor man imagined himself already wearing the crown, won by the valor of his arm… (21-22)

Both books treat the hero as a role that has a codified set of rules.  In Orlando’s case, these rules are more implicit and in Don Quixote’s they are explicit.  In both cases heroism is as much an ideal as it is a common practice.  The value and reasonability of these ideals being put into real life will be discussed below.
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