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Abstract During the twenty-first century, it has become accepted that the play Double Falsehood is an     

adaptation of an earlier play, The History of Cardenio, of which Shakespeare was a co-author. This opens the 

possibility of investigating how Shakespeare might have read Don Quixote, a question I am not aware has yet 

been addressed. This essay pursues that question. In the first section, I will trace how the certainty of Double 

Falsehood being a fraud was overturned, in the process re-examining the existing research on Double 

Falsehood and locating in the play traces of the literary style of Hamlet. In the second section, I explore the 

possibility that Shakespeare identified psychological similarities between the title character of Hamlet and 

Cardenio, a supporting character in Don Quixote, and that is why he adapted this section of Cervantes’ novel 

into a play. The key changes that led to the metamorphosis of Don Quixote’s monstrous Cardenio into Double 

Falsehood’s more banal Julio provides convincing evidence for this, which has not previously been 

considered. In a supplemental section, I propose a plan by which Cardenio, who leaves something to be 

desired as a protagonist, could become a more appealing (?) Hamlet-like character.  

 

 

 

                                                      
1 This English translation is an updated version of an essay that originally appeared in the Winter 2021 issue of 
Mita Bungaku, the literary magazine from Keio University. 
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1 – The History of the Lost Play 

 

Shakespeare and Cervantes lived at the same time. Just imagine if these two literary giants 

representing England and Spain had met — a scenario that has inspired several works of fiction 

and film. Unfortunately, such a meeting never actually occurred. Cervantes died without any 

knowledge of Shakespeare or his works.  

 On the other hand, it seems quite likely that Shakespeare read Don Quixote. This should 

make readers of both these writers curious as to what he thought about it. But as far as I can 

tell, no one has yet approached this question head on, as we will do here.  

 The title of this essay has Shakespeare as the subject, but I came to the question 

through Cervantes. I’ve read several of the different Japanese translations of Don Quixote but 

have always been frustrated by trying to find what exactly is so enjoyable about the book. The 

answer has eluded me for years, and still does, but somewhere along the way I made a strange 

discovery.  

 

 Cardenio, a character whom Don Quixote and his servant Sancho encounter in the Sierra 

Morena mountains, has striking similarities with one of Shakespeare’s protagonists, Hamlet. 

Hamlet was first performed before Don Quixote’s initial publication, so we cannot simply infer 

any direct influence of Cardenio on Hamlet. This puzzle is the starting point of my exploratory 

adventure into Shakespeare’s encounter with Don Quixote.  

 

 

Cardenio is introduced in the story as an unsavory, monstrous character. He leaps about the 

crags, shrieking and assaulting the shepherds and Don Quixote and Sancho alike. But his 

barbaric behavior comes and goes, and when he regains his composure it becomes clear that 

he is a young nobleman with a strong sense of virtue. According to the tale he tells, he was 

tricked by his friend, another high-ranking nobleman, and betrayed by his true love (or, at least, 

this is what he believes), leading him to retreat to the wild places in the mountains where 

people seldom go.  

 It struck me that Cardenio’s oscillation between madness and reason make him almost a 

double of Don Quixote. As I spent more time thinking about this, I realized that Cardenio was 

even more similar to Hamlet. At first I thought I was imagining things, but then — betrayed by 

someone close to him; banished to a far off place as a result of intrigue; avoided taking revenge 

when he had the chance; a tragic end for the woman he loves (in Cardenio’s case, his beloved 

does not die, but rather joins a convent); an introspective nature; being half-mad… There are 

numerous points of confluence.  

 Turgenev gave a famous lecture comparing Don Quixote and Hamlet, but I’m not aware 

of any work that directly compares Cardenio and Hamlet. There isn’t that much research on 
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Cardenio at all.2 This being the case, I decided to investigate this wild idea, starting from 

Shakespeare’s involvement. Shakespeare was one of the authors of the play The History of 

Cardenio. At least, probably.  

 

We need to qualify this statement with “probably.” Research papers and publications on 

Shakespeare are so numerous that it would take a metropolis of buildings to house them all, 

and while The History of Cardenio’s building might be off the main street, it still gets plenty of 

visitors. It has attracted attention in its capacity as Shakespeare’s “lost play.” 

 There is a record of a play named either Cardenno or Cardenna being performed in 1613 

at the court of James I by The Kings Men, a theater group with which Shakespeare was closely 

involved. Later, in 1653, The History of Cardenio was listed in The Stationer’s Register, a 

catalogue from a trade guild associated with the publishing industry. It has been posited that 

these both refer to the same play.3 Authorship is attributed to John Fletcher and William 

Shakespeare, but in the documents we have available it appears that Shakespeare’s name was 

added later, and the publisher who contributed the entry to The Stationer’s Register is not 

considered a reliable source. But there is enough supporting evidence to suggest the existence 

of a jointly authored play entitled The History of Cardenio.  

 England produced an impressive number of talented playwrights in the late sixteenth 

and early seventeenth centuries. It was not uncommon for them to collaborate on a play — or 

to adapt or plagiarize someone else’s play — and the volume was such that the majority of the 

plays written were never published and are now lost. Shakespeare was just one of these 

playwrights, and although his work was popular, it is not thought that he was seen as being 

particularly extraordinary in his day.  

 In 1727, playwright and classical scholar Lewis Theobald produced a play entitled Double 

Falsehood, claiming it had been written by Shakespeare. The story was based on the Cardenio 

episode from Cervantes’ Don Quixote. Theobald did not claim, however, that his play was the 

same as the one performed in 1613, the previously-mentioned performance and authorship 

records for which were not yet known in Theobald’s day. He asserted that the script of Double 

Falsehood was in his possession and authored by Shakespeare. But he did not make the script 

public, nor did he include it in a collection of Shakespeare’s works that he later edited, leading 

to criticism that he had falsified the play’s authorship. This criticism did not come out of 

nowhere, though.  

 Theobald had previously lambasted Alexander Pope’s edition of Shakespeare’s collected 

works for being full of arbitrary selections. While this criticism was justified, it angered Pope, 

who then mockingly portrayed Theobald as a pedantic fool in his poem The Dunciad. The 

                                                      
2 Thanks to Spanish literature scholar Prof. Saiko Yoshida for her assistance with this point.  
3 Brean Hammond, ed. Lewis Theobald, William Shakespeare, Double Falsehood, or, The Distressed Lovers, 
Bloomsbury Arden, 2010 
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circumstances surrounding Double Falsehood presented Pope an opportunity to attack his 

enemy. He and his associates declared Theobald to be a fraud and advanced their narrative 

relentlessly. While this did not result in the instant determination that Double Falsehood had 

been falsely attributed and that Theobald was a fraud, history was not kind to his reputation.  

 Double Falsehood has a different title from The History of Cardenio. The characters’ 

names are also different from those in the original text of Don Quixote, which Fletcher and 

Shakespeare likely referenced. The father and older brother of one of the major characters play 

a larger role than they do in the original text (where they barely feature at all), while the 

protagonist and central supporting characters from the original are missing: Don Quixote, 

Sancho Panza, and the priest and barber of La Mancha. The story focuses mainly on the 

“distressed lovers” of the play’s subtitle. Assuming that it is not a forgery, why might these 

changes have been made? 

 One hypothesis is that the late seventeenth century theater figure from whom Theobald 

claimed he received the script had already made these revisions.  

 Another possible explanation is that Theobald made the changes himself to bring the 

play more in line with the tastes of audiences in his day, which differed greatly from those of 

the era of King James in the seventeenth century. The numerous subplots and lengthy run-

times that were once commonplace had fallen out of fashion by the eighteenth century.  

 Theories supporting the idea the play was a forgery by Theobald continued to appear. 

There were also those who defended him, but it was never widely accepted that Shakespeare 

was the author. The entry on Double Falsehood in the Kenkyusha Shakespeare Encyclopedia, 

published in Japan in 2000, states, “Its authenticity is rejected.” 

 

 

The prevailing sense began to change in 2010, with the inclusion of Double Falsehood (edited by 

Brean Hammond4) in The Arden Shakespeare Complete Works, a collection recognized as 

representing the canonical Shakespeare. In 2016, another version was included in the 

“Fragments” section of The New Oxford Shakespeare: The Complete Works (edited by Gary 

Taylor, et al). Was this the vindication of Theobald, centuries in the making? I learned about it 

shortly after delving into Shakespeare to pursue the relationship between Cardenio and 

Hamlet, and it only heightened my interest.  

 This turnaround was possible due to developments in computational methods of literary 

research. With the increased sophistication of stylometric analysis methods for processing 

enormous bodies of literary text through databases, scholars like Hammond and Taylor were 

able to overturn the view that Double Falsehood could not be attributed to Shakespeare.  

                                                      
4 See previous citation.  
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 Quantitative textual study has made great strides thanks to advances in 

computerization. Stylometric analysis uses new capabilities to identify the distinctive features 

of a writer’s style. Applied to Double Falsehood, it was found that the endings of sentences and 

the usage of parallel phrasing matched that of Shakespeare’s later works, resulting in more 

than a few sections that could be said to have been written by Shakespeare. This method of 

analysis represented the first acknowledgment of these particular stylistic features, leading to 

the conclusion that even if Theobald had been trying to pass off the work as Shakespeare’s back 

in the eighteenth century, he would not likely have been able to reproduce these hidden 

stylistic tells.  

 Gary Taylor and a group of scholars published a collection of essays in 2012 exploring 

the canonization of Double Falsehood.5 It includes essays that critique the position taken by 

Taylor and others, but I did not find these arguments to be particularly convincing. Separately, 

an essay by Kazuaki Ota challenges the use of stylometric analysis to prove that Shakespeare 

wrote the play.6 Ota points out defects in the statistical datasets and biases in the analysis sets, 

and concludes that, given the insufficient number of samples available and the fact that it was a 

common practice for multiple people to write their revisions directly onto a script, using 

stylometric analysis to determine if Shakespeare wrote Double Falsehood will always be 

inconclusive.  

 Meanwhile, in Revisiting Shakespeare’s Lost Play: Cardenio / Double Falsehood in the 

Eighteenth Century,7 the American scholar Robert D. Hume opens the collection by laying out 

the various arguments to date, refuting the theory that Theobald falsified authorship and 

asserting that Double Falsehood is based on a late seventeenth century manuscript which was 

itself based on Cardenio.8 But he also points out serious flaws in the evidence given to support 

the canonization of the play, stating that those who believed Shakespeare wrote it had won a 

pyrrhic victory. Citing his view that unadulterated Shakespeare is mostly or even completely 

missing from the text, he posits that the efforts to find proof in the dialogue and writing style 

will end in “much hullabaloo about practically nothing,” borrowing Shakespeare’s phrasing to 

express the same conclusion as Ota.  

 All in all, it seems to now be generally accepted that Double Falsehood is an adaptation 

of The History of Cardenio. In the meal of Double Falsehood, we have not found any of 

Shakespeare’s truffles, but there is no mistaking their faint fragrance. And I believe that a large 

                                                      
5 David Carnegie, Gary Taylor, eds. The Quest for Cardenio: Shakespeare, Fletcher, Cervantes, and the Lost Play. 
Oxford University Press, 2012.  
6 Ota Kazuaki, “Authorship Attribution and Stylometric Analysis of Double Falsehood,” Shakespeare Journal Vol. 4, 
Japan Shakespeare Association, 2018. Essay in Japanese.  
7 Deborah C. Payne, ed. Palgrave Macmillan, 2016. 
8 Robert D. Hume, “Believers Versus Skeptics: An Assessment of the Cardenio / Double Falsehood Problem,” in 
Payne, ed. Revisiting Shakespeare’s Lost Play, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016. 
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part of that fragrance comes from Hamlet seasoning. I will now offer a handful of testimonials 

to this effect (none of which are arguing the point I wish to make).  

 

 

The first testimonial is from Harriet C. Frazier, whose 1974 book9 comes down firmly on the side 

of Theobald being a fraud, as if she were faithfully carrying out a legacy inherited from Pope 

and company. She writes, “The greatest source of Shakespearian echoes in The Double 

Falsehood is unquestionably Hamlet.” She was writing before the text had been entered into 

any database, so the examples of lines that show a resemblance to Hamlet’s dialogue seem to 

be based on her impressions of similarities between the two characters. She argues that 

because Theobald had written an extensive commentary on Hamlet, his mind was saturated 

with that play.  

 Hammond, the editor of the Arden version of Double Falsehood, rejects Frazier’s theory 

on Theobald, on the basis of his own research. But even if Hammond is correct, her impressions 

are not necessarily mistaken. If we combine their understandings, then Double Falsehood 

includes some of Shakespeare’s writing, and the result is something Hamlet-esque.  

 Perhaps my reasoning feels a bit too convenient? 

 I wouldn’t say so. Let’s look at Hammond’s annotations of Double Falsehood. They are 

mainly made up of scenes and expressions from Shakespeare that bear some resemblance to 

what’s found in Double Falsehood; but among these, examples from Hamlet stand out as being 

the most numerous. There are 34 examples from Hamlet, followed by 22 from Cymbeline, 20 

from The Winter’s Tale, 16 from The Tempest, and so on. The rest of the plays mentioned have 

one third or less of the number of examples given for Hamlet. The other three mentioned 

above were written in the same period as the Cardenio play on which Double Falsehood is 

based, so similarities are understandable, whereas Hamlet was written more than ten years 

earlier. All of this serves to back up the impression that Frazier had. Hammond, however, makes 

no special mention of any relationship between Double Falsehood and Hamlet. 

 Let’s look at another scholar’s research that Hammond engages. Henry Salerno observes 

that hendiadys, a device connecting two descriptors with the conjunction “and,” appears 

frequently in Double Falsehood and is also a characteristic device in Hamlet (Hammond rejects 

this latter assertion).10 Salerno’s example is meant to show the general echo of Shakespeare, 

but it’s possible that he too sensed the particular Hamlet-ness of Double Falsehood. 

 Another scholar, MacDonald P. Jackson, finds that those passages in Double Falsehood, 

which are regarded to have originally been written by Shakespeare but revised by Theobald 

                                                      
9 Harriet C. Frazier, Babble of Ancestral Voices, Mouton, 1974. 
10 Hammond, 2010.  



7 
 

have more grounds for comparison to Hamlet than Shakespeare’s other works.11 Jackson is one 

of the stylistic analysts that Ota criticizes, but we can say that here is yet another testimony for 

the Hamlet-like nature of the play.  

 Why is Double Falsehood so Hamlet-esque? Regardless of who actually wrote the play, it 

wouldn’t resemble Hamlet if the writer didn’t mean for it to do so. Theobald was the only one 

who could have made it so, but the theory that he fabricated the whole play has been largely 

rejected. But chances are good he wrote at least some of it. On the other hand, according to 

Deborah C. Payne, Theobald believed that the theater should be a vehicle for demonstrating 

virtue to audiences, and he did not think Hamlet suited these purposes. With Double Falsehood, 

Theobald was challenging the artistic values of his arch-enemy Pope and Pope’s counterpart in 

the theater, John Gay, author of The Beggar’s Opera, instead offering a play that promoted 

virtue and morality.12 If Payne is correct, then it does not seem likely that Theobald would have 

intentionally included elements of Hamlet, a play he held in low esteem.  

 The only possible answer I can see is that The History of Cardenio, which served as the 

first draft of Double Falsehood, already had some of Hamlet in it. One of the writers involved 

was better suited than Theobald to incorporate Hamlet into the script. This writer, that is, 

Shakespeare, also had a motive for doing so: having read Don Quixote, he found similarities of 

character between Cardenio and Hamlet. Regardless of how much later writers may have 

altered the script to create Double Falsehood, it is safe to assume that there is a sturdy 

foundational layer from The History of Cardenio that recalls aspects of Hamlet.  

 By the end of the seventeenth century, Shakespeare’s plays were regarded as old-

fashioned, and it was not uncommon for plots to be updated and dialogue to be brought in line 

with current trends. This was the context in which Theobald produced Double Falsehood, and 

he was likely taking part in the practice of adaptation. Nonetheless, the basis of the play 

retained the flavor of Hamlet that Shakespeare had added.  

 And now, finally, we have reached the point where we can address the question of how 

Shakespeare read Don Quixote.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
11 MacDonald P. Jackson, “Looking for Shakespeare in Double Falsehood: Stylistic Evidence,” in Carnegie & Taylor, 
eds, The Quest for Cardenio, 2012.  
12 Deborah C. Payne, “Textual Skirmishes and Theatrical Frays: Double Falsehood versus the Scriblerians,” in 
Carnegie & Taylor, eds, The Quest for Cardenio, 2012.  
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2 – Cardenio and Hamlet 

 

There is a problem that I wonder why no scholar has yet pursued: the fact that Double 

Falsehood is not really the story of Cardenio. In fourteen scenes across five acts, the Cardenio 

character (in this play known as Julio) appears in seven scenes. Audiences unfamiliar with 

Cardenio could reasonably get the impression that he is not the protagonist but simply one of 

several central characters. Meanwhile Roderick, the heir of the Duke and an older brother of 

the prodigal son Henriquez, is not even named in Don Quixote but plays an important role in 

Double Falsehood. 

 After Henriquez forces himself on the wealthy farmer’s daughter Violante with promises 

of a marriage proposal, he then betrays his friend Julio and tries to marry Julio’s lover Leonora 

(in Don Quixote, these characters are Don Fernando, Dorotea, and Luscinda, respectively). 

When Roderick learns about the intrigue he goes to where the young lovers and their fathers 

are all gathered. Through stratagems like a coffin that seems to contain Julio’s body, Violante 

dressing like a young boy, and Julio wearing a disguise, Roderick compels Henriquez to admit 

his transgressions, leading to the younger brother’s redemption and the marriage of both 

couples.  

 The protagonist of a mystery where a detective intervenes and solves the case is neither 

the victim nor the criminal but the detective themselves. I don’t know enough about the 

mystery genre to be able to provide examples of other detectives who reveal the crimes of 

their family or inner circle, but it would not be unreasonable for an audience member to view 

Roderick, who appears from the very first scene of the play, as the protagonist detective.  

 There is no detective character in Don Quixote. Don Fernando just happens to bring 

Luscinda, whom he had kidnapped from a convent, to the same inn where Don Quixote, 

Sancho, Cardenio, and Dorotea are all staying. When Cardenio, Luscinda, Fernando, and 

Dorotea meet, their entangled situation is resolved in one fell swoop. It is the height of 

opportunism, but without this principle of opportunism there would be no Don Quixote. It’s a 

tidy way to resolve their problems. With Luscinda by his side, Cardenio foregoes his revenge 

and instead pays his respects to Don Fernando, in a scene that surely seems strange to 

contemporary readers. But in any case, it does seem difficult to argue that Cardenio is the main 

character of Double Falsehood.  
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Compared to Shakespeare’s other works, including his co-authored plays, Double Falsehood is 

short. Gregory Doran, the art director for the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) points out that 

it is 260 lines shorter than The Comedy of Errors, typically regarded as Shakespeare’s shortest.13 

 Gary Taylor and John V. Nance call it “half a play,” positing that that it is The History of 

Cardenio minus the sub-plot involving Don Quixote, Sancho, the barber, and the priest.14 But 

given the change to the title of the play, it would be fair to guess that it was the sections 

dealing with Cardenio that had been removed.  

 As to the Cardenio of Don Quixote becoming the Julio of Double Falsehood, this involves 

a major change in the composition of his character. This becomes evident before and during the 

pivotal scene of Don Fernando’s wedding to Luscinda.  

 In both versions, Cardenio/Julio receives a letter from Luscinda/Leonora and goes to her 

home to speak with her. Leonora admonishes Julio, who is planning to kill Henriquez for his 

betrayal. Whereas Luscinda makes no such admonishment, instead saying that if she is forced 

to marry against her will she will take her own life with the dagger she keeps in her pocket.  

 Leonora leads Julio to the hall where her wedding is to take place and bids him hide 

behind a wall hanging. Just when Leonora’s father is about to give her away to Henriquez, Julio 

leaps out from his hiding place and castigates the groom. Leonora has made up her mind to 

take her own life, but she faints before she can do the deed. Julio is ejected by Henriquez’s 

servants, and the next time he appears it is as a madman living in the mountains (though not 

quite as violent of one as Cardenio). 

 In contrast, Cardenio hides behind the wall hanging of his own accord, and once the 

wedding vows are exchanged and Luscinda faints, he slips out unseen, bearing a grudge against 

the couple for their betrayal, cursing his own misfortune, and retreating into the Sierra Morena 

mountains.  

 These scenes demonstrate the completely divergent nature of the two stories.  

 Double Falsehood is straightforward drama. Leonora, playing the role of a dutiful 

daughter from a prominent house who does not want to throw her family into turmoil, tries to 

stop Julio’s violence. Julio cannot contain his emotions and bursts into the wedding, but in the 

end, he follows Leonora’s injunction and does not raise his sword. He is every bit the noble, 

chivalric youth. Because of this, his transformation into a wild man of the mountains is not 

convincing.  

 In contrast, Cardenio allows the wedding to proceed uninterrupted and retreats without 

vowing vengeance on Don Fernando for his betrayal — which seems like a strange way for 

matters to unfold. A character who should be taking action (as most readers would likely think) 

                                                      
13 Gregory Doran, “Restoring Double Falsehood to the Perpendicular for the RSC,” Carnegie & Taylor, eds., The 
Quest for Cardenio, 2012. 
14 Gary Taylor and John V. Nance, “Four Characters in Search of a Subplot: Quixote, Sancho and Cardenio,” in 
Carnegie & Taylor, eds, The Quest for Cardenio, 2012. 
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instead does nothing and withdraws from the scene of conflict. Cervantes gives no explanation 

for this. But the improbability of it supports the extreme outcome of Cardenio losing his mind. 

His violent outbursts deep in the mountains reflect the depths of his self-reproach, unlike Julio.  

 While so many readers miss the importance of this difference between the plays, Doran 

from the RSC points out the following: In Double Falsehood, Julio’s challenge of Henriquez may 

make him seem heroic, but it also raises doubts about why he descends into madness, whereas 

Cervantes’ Cardenio speaks to us with more psychological nuance.15   

 Since Cardenio takes no action, he does not fit the mold of the stage protagonist. 

Whoever it was who turned The History of Cardenio into Double Falsehood needed to thrust 

Julio into the wedding scene to make of him a more typical hero. As noted above, the 

inscrutable Cardenio has many aspects in common with Hamlet, although they are certainly on 

different levels when it comes to literary significance.  

 Out of all the episodes in the voluminous Don Quixote, the one that Shakespeare and 

Fletcher chose for their collaboration was the story of Cardenio. Why him? I think it may have 

had to do with Hamlet… but before we rush to any conclusions, let’s trace how The History of 

Cardenio became Double Falsehood. 

 

 

Almost as soon as Don Quixote was published in Spain in 1605, it began to make waves, both at 

home and abroad. This included England, where it was not just a well-known book but also the 

source of inspiration for performances in the theater and at festivals that reveled in its 

comedy.16 Thomas Shelton’s English translation of the book was published in 1612, but prior to 

that his drafts were already circulating.17 

 In the sixteenth century, Spain was a great empire that stood at the forefront of 

European powers. Even with the English defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, the empire’s 

position was not immediately weakened. And culture always flows out from the dominant 

force. Spanish was an international language, such that even in Spain’s rival England there were 

many members of the educated class who could read Spanish.18  

 Fletcher was one such individual, and it’s possible that he read Don Quixote in the 

original. Shakespeare apparently could not read Spanish, so he likely read the book in Shelton’s 

translation. With the popularity of Thomas Kyd’s play The Spanish Tragedy (first performed in 

                                                      
15 Doran does not, however, touch on Leonora’s warning to Julio; a defect in his explanation of the scene? In 
Carnegie & Taylor, eds., The Quest for Cardenio, 2012. 
16 Roger Chartier, Cardenio Between Cervantes and Shakespeare: The Story of a Lost Play, Polity Press, 2013. 
Originally published in French as Cardenio entre Cervantes et Shakespeare, Editions Gallimard, 2011.  
17 Chartier, 2013.  
18 Valerie Wayne, “Don Quixote and Shakespeare’s Collaborative Turn to Romance,” in Carnegie & Taylor, eds, The 
Quest for Cardenio, 2012. 
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or around 1587) and the phenomenon of Don Quixote, it seemed perfectly natural to use Spain-

related material in the arts.  

 Between Shakespeare and the spirited up-and-comer Fletcher, which one might have 

proposed the choice of source material for their play? Information about the creative process 

behind collaborations at the time is sparse, so all we can do is guess. I would like to imagine 

that Fletcher proposed Don Quixote, given his affinity for Spanish culture, and Shakespeare 

narrowed the focus to Cardenio.   

 What’s that? Cardenio you say? … In my mind I can picture Fletcher’s surprised reaction 

to Shakespeare’s idea, but since I don’t love dramatic reenactments I won’t write more of that 

particular scene.  

 So why did they choose Cardenio? Taylor suggests that Cardenio’s episode contains 

elements that resonated with Shakespeare’s dramatic tastes: madness as a result of betrayal, 

cross-dressing, and lovers torn apart by marriages that prioritize family over romance.19 But I 

don’t think these accumulated elements lead us to the real reason Shakespeare selected 

Cardenio.  

 This was an encounter between two giants of literary history. I’m not trying to offer a 

hackneyed formula like “It takes genius to recognize genius.” What made Shakespeare great 

was the fact that he exceeded the standard of his age. I’m interested in thinking about what 

someone like that sees when they read another work that similarly transcends its own time. 

 

 

Now we can return to Hamlet. When Shakespeare read Don Quixote, naturally he noticed the 

essential similarities between Cardenio and his own protagonist. It’s more than just a mere 

resemblance. He discovered the same breakthrough in character that he achieved with Hamlet, 

simmering in the pages of a work by a Spanish author… simmering, I write, because the 

character of Cardenio is not quite at the same level of accomplishment as Hamlet. 

 What exactly was Shakespeare’s achievement with Hamlet? For someone like myself 

who is not a Shakespeare scholar, it would be all too easy to lose my way in the thickets of 

Hamlet theories and go my entire life without ever completing this essay. Instead I turn to 

Stephen Greenblatt as my guide.  

 Greenblatt asserts that Hamlet was an epochal event in Shakespeare’s life as a writer, 

that the discovery Shakespeare made with this play opened up new ground for him. This 

discovery was “an intense representation of inwardness called forth by a new technique of 

radical excision.”20 Shakespeare omitted any explanation for the insanity we see in Hamlet. This 

                                                      
19 Gary Taylor, “Setting the stage,” Carnegie & Taylor, eds., The Quest for Cardenio, 2012. 
20 Stephen Greenblatt, Will in the World: How Shakespeare became Shakespeare. W.W. Norton, 2004. Japanese 
translation by Shôichiro Kawai, Hakusuisha, 2006   
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leaves Hamlet in “a cycle of delay, self-reproach, continued failure to act, and renewed self-

reproach.”  

 By removing key explanatory elements like the reason for Hamlet’s madness, 

Shakespeare created a certain opacity, unleashing an intensity that would have been sealed 

away by straightforward explanations, according to Greenblatt. In withholding easy 

explanations, Shakespeare was able to “immeasurably deepen the effect of his plays.”  

 In Don Quixote, it is never explained why Cardenio does not take revenge on his 

betrayer. That opacity leads us to the intensity of Cardenio’s violent madness in the Sierra 

Morena mountains. The discomfort of this scene stands out as unique in all of Don Quixote. 

Shakespeare was not likely to have overlooked it.  

 What Cervantes did in that scene, and what Shakespeare saw in it, becomes clear in 

comparing it to Double Falsehood, a play that neither of them ever knew.  

 Julio’s actions are easy to understand. They need no explanation. No one is looking for 

help comprehending why he burst into the wedding. The reason he does not wield his sword is 

because Leonora begged him not to. When Julio appears again, having succumbed to madness, 

the audience can immediately grasp that it is because he was betrayed. But this is a bit too 

neat, and doesn’t quite do justice to the seriousness of losing one’s mind.  

 Greenblatt reads Hamlet as being suspended in “the long interval between the first 

motion — the initial impulse or design — and the acting of the dreadful thing,” and that this 

suspension causes him to suffer an “inward insurrection.” Cardenio manages to escape from 

the interim between impulse and action, but he still must face his own inward insurrection.  

 In Double Falsehood, Julio experiences no interval between impulse and action. He 

suffers betrayal and simply acts with frank impulsiveness. Cardenio, on the other hand, escapes 

the interval between impulse and action, but instead a different and terrifying suspension 

settles in his heart: “I decided to turn my hand and inflict on myself the punishment that [my 

enemies] deserved, perhaps with even greater severity than if I had killed them then and 

there.”21 To paraphrase what Northrop Frye said about Hamlet,22 Cardenio’s soul is writhing 

inside the prison of his self.  

 

 

Nonetheless, when comparing Hamlet and Cardenio side by side, I cannot ignore the difference 

in scope. Cardenio cannot compete with Hamlet in terms of appeal, magic, or completeness. 

The only character in Don Quixote who can stand beside Hamlet in this arena is Don Quixote. 

 He is obsessed with chivalry on account of the fiction he has read, and as a result lives 

his life in a state of madness that is nonsensical and comical, a madness truly absolute precisely 

because it is nonsensical and comical. There is no way to justify his madness, and it does little 

                                                      
21 Cervantes, Don Quixote, trans. Edith Grossman, HarperCollins, 2003, chapter 27.  
22 Northrop Frye on Shakespeare, Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 1986. 
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to engender any sympathy. In contrast, Cardenio’s madness is tragic, rising from an outrageous 

betrayal; while his madness may not be as straightforward that of Julio, it is still something that 

others can comprehend. But as we all know, madness does not follow logic.23 Cardenio’s wild 

behavior that shocks readers fades once the reason behind it is revealed, causing his appeal as 

a character to fade along with it. In later chapters, it is as if the author has forgotten all about 

Cardenio’s intermittent insanity.  

 When Shakespeare read Don Quixote, he likely understood that Cervantes was more 

talented as an author than his reputation at the time. He also saw that the Spanish writer had 

created a character in the style of his own creation, Hamlet. For Shakespeare, it was 

"Cervantes, My Contemporary." At the same time, I suspect he looked at Cardenio and thought, 

“I did a better job with this.”  

 In Cardenio, Shakespeare may well have also discovered, to borrow Greenblatt’s 

phrasing, Cervantes’ own “tormented inwardness.”  

 Cervantes had lost the use of one arm in a naval battle; he spent five years as a prisoner 

in Algiers; after his release, he was unable to secure compensation for his military exploits; he 

muddled through an unsuccessful career as a civil servant, eventually being jailed again; he had 

difficulty achieving success as a writer… But no matter how absurd the twists and turns of fate, 

there is no recourse or revenge to be had. Cervantes just went on with his life. The first part of 

Don Quixote was published when he was fifty-eight, and the second part when he was sixty-

three.  

 In Hamlet, Shakespeare called forth an unprecedented representation of one man’s 

tormented inwardness — “To be, or not to be.”24 From his choice of the Cardenio episode as 

source material, I would like to imagine that he deduced some insight about Cervantes’ life. 

What we are left with today, however, is not The History of Cardenio, but rather the mediocre 

Double Falsehood. 

 

 

Why did The History of Cardenio disappear? It is possible that not even Shakespeare could make 

Cardenio’s story more interesting. It seems that the initial intention was for Cardenio to play a 

major role in Don Quixote,25 and the story lingers on him for some time, but at a certain point 

he becomes like an introverted guest at a party, leaning against the wall and not actually doing 

much of anything. 

 Just as Cervantes apparently gave up on making the passive Cardenio a more active 

character, it would not be hard to believe that Shakespeare was at a loss as to how to make him 

                                                      
23 Cervantes has Don Quixote opine, “A knight errant deserves neither glory nor thanks if he goes mad for a 
reason.” Don Quixote, trans. Edith Grossman, 2003, chapter 25.  
24 Greenblatt, Will in the World, 2006. 
25 See my blog, Rewaniwa shobô tsûshin, January 2019, #29 – 33 (in Japanese). 
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a compelling protagonist. But I don’t think Shakespeare would have wanted to turn an 

introspective character like Cardenio, a rare type for that time, into the milquetoast Julio. This 

was probably lost on the members of the English theater world after the Stuart Restoration.  

 If this is the case, then it makes sense that the play was lost. Shakespeare was no longer 

as celebrated in the theater circles of the latter half of the seventeenth century, and there was 

less demand for an introspective hero like that of The History of Cardenio. Playwrights adapting 

earlier material probably felt no hesitation about only using the parts they needed to move 

their story along. Unfortunately, there are not many cases where people manage to escape 

from the prevailing tastes of their time. This was true for people then, and it is true for us now.  

 

 

We have just about come to the end of my exploration. The last thing I would like to consider is 

what Cardenio did in the play before his character was diluted by whomever did the diluting. 

 Might he have made soliloquys in the style of Hamlet? 

 There is some evidence to suggest this. In the book, Cardenio gives a speech upon 

fleeing from the wedding, cursing Don Fernando and Luscinda and castigating himself. This is 

entirely excised from Double Falsehood. Later, when he has retreated to the Sierra Morena 

mountains, he shares his tale with Don Quixote’s party, although Don Quixote’s group is also 

missing from Double Falsehood. There are, however, scenes in the text of Don Quixote that are 

perfect for soliloquys.  

 Cardenio giving a soliloquy using Shakespeare’s words — just thinking about it gets me 

going. But I should probably do my best to stay calm.  

 Did these soliloquys survive to be seen by any of the post-Restoration theater folks, 

whose tastes were different from those of Shakespeare’s time? Were the soliloquys cut 

because people didn’t like them? If Shakespeare had written them at the height of his powers 

— at the period when he wrote Hamlet —it’s possible that these too would have been the type 

of masterworks of scene and dialogue that surpassed anything else from the time. But that 

period had already passed, and his career as a playwright was nearing its premature end. Three 

years after the Cardenio play was performed, he passed away. He was fifty-two years old. 

Cervantes passed at age sixty-nine. The two died on the same day.26 

 

 

How did Shakespeare read Don Quixote — I feel as though I’ve reached an answer to this 

question that I asked myself. Shakespeare encountered the work of another genius who lived 

far away but at the same time, and there he discovered in Cardenio a character who bore an 

                                                      
26 Both writers are said to have died on April 23, 1616, but in fact Shakespeare died ten days earlier than Cervantes 
did: one death was reckoned by the Julian calendar, the other by the Gregorian, so it’s more like they died “on the 
same date.” And actually Cervantes died on the 22nd, but was buried on the 23rd.  
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essential resemblance to the main character of his own groundbreaking play. This is why he 

took Cardenio, a mere supporting character, and made him the title character of a new play. I 

came to this conclusion from reviewing the existing research around Double Falsehood, a play 

which carries the lingering scent of Shakespeare’s writing, and from exploring the differences 

between Cardenio in Don Quixote and Julio in Double Falsehood. 

 Having reached this point, I find myself wondering what Shakespeare thought about the 

rest of Don Quixote, in particular the duo of the itinerant knight protagonist and his faithful 

attendant. Unfortunately, without an article of evidence like Double Falsehood, there is no way 

to answer this question. But I’m sure you will forgive me for supposing that Shakespeare would 

have been able to see beyond the reputation of the book for being merely vulgar comedy at the 

expense of the two main characters, and that he would have found the true value of the story. 

He was certainly able to see that Cardenio, who ended up not playing a major role in the story, 

nonetheless possessed a rare nature for a supporting character at the time.  

 

 

This is the end of the record of my adventure. For those of you who still have the tale of Double 

Falsehood on the mind, I invite you to read the special supplement, “Making a Hamlet out of 

Cardenio.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Special Supplement: Making a Hamlet out of Cardenio 

 

It seems that neither Cervantes nor Shakespeare succeeded in making the most out of 

Cardenio. That being the case, I humbly offer up to these two greats my plan for making a 

Hamlet out of Cardenio. Let us chase him into Greenblatt’s interim.  

 

——At the wedding, just after Don Fernando and Luscinda have exchanged vows, Cardenio 

calmly approaches the pair. Don Fernando is aghast, Luscinda faints. Cardenio pays his respects 

to Don Fernando: 

 “I heard that my childhood friend was getting married and made all haste home so that I 

might give my best wishes. But I have not yet finished the task that was set me of collecting 

horses. I shall accompany you back to the castle.” 

 So saying, Cardenio joins the newly married couple as they return to the castle home of 

Fernando’s father Duke Angelo and brother Roderick (names given in Double Falsehood). There, 



16 
 

Cardenio acts in such a way that people cannot tell if he is in his right mind or out of it, just like 

Hamlet, and in doing so he plunges everyone into confusion.  

 At length, Cardenio himself loses sight of what he wants and what he should be doing. 

From time to time he slips out of the castle and wanders the nearby mountains, visiting 

violence with no purpose on the shepherds, as well as a man named Don Quixote who claims to 

be an itinerant knight and travels with his servant. But just as suddenly he comes to his senses 

and shares his tale of woe with Don Quixote, and with Dorotea, a beautiful woman disguised as 

a shepherd.  

 As time goes on, Cardenio even grows unsure of his love for Luscinda, who continues to 

refuse Don Fernando’s invitations to his bed. 

 

Luscinda, I did love you once. 

I loved you not.  

Get thee to a nunnery. 

 

Luscinda goes missing from the castle, after which Don Quixote and his attendant appear, 

bringing news that they have discovered Luscinda’s body, drowned in the river. Don Fernando 

and Cardenio each blame the other, then draw their swords. Cardenio bests Don Fernando and 

puts his blade to his rival’s throat. At that moment the cries of the women ring out— 
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