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Ashland’s Sister City, Guanajuato, Mexico, has been recognized since 2005 as the “Cervantes
Capital of the Americas” for its annual festival dedicated to Spanish novelist, playwright and
poet Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, best known for his novel, “The Ingenious Hidalgo Don
Quixote of La Mancha.”
This year’s 44th annual International Cervantes Festival (Festival Cervantino Internacional), Oct.
3-23, will commemorate the 400th anniversary of Cervantes’ death.
Several Ashland residents will attend the festivities, among them Amigo Club members
Jacqueline Milikien, Elizabeth Fitting, Lynn and Tom Lamoree, Teri and Leroy Coppedge, and
Marsha King and her husband, Art Rosine. The festival sells out months in advance and fills the
city’s hotels with visitors.
Since its founding in 1972, the festival, popularly called “El Cervantino,” has become a
showplace of artists and the arts from around the world. This year’s edition will feature 700
activities and 3,500 artists from 38 countries.
Since its publication in 1605, the story of the adventures of the idealistic knight, Don Quixote,
and his squire, Sancho Panza, has circled the Globe, translated in whole or in part into 60
languages. It has inspired at least five movies and the Tony-winning Broadway musical and
movie, “The Man of La Mancha” that features the song, “The Impossible Dream.”
Cervantes was born in 1547 in Alcalá de Henares, a village about 20 minutes by train or car
from Madrid. His childhood home has been turned into the Cervantes Birth-House Museum,
which features the ambience of his youth.
UNESCO has recognized both Alcalá and Guanajuato as World Heritage cities.
Cervantes and Don Quixote are Spanish icons, more so than bullfights and paella. So, how did
Ashland’s Mexican Sister City, Guanajuato, become a Cervantes center that includes the
festival, the Don Quixote Iconographic Museum and the life-style statues near the Cervantes
Theater of Don Quixote on his horse and Sancho Plaza on a mule?

For one thing, Don Quixote belongs to the world. The Encyclopaedia Britannica says he is “the
most important and celebrated figure in Spanish literature,” not only in Spain, but around the
world, and “the figures of Don Quixote and Sancho Plaza are probably familiar visually to more
people than any other imaginary character in world literature.”
The novel has even generated a word, “quixotic,” meaning “like Don Quixote,” or
“extravagantly chivalrous or foolishly idealistic; visionary; impractical or impracticable.”
The origin of the festival dates back to the 1950s when University of Guanajuato students,
inspired by Guanajuato’s Spanish colonial heritage, began the tradition of performing short
works penned by Cervantes — known as “entremeses” — in the city’s plaza and open spaces.
The performances led to the festival’s official founding in 1972.
Begun as recognition of Cervantes’ contribution to Mexico culture, the festival has expanded
into a general commemoration of artists and the art movement as a whole, attracting
participants and audiences from all over the world. The festival features a wide variety of
artistic disciplines, including music, opera, theater, dance, plastic arts, literature and cinema.
Past performances have included culturally diverse artists — to name a few, Ella Fitzgerald, B.B.
King, Martha Graham, Leonard Bernstein, Rubén Blades, Italian conductor Riccardo Muti and
German singer Ute Lemper.
This year’s festival offers a wide-range of performances, ranging from American jazz singer and
pianist Diane Schuur to the Scottish Dance Theater, the Emerson and American String Quartets,
presentations with titles such as “Bodies Against Bodies in “Quixote,” “After Dinner Digestives
and Snacks: The Food of Cervantes,” “Don Quixote in the Cinema,” “Cervantes vs. Quixote via
Twitter,” and a variety of ballet, modern dance and musical performances.
Both Ashland and Guanajuato have attained solid reputations for high culture; Guanajuato
through its festival and Ashland through the Oregon Shakespeare Festival.
Amigo Club’s Entre Amigos (Between Friends) column about Ashland ties to its sister city
Guanajuato, Mexico, appears on the third Tuesday of each month.
Longtime AP reporter and bureau chief Kernan Turner is an Ashland resident and Amigo Club
member.
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