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Abstract 

Defining Borders, Defining Bodies: Insularities, Utopia and other Ideal 

Figures in Las Sergas de Esplandián 

Rachel Miriam Macaulay, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

Supervisor:  Michael Harney 

While islands have long been a point of literary interest and curiosity, in the 16th century, 

one begins to see the stubborn application of the island’s geographical structure to non-

islands. Recent scholarship on the issue of insularity has placed emphasis on the 

development of modern literature through the ambiguity of insularity of spaces and the 

language used to describe them. In the English and Spanish traditions, the focus on 

insularity in 16th century literature can be tied to the influence of colonialism. Despite 

widespread popularity in the 16th century, Las Sergas de Esplandián has become little 

more than a footnote in reference to the name of California. Nevertheless, the geographic 

elements of Las Sergas deserve closer examination, as they highlight the connection 

between geographic and literary texts in their portrayal of gender in the early modern 

period. In this essay I apply border theory to Las Sergas to understand the way in which 

these elements interact in the early modern period. In many ways, Las Sergas achieves 

the opposite of Anzaldúa’s intent in her development of border theory, which was 
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designed to highlight that which exists between or outside the hegemonic structure left 

behind by colonialism rather than re-colonize it, but some of the insular spaces within 

Las Sergas demonstrate a geographic, linguistic and gendered ambiguity that fits well 

within border theory. 
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 7 

Introduction 

 While islands have long been a point of literary interest and curiosity, in the 16th 

century, one begins to see the stubborn application of the island’s geographical structure 

to non-islands. Recent scholarship on the issue of insularity has placed emphasis on the 

development of modern literature through the ambiguity of insularity of spaces and the 

language used to describe them. In the English and Spanish traditions, the focus on 

insularity in 16th century literature can be tied to the influence of colonialism. The 

Amadís cycle exists on the periphery of the discussion of colonialism and insularity in 

early modern literature, as it relates temporally to the publication of Thomas More’s 

Utopia and because the first four books of the Amadís cycle are widely acknowledged to 

be a major source of inspiration for Don Quixote. In her new book Archipelagos, Simone 

Pinet establishes the Amadís cycle’s depiction of geographic insularity as a literary bridge 

between the late medieval and early modern periods. The importance of the Amadís 

cycle, however, tends to get lost to contemporary readers, dwarfed by its position 

between Arthurian romance and Don Quixote. Las Sergas de Esplandián (1510), the fifth 

book of the cycle and Montalvo’s continuation of Amadís de Gaula, has been especially 

vulnerable to the tendency to overlook the cycle. While scholars acknowledge the 

importance of Amadís de Gaula (1508) as the first Spanish chivalric romance and 

Amadís as the character after whom Don Quixote models himself most significantly, the 

place of Las Sergas de Esplandián as the first book that the priest in Don Quixote 

condemns to the flames has contributed to the tendency of scholarship to focus on the 
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first four books of the Amadís cycle to the exclusion of the fifth (Little 3). Therefore, 

despite widespread popularity in the 16th century, Las Sergas de Esplandián has become 

little more than a footnote in reference to the name of California. Nevertheless, the 

geographic elements of Las Sergas deserve closer examination, as they highlight the 

connection between geographic and literary texts in their portrayal of gender in the early 

modern period. 

Although the moral rigidity of Las Sergas usually receives more attention, due to 

the gendering of land as female that dominates artistic renderings of the Americas from 

the early modern period, the association between geography and fiction found in Las 

Sergas necessitates that one consider how gender depictions connect these media and turn 

toward a more rigid structure for gender roles and geographic borders than they had in 

Amadís de Gaula. The insular spaces of Las Sergas have more static borders than the 

insular spaces that were the focus of Amadís. Esplandián becomes the person to which all 

others defer, which causes the book to resolve into a value system that corresponds to the 

Esplandián, a character who “propels his father’s values into the realm of early sixteenth-

century religious sensibilities and Mediterranean politics... a righteous hero whose 

purpose reflects the affairs of current history and coincides with the policies of the 

Habsburg state" (Gerli 183). The encounter between geography, literature and gender that 

takes place within Las Sergas, and which becomes especially prominent in Montalvo’s 

treatment of insular spaces, makes border theory as conceived by Gloria Anzaldúa an 

appropriate lens through which to analyze the work. In Borderlands Anzaldúa describes 

borders as “set up to define the safe and the unsafe, to distinguish us from them. A border 
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is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge.” In contrast, she writes that a 

“borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an 

unnatural boundary. It is a constant state of transition" (Anzaldúa 3). Not only does one 

see the borderlands between fields of study within Las Sergas, one can also see the way 

in which Montalvo interpolates insular spaces within one another only to emphasize or 

dissolve the insularity of these spaces in order to create a unified vision of the world. In 

many ways, Las Sergas achieves the opposite of Anzaldúa’s intent in her development of 

border theory, which was designed to highlight that which exists between or outside the 

hegemonic structure left behind by colonialism rather than re-colonize it, but some of the 

insular spaces within Las Sergas demonstrate a geographic, linguistic and gendered 

ambiguity that fits well within border theory. 

This paper will explore why a text from the 16th century that marks the beginning 

of the period of border-drawing Anzaldúa associates with the Spanish conquest of the 

Aztec empire and that promotes an us versus them paradigm in terms of race, religion and 

gender would incorporate characters othered by these very criteria into the larger 

hegemonic empire the book creates. In order to accomplish this, I will examine Amadís’ 

relationship to the ínsulas with which he is associated as an example of the way in which 

Montalvo manipulates the characters of the Amadís cycle to establish a new and more 

patriarchal paradigm for what constitutes exemplary chivalric values, one in which 

gender divisions are enforced, emphasizing the masculine as active or aggressive and the 

feminine as submissive.1 I will also compare the progression of space over which Amadís 

                                                
1 For more on patriarchy’s relationship to early modern Spanish infrastructure and gender, see Mary 
Elizabeth Perry's Gender and Disorder in Early Modern Spain, and Cristian Berco's "Producing Patriarchy: 
Male Sodomy and Gender in Early Modern Spain." 
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rules to the way in which Montalvo introduces Calafia, an Amazon-like leader of the 

island of California, only to have her abandon her queendom for the sake of Christianity 

and marriage. I argue that Calafia’s drive for Christianity and marriage undermines the 

potentially positive image of a strong, female figure in favor of patriarchal values, and it 

dissolves the protected, insular space with which she is affiliated. Through her desire to 

be Christian, she cedes control of her isolated and autonomous space to the white, 

Christian, male power of Esplandián and the ever expanding European continent of the 

book with which Esplandián’s power is associated. The development of Amadís’s and 

Calafia’s plot line in Las Sergas demonstrate a trend in which potentially queer genders 

and pre-Christian identities are colonized within the text in order to achieve a view of 

power that corresponds to heteronormative, patriarchal and Christian ideals. The move 

away from mobility and independence that lend ambiguity to Calafia’s gender in the 

context of social values defined by patriarchal binary explains why California becomes 

actualized through travel writing, as well as why once California is actualized through 

cartography, an additional border is placed on the land’s non-insular geography, 

reenacting again and again the open wound described by Anzaldúa. 
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Insularities in the Early Modern World 

 Because I assert that the importance of Las Sergas is due to the encounter 

between various manifestations of insularity as they relate to gender, geography, 

language and literature, the concept of insularity as it corresponds to each of these 

elements is essential for fully understanding the text. Part of the process of understanding 

what insularity means in the context of Las Sergas and early modern Europe must include 

an etymological study that addresses past and present meanings of “insularity” and its 

related terms. Derived from the Latin for island, both “ínsula” and “insular” pertain to the 

geographic space of an island while connoting a general sense of insulation. This is 

applicable to English and Spanish in which languages islands are defined as pieces of 

land surrounded by water (OED “island”; RAE “ínsula,” “isla”). The Oxford English 

Dictionary (OED) notes that the term “island” was “[f]ormerly used less definitely,” and 

could refer to “a peninsula or a place insulated at high water or during floods” (OED 

“island”). A notable example of an island in English literature that is not completely 

surrounded by water is the island of Amazons in The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, 

which is a medieval text that was translated into the major European vernacular 

languages during the late 15th and early 16th centuries (Mandeville 166; Moseley 126; 

Pinet 23). One can see that a less definite application of the island also applies to Spanish 

through the use of “ínsula” in the Amadís cycle in which Ínsula Firme is only completely 

surrounded by water when the causeway that connects it to the mainland is flooded. The 

definition of “island” and of “ínsula,” as well as their depiction in late medieval and early 
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modern literature demonstrates varied degrees of geographical isolation, but in the early 

modern period in which there was an increasing preoccupation with verisimilitude, what 

place is there for ambiguous geographic representations? To answer this, one must 

consider the way in which geography and literature dovetail. Simone Pinet notes how 

literary and cartographic tendencies coincide in her analysis of the book of chivalry and 

the isolario (book of islands), which, she writes, 

emerge, develop and fade into history at almost exactly the same time, and 

crucially, they cross over from manuscript into print culture, bridging and 

evincing the technological challenges posed to a genre in order to accommodate 

new media, exploit new features, and address new audiences all the while keeping 

to a certain tradition and format that made them immensely popular. (xi-xii) 

The correlation Pinet finds between isolario and book of chivalry draws her attention to 

Amadís de Gaula, as it is one of the first Castilian books of chivalry. The connection 

between geography and literature is just as important for the books that continued the 

Amadís cycle, and as such, must be considered in terms of their importance to the concept 

of insularity within Las Sergas. 

The cultural influence behind the correlation between cartographic and literary 

representations of islands has been a rich source of scholarly work by individuals from 

both disciplines, especially in the past decade and notably by Matthew Edney who 

utilizes Walter Ong’s work on literature and technology to argue that maps are culturally 

determined objects and therefore not only spatial but also social and cultural in nature 

(Edney 1997, 2007). The scholarship that has emerged from Edney’s analysis of the 
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relationship between maps and literature has had a common thread that is important to the 

relationship between less and more definite uses of the term “island” or “ínsula” in early 

modern literature: the use of boundaries or borders of islands to define and objectify the 

space within them (Hay; Herva; Van Duzer). While Pinet’s work aptly addresses the 

issues of ambiguity of borders and how ambiguity or its lack relates to the 

characterization of islands from the late medieval period to the modern, I have included 

the work of Edney (and the works of other scholars influenced by his position that maps 

are culturally determined objects), because it confronts more directly how maps and 

literature correspond to one another in a culture of colonialism and addresses the 

transforming character of reading given changes in reading culture and technology. Such 

work, however, explicitly relates to external colonialism. The colonial culture of Spain 

during and around the 16th century was not completely external, but rather internal, as 

well. 

The late medieval and early modern periods that produced the Amadís cycle are 

periods of colonialism, even in those times before Spanish colonialism was externalized 

as of 1492 after the defeat of Granada, expulsion of the Jews and Columbus’ first voyage 

to America (Avalle-Arce 26). Although Spain as a whole in the 13th century is a place of 

considerably more tolerance than Spain in the 16th century, one sees during this period 

the rise of expansionism that create the basis for the normative values to which Montalvo 

redacts and writes Amadís de Gaula and Las Sergas de Esplandián. The most obvious 

expansionist element that would have influenced Montalvo’s ideology is that of the 

Reconquest, which utilized irredentalism to create a more unified identity and 
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justification for conquest of territories within Spain than truly existed. The revisionist 

element that benefits Christian populations resonates strongly with the way in which 

Montalvo essentially rewrites the First Crusade so that the Christians emerge as the 

victors. Late medieval Spain also produced an increased interest in the correlation 

between actual geography and extending empire. One can see this on a fictional level 

with publications from the 14th century such as El Libro del caballero Zifar and El libro 

de conocimiento de todos los reinos del mundo, but there is also a legal precedent for this 

tendency. As Daniel Nemser notes, the laws created by Alfonso X’s reign become useful 

to those who would acquire insularities for the Spanish empire. He writes, 

Alfonso X's monumental legal code, the Siete Partidas, had inscribed this 

doctrine from its original Roman law formulation into Castilian vernacular within 

an explicitly insular context, granting possession of 'la ysla que se faze 

nueuamente en la mar' to 'aquel que la poblare primeramente' (Partida III, tit. 28, 

ley 29). Early theorists of colonialism had indeed used this precedent to justify 

Spain's possession of Caribbean islands. (Nemser 9-10) 

One can see the precedent’s potential use for gaining land and power through the naming 

process that necessarily comes with creating fictional islands, as Montalvo does in Las 

Sergas, and the application of fictional names to existing territories to render them more 

insular as was the case with California, which although known to be peninsular was 

repeatedly reinterpreted as an island. 

The religious implications of Spain’s political definition as its territories became 

unified under Ferdinand and Isabel and isolation during the period of the publication of 
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Las Sergas are inescapable due in no small part to the influence of the Catholic Kings and 

are obviously important to Montalvo’s conception of identity within Las Sergas. I have 

already mentioned 1492 as a landmark year in the colonization within the geographical 

area now known as Spain that occurred under the name of the Reconquest. As control 

over the Iberian Peninsula shifted toward Christian rule (as was the trend from the 13th 

century onward), violence against non-Christian communities in Christian kingdoms also 

increased. This is not a universal statement to be made against the Spanish Christian 

territories in the late medieval period. Due to the lack of homogeneity of cultural 

practices within the geographic territories of early modern Spain, when the Catholic 

Kings invoked policies to promote a normative national identity, they ultimately engaged 

in violence against a wide range of groups whose identity, regardless of religion, may not 

have fit within the expectations of these policies (Kamen 175). Examples of cultural 

violence against non-Christian communities would be the forced conversion or expulsion 

of the Jews (1492) and Muslims (1501). Medieval literary conventions put such non-

Christian communities outside a central Christian one, which generates the possibility 

that the proclamations that necessitated that non-Christian populations of Spain either 

convert or leave be the underlying historical context behind the idea of converting 

communities such as that of the Amazon-like women of California, which exist on 

insularities outside of Europe. The Spanish Inquisition should also be involved within 

this discussion. 

More broadly, the importance of the Spanish Inquisition to Las Sergas is due to 

the initiation of the Spanish Inquisition as part of the political agenda of Isabel and 
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Ferdinand, which because Montalvo uses Isabel and Ferdinand especially as referents for 

his fiction, corresponds to the political agenda Montalvo promotes in his text (Giráldez 

46; Dasi 89-93). The installation of the Spanish Inquisition gave control over the 

Inquisition in Spain to the Catholic monarchs, making Spain all the more independent 

from the Pope than other Catholic countries in Europe, though not detracting from the 

religious nature of this power. Spain’s inquisitorial power is representative of a legal 

institution designed to enforce the ideal of unification of Christian kingdoms in the 

Peninsula. Although the Spanish Inquisition was an instrument of royal power, infamous 

inquisitor Torquemada could have been seen as more of a unifying figure in 1483 at 

which point he was the only individual whose “writ extended over all Spain, since even 

the crowns of Castile and Aragon were only personally and not politically united" 

(Kamen 137). Montalvo exploits a conflated sense of Christianity and right to leadership, 

especially in Las Sergas, but as a converso himself, Torquemada’s role as a potential 

unifying figure with certain power over violence for the sake of creating a uniform sense 

of Catholicism in Spain helps explain why Calafia’s role in Las Sergas is not problematic 

for Montalvo, whereas it may have been in the atmosphere of anxiety over pureza de 

sangre, which William Childers discusses in his application of border theory to Don 

Quixote. 

The increasing geopolitical and religious definition within Spain of the late 

medieval and early modern periods adds to a sense of isolation, but to truly understand 

the insularity of the country that mirrors the depiction of insularity Montalvo constructs 

in Las Sergas, one must also take into consideration the increasingly interactive and 
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global world that surrounded Spain’s mainland and of which Spain was an active 

participant. Much like the definition of an island became increasingly dependent on what 

surrounds that island in the modern period, Spain’s insularity as an idealized modern 

entity is also dependent on what exists outside of Spain, rather than what is within it. This 

is not to say that external colonialism and conversion is more important to 16th century 

Spain than the Inquisition within Spain, but rather that with the completion of the 

Reconquest, Spain’s colonialism shifts focus onto either converting or defeating the 

infidels outside of Spain’s geographic territory. One can see this in the shift in focus 

between Amadís de Gaula and Las Sergas from internalized conflict in and around Gran 

Bretaña to the Mediterranean focus of Las Sergas in defense of Constantinople against 

pagan forces. The same drive to convert or fight the rest of the world that is present in 

Las Sergas is reflected in other texts of the time period. Notable among these texts is the 

Requerimiento (1513), “which every Spanish invader was required to read aloud prior to 

each ‘entry’ of a new territory” (Gaylord 87). The geographic isolation represented by the 

depiction of islands within Las Sergas resonates with the formation of Spanish identity 

and colonial practices of its time through the ways in which it relates to the “us versus 

them” dynamic of borders. 

Despite the insularities of early modern Spain in history and within Las Sergas, 

the text was widely published and re-published in other European countries. The English 

translation and publication of Las Sergas provides insight into parallels of colonialism in 

each empire, despite the way in which England has tended to position itself against Spain 

in terms of politics, religion and colonial efforts. Published for the first time in 1598, the 
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English translation of Las Sergas corresponds to a renewed English interest in the 

Americas, as well as anxieties over religion within England itself, relating to Catholicism 

versus Protestantism but also due to the possibility of crypto-Jewish populations living in 

England at the time. While Franco-English relations of this period receive more critical 

attention, a great deal of blame and distrust of the Spanish is also present in English 

society in the late 16th century and provide uncanny parallels between England and Spain 

in terms of religious tribunals and imperialist culture (Shapiro 20). My discussion to this 

point has been about geographic insularity but also about what other instances of 

isolation in the historical context of the composition of Las Sergas might relate to the 

way in which geographic insularities, i.e. islands, are portrayed. In order to understand 

the choices Montalvo made in his representations of islands in Las Sergas, it is important 

to consider the history of literary representations of islands in European literature. 
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Geographic Insular Representations and the Written Word in Europe 

 
Romances and geographic writing are difficult to separate from one another, 

especially as one progresses through the modern period, during which time authors 

became more and more concerned with portraying actual space through fiction, and 

during which time travel writing is not only influenced by romance but also confuses the 

line between fiction and reality for the sake of rhetorical and political traction. 

Geographic writing treats islands separately, especially geographic writing from the early 

Middle Ages on. Orosius, for example, addresses island groups after the continent to 

which they are adjacent is described. Although Ptolemy had already given islands 

separate treatment, other authors that were better known throughout the Middle Ages, 

such as Pliny and Solinus, discuss islands merely as part of their description of seas or 

littorals (Bouloux 48-50). In St. Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae, islands are linked to 

land rather than sea and thus described in book 14, separate from the description of 

continents, but in a section devoted to islands, promontories, mountains and inferior areas 

such as caves and gorges. 

St. Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae is integral to the development of the concept 

of insularity in Europe through written works. Compiled in the early 7th century C.E., his 

Etymologiae was influential through the early modern period in Europe (Deyermond 2). 

Isidore’s work is an early text that establishes the island as having “evolved from the 

preposition in- plus ‘salt,’ as if it referred to the sea water” (qtd in Pinet xxvi-xxvii), 
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corresponding to the contemporary understanding of the term as a piece of land 

surrounded by water. Isidore works toward establishing several terms that would 

characterize insular spaces in print media of the Middle Ages, from the dangerous and 

othered world of monstrous bodies to the pleasant and protected space of the locus 

amoenus. While Isidore’s work is important to how Montalvo would ultimately present 

insularities within Las Sergas, there are key differences between geographical and 

literary conventions of the periods in which each author wrote. 

The early 16th century would have had several cartographic models of the world 

to consider. One model that is important to understanding Spanish conceptions of 

geographic insularity and how they correspond to religion is the T/O map. In the T/O 

map, there are three continents, divided by three bodies of water (“T”) and surrounded by 

the Ocean (“O”) that contains the world. Although this kind of map was inherited from 

the classical world, it has its earliest version in the Etymologiae and follows Isidore’s 

description of the division of the earth in book 14, 2. The potential importance of the T/O 

map to Las Sergas is not only contingent on Isidore’s influence on medieval thought. It 

also, and perhaps more significantly in terms of the ways in which Las Sergas is different 

from Amadís, shows a construction of the world based on religious symbolism and 

biblical description.234 

                                                
2 Amadis is often defined and changed by his relationship with Oriana. An example of this is his 
assumption of the name Beltenebros when he thinks that Oriana has rejected him. Esplandian and the 
successful characters of Las Sergas are driven by Christianity over all else. 
 
4 The fifteenth-century idea that the letters of the T/O map correspond to the words Terrarum Orbis, 
follows and complements the earlier idea that the T should be read as a figure of the crucifixion, making 
the map a symbol of sacrifice and salvation (Edson 4-5). 
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The medieval world associated the three continents of the T/O map with the three 

sons of Noah. The extension of this division is that the world is divided by the 

descendents of the tribes of Israel. Considering the frequency with which the lost tribes of 

Israel were invoked within travel writing from the Americas, it is clear that this religious 

and ideological determinant was still accessible for Spain’s population in the 16th century. 

Regarding the colonization of the Americas, the invocation of the lost tribes of Israel is a 

technique that gets reiterated in various forms by Spanish and English writers throughout 

the early modern period. Not only would this construction of the world have been 

available to Montalvo, it is also a construct that was adopted by those same explorers 

who appropriated the title of California for their use in the naming of newly encountered 

territories of the Americas, which indicates that the ideology behind the T/O map in a 

Christian context lends itself to the issue of colonialism with which this paper is 

concerned. 

The way in which the Ocean surrounds the three continents of the T/O map, Pinet 

argues, makes them inherently insular. The potential insularity of continents is 

problematic in the context of the debate that was present at the beginning of the 16th 

century in which the categories of island and continent were set against each other as 

mutually exclusive categories. There is a conceptual consistency between the insularity of 

three continents surrounded by water, the definition of islands as pieces of land 

surrounded by water, and the perception of America as “an island inasmuch as it is found 

to be surrounded on all sides by the ocean” (Waldseemuller 70). In the early modern 

period, however, conceptual maps such as the T/O begin to be replaced by maps more 
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concerned with the depiction of places either as they are or were increasingly composed 

for the sake of navigating between two shores. Literature follows this tendency, as well. 

Island books enjoyed a vogue in ancient Greece that is connected to “Greece's richness in 

islands” (Van Duzer 144). The logical conclusion to be derived from this history of island 

books compared to the resurgence of islands that Van Duzer argues took place after the 

publication of Marco Polo's work is that medieval and early modern European interest in 

islands is connected to the increased presence of islands newly discovered to be present 

as part of the contemporary world. Mandeville and Montalvo (who, although there is 

debate about this, are not explorers) make a direct correlation between individual 

experience and literary publication of texts about islands more difficult to assert, but the 

increased publication of maps and travel narratives by explorers between the 15th and 

17th century indicates that the interest in islands increased, regardless of an individual 

author’s experience or lack thereof. Therefore, in terms of cultural context from a strictly 

cartographic perspective, Van Duzer’s conclusions make sense, and one can see within 

the first five books of the Amadís cycle for which Montalvo is responsible the 

corresponding trend of an increase in the number of islands, even though the propagation 

of islands within Las Sergas is a result of the appearance of a number of unimportant 

islands, peripheral to any of the main characters. Once one begins to take into account 

aspects of fiction such as characters or the political elements that Montalvo connects with 

the islands in Las Sergas, geographic insularities form more and more potential 

connections with real locations, and the isolation and boundaries that typically indicate 

insularity lose their importance within the text. The potential insularities with which 
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Amadís is associated in Amadís de Gaula and then in Las Sergas demonstrate the 

progression of insularities within Montalvo’s works that show a trend of geographic and 

political isolation that gets replaced by integration via marriage. 
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Amadís as an Island, Amadís as a Continent 

Amadís’ state of mind often corresponds to his name and location. Name changes 

according to circumstance are common in romances, but Amadís’ similarity to the islands 

to which he travels resonates with a common feminine gendering of land in the early 

modern period. Although I argue that Amadís ultimately becomes a figure of masculine 

power, his journey to that point, which he achieves when he defeats Calafia, is 

characterized by a quite ambiguous gendering of Amadís himself who is Amazon-like 

himself in that his character is connected to insular geographies, established at locations 

just outside the continent until Las Sergas. 

The changes Montalvo makes to Amadis’ character demonstrate the potential for 

a parallel to exist between geographic space and marriage. The importance of the 

relationship between these two elements becomes clearer when one takes into 

consideration the portrayal of Calafia and her island of Amazon-like women. Marriage in 

Las Sergas brings together the social, political and religious elements of colonialism with 

the implementation of structure through insularities in cartography and fiction. 

My analysis thus far has been largely plot-based regarding the role of insularity in 

Las Sergas. This is appropriate given the parallel structure between fiction and islands 

(Pinet 2011 155), and one would expect the implementation of such structure to be 

important to the early modern period during which time Herva writes with respect to 

cartography, “It seems likely that maps worked against their own magical associations, 
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which were originally a source of their authority, due to the 'objectifying' mode of 

representation that they made use of” (Herva 339). Herva’s argument with respect to 

maps is that the lines that are drawn represent the world as static rather than the changing 

entity it is. This corresponds with the way in which Montalvo reduces conflict and 

ambiguity in insular spaces and introduces more islands into his continuation of Amadís, 

but in many ways, Montalvo erases the borders between spaces as one sees in the case of 

Amadis’ assimilation into the broader geographic setting of Gran Bretaña and through 

Calafia’s assimilation into Christian society. 

The potential for colonialism through the implementation of a static world-view, 

either in terms of geographic or ideological structure, resonates with the critiques against 

Las Sergas concerned with the role of verisimilitude in fiction in that they both suggest 

that a static description of the world can be realistic. Juan Vives is one of the most 

notable Spanish critics concerned with the role of verisimilitude and didactic value in 

fiction and is scathingly critical of romances. He writes, 

Deberían igualmente ocuparse de los libros pestíferos, como son, en España, 

Amadís, Esplandián… Todos estos libros los escribieron unos hombres ociosos, 

que hacían mal uso de los días de descanso, ignorantes, entregados a los vicios y a 

la inmundicia y me sorprendería si en ellos se encontrase algo que deleitara, a no 

ser que las inmoralidades nos sedujeran sobremanera. 

(Vives 67-8) 

While Vives’ comments are housed by an ostensibly didactic text, intended for Christian 

women, Barbara Fuchs notes that the very things he criticizes for being merely marvelous 
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for the sake of pleasure echo events of the conquest of the Aztec empire, which took 

place only a few years before the publication of Vives’ text (Fuchs 81). How, then, can 

one make sense of the fantastical against which Vives argues when he argues against 

aspects of reality for the sake of the way in which Vives would like reality to be? 

Vives is guilty of the same thing that Montalvo has done through the composition 

of Las Sergas in that through the way in which he has taken existing literature and 

critiqued its elements that do not support his vision of a Christian society, he has imposed 

a rigid world view on a dynamic text. Much like the cartography of the early modern 

period in which both authors lived, they are concerned with establishing rules based on 

Christian and legal authority, especially male authority. The desire of Vives and 

Montalvo to establish a set of rules for their readership is a manifestation of internal 

colonization that, instead of race or religion or nationality as were the arguments for 

colonization in the Americas, do so based on gender. 

Colonization based on race and colonization based on gender are not mutually 

exclusive concepts. Othered races are often seen with hyper-sexualized or androgynous 

bodies, a physiological representation of their otherness (Friedman 1981). Scholars are 

divided on the potential proto-feminist attitude promoted by the portrayal of women and 

women’s bodies in medieval texts, but this essay is less concerned with whether or not 

the political and legal power given to women in medieval texts. Likewise, I am not too 

concerned with the characterization of truth as a woman’s body that exists in medieval 

Spanish literature as evidence of a feminist attitude. This essay is concerned with why 

texts might turn toward further controlling female populations in the early modern period, 
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evinced by those texts such as Vives whose goal is the education of women and 

Montalvo whose lead characters defeat one of the main strong female characters within 

the book. It is through Calafia and her marriage that one can see the value system and 

anxieties of Montalvo’s Spain with respect to the definition of a social identity in the 

context of colonizing outside populations. 

 One common element to many of the romances that has the potential to combine 

the female body with the concept of borders and protection is the locus amoenus. Isidore 

uses the locus amoenus (pleasant place) for the first time as a technical term and 

geomorphological concept (Curtius 192-3). Although Isidore establishes the locus 

amoenus as a separate term from “island,” E. R. Curtius traces the image of the locus 

amoenus back to Homer’s Odyssey in the shape of an island in book nine, a garden in 

book seven, and a grotto in books five and thirteen. Therefore, while the locus amoenus 

has been used and re-used in Western literature, the spaces upon which one may apply 

such a term are somehow enclosed but are also varied and variable and may include the 

female body, typically the virgin body. Part of the pleasantness of the locus amoenus has 

often been contingent upon its status as a protected space, but this element becomes 

problematic in terms of the development of modern literature and colonialism, or rather 

an interpretation of the effects of colonialism using border theory. The open wound of 

border culture found within the space between the cultures of colonizer and colonized 

defies the protections that would exist within the locus amoenus.  

 There is a corporeality to the idyllic, protected spaces of Insula Firme and 

California that mirror one another, but the description of California makes the body of 
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land political whereas this element is notably absent from Insula Firme. Insula Firme is 

described as a "tierra... abundada de todas las cosas y de muchas caças y fermosas 

mugeres" (Amadis II: 552). There are multiple protections and separations to the place in 

which the population remains self-sufficient. Everything is supplied, including beautiful 

women. This makes women part of the landscape of Insula Firme, but their existence 

there is a generic one, separate from race, religion and politics. In contrast, the women of 

California are necessarily connected with all of these things. The conflation of genres and 

cultural artifacts that Pinet and Edney point to in relation to maps and fiction relates to a 

specific trend in Las Sergas in which groups with specific cultural practices are defined 

by the geographical spaces, often insularities, in which they live. For example, the group 

of Amazon-like women on the island of California are first introduced through the 

physical location of the island of which they live, then by their skin-color and then by 

their political practices, which, through describing these women as like the Amazons, 

reinforces the importance of the insular space on which they live. The insularity of 

California makes their political and physical separation from men all the more possible, 

but is undermined by their maritime ability and Calafia’s own desire to see what is 

described to be an increasingly unified world. By emphasizing their location and 

relationship to men instead of their bodies, Montalvo depicts the attestation of monstrous 

“to the intimacy of the marvelous and humanity… [T]heir difference is primarily 

explained by the space—far away, different—they occupy” (7). And yet, even though the 

bodies of the inhabitants of California are not emphasized, the connection between 

chastity and insularity underscores their interactions with the outside world. 
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 One cannot make the assertion that the body of the Amazon-like women of 

California is of no importance to Montalvo, for although he does not indicate that these 

women have chopped off one breast as the name of Amazon suggests, the 

characterization of these women as black distances them in terms of inherent racial and 

religious features rather than by the gender hierarchy of California that is, ostensibly, 

what ties them to the Amazons at all. This is a significant change of perspective that 

Montalvo enforces upon his readership and one that does not stop at the introduction of 

the Californians, but rather continues on through the desires of Calafia who wishes to 

leave the isolation of her female society and who, through her love of Esplandián and 

therefore Christianity, settles into marriage of a lesser knight, Talanque. Vogeley argues 

that Calafia’s conversion and resultant desire to yield to men’s will and codes of chivalry 

make her into the agent of her own conquest. The conquest of a character and his or her 

incorporation into increasingly expansive Christian society runs true to the tendencies of 

Montalvo’s influence, but unlike Amadis, Calafia does not become incorporated into a 

larger geographic space, as well. Instead, she returns with Talanque to California. 

 The motivations behind Calafia’s self-conquest (or self-colonization) in the 

Spanish and English versions of Las Sergas reflect the anxieties of each nation with 

respect to their colonial projects and existence in an increasingly global world. Calafia of 

the Spanish text marries due to religious convention and, more broadly, because of 

Esplandian’s influence. The result is that her marriage and return to California highlight a 

kind of chastity within marriage with religious origins. It also reflects Spain’s practice of 

at once expelling and conquering the Other, and presents a manner in which to 
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incorporate these populations into the empire while keeping them separate. In the English 

version (in which Calafia is known as Califerne), Califerne’s preoccupation is with 

marriage and it is Christianity that follows this marriage. This change reflects English 

anxieties in the late 16th century during which time the religious fate of England was 

linked to the potential marriage partner of Queen Elizabeth. The potential differences in 

interpretation that result from the slight change in insularity of the female body show the 

capacity of women and geography as gateways to conquest and demonstrate the potential 

for the reimplementation of insularity as a method of conquest. 

There are two instances of less definite insularities from the English tradition that 

resonate with the insularities of the Amadís cycle: the island of Amazons in The Travels 

of Sir John Mandeville and Utopia in Thomas More’s Utopia. The publication of the 

latter text post-dates the publication of Las Sergas, but deserves discussion in the context 

of representations of idyllic spaces in the early modern period, which I will address later. 

In The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, which spread through Spain and Portugal in the 

late 14th and 15th century, the geography of the islands and the military prowess of the 

Amazons living there serve to protect Christian Europe (Mandeville 166; Moseley 126; 

Pinet 23). This creates a setting, somewhere between society, nature and art that functions 

as a walled space. 

 

What is interesting about the space in The Travels of Sir John Mandeville is that 

the characters within the walled-space are not the ones being protected. Instead, it is the 

inhabitants of the European continent who fall under the protection of the surveillance of 
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Mandeville’s Amazons, a characterization that places Amadís in character with such 

Amazons, as his presence on the semi-insular Ínsula Firme provides him with a central 

location tied to his military, political and moral success in the first four books. In Las 

Sergas, Amadís is granted the position of rule of Gran Bretaña. The change of locales 

moves Amadís even further from the semi-insular spatial territory with which he had 

previously been associated (Gaula through the title of the first four books of the cycle and 

Ínsula Firme as the moral and military stronghold, also within the first four books), but it 

does reemphasize the trend of the son superseding a father’s authority, which is the 

situation that allows Las Sergas to continue the chronicles initiated by Amadís de Gaula. 

The question that arises from Amadís’ change in location is whether Gran Bretaña should 

be characterized differently from the other insular spaces with which Amadís is 

associated, and if so, how might this affect the reader’s impression of Amadís himself? 

The question of a reader’s reception of Amadís in Las Sergas is a complicated 

endeavor. It is difficult enough to distinguish such concepts in one text, much less to 

understand character reception through multiple books. Additionally, the space 

represented by Great Britain within texts is not uncomplicated. Although a contemporary 

audience may equate the term “Great Britain” with an actual geopolitical entity, an 

intermittent debate exists among scholars regarding the meaning of “Bretaña” in 

medieval romance that must be considered in one’s interpretation of Amadís de Gaula 

and Las Sergas, which were heavily influenced by medieval romances from the English 

and French traditions. The idea of Britain as an actual place is problematized by the dual 

meanings of the word. Geographically speaking, Great Britain does refer, and has 
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referred, to the largest island of the British Isles, northwest of Continental Europe. 

Politically speaking, this territory includes England, Scotland and Wales. The source of 

the debate regarding the meaning of “Britain” within medieval texts is etymological. The 

term “Britain” is a Welsh conception, and as such, scholars sometimes argue that 

“Britain” or even “Great Britain” refer to Wales, not the entire island (Wallace xv). The 

question of whether “Britain” refers to the entire island or Wales appears in discussions 

of medieval French and British works, as well as some articles that attempt to assert that 

Amadís’ origins lie outside the Iberian Peninsula. When considering the possibilities 

behind the potential real space suggested by Gran Bretaña that a reader might associate 

with the place, even as it exists within a fantastical work, one must also consider the 

possibility that Brittany, a peninsular space located in the northwest of present-day 

France with Celtic roots might be called to mind if not specifically invoked, as well. It 

would be foolish to argue that Gran Bretaña is supposed to be Bretaña (Britanny), but 

given the ambiguity of the potential real life corollaries to the kingdom of Gaula, one 

must consider that Gran Bretaña functions in a similar fashion, layering the actual insular 

spaces that are implied by the fictional one present within the text. The implications of 

the space that Great Britain in Amadís and Las Sergas, however, is often overlooked by 

editions of Amadís and Las Sergas, many of which include lists of places and characters 

but exclude Great Britain from these lists. Scholarly works that grapple with the issue of 

space and insularity in the Amadís cycle also tend to ignore the potential of Great 

Britain’s ostensibly insular space as a point of analysis. While the characterization of 

Great Britain’s insularity may not be important to the plot of Las Sergas, the Breton 
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overtones of the space correspond to the origins of the literary tradition of the King 

Arthur legends, emphasizing what Montalvo has established through his portrayal of 

Amadís: a work that is influenced by the Breton romances with a figure that anticipates 

Arthur. The duality of the temporal position Amadís holds within the Amadís cycle is an 

important facet of his character that corresponds to the traits of the insular spaces that 

appear within the cycle. 

Characters and the locations they occupy often influence one another. As an 

extension of this tendency, characters are depicted in geographic terms and geographic 

spaces are personified. There is much about Amadís’ character that makes him an apt 

analog to the geographical insularities present within the Amadís cycle. An important 

aspect of the relationship between the insularity of Amadís and the geography within 

Montalvo’s texts is Amadís’ name and countenance, which are changeable based on his 

circumstances, and which are often reflected by his geographic location. Two of the 

names by which Amadís becomes known of the course of Amadís de Gaula highlight a 

geopolitical aspect to Amadís’ character. The first is the name by which Amadís is 

known as a boy, Donzel del Mar. The name alludes to the way in which Amadís was 

found as a boy, but it also portrays him as being surrounded by the sea, a geographical 

aspect that corresponds to the early modern European conception of an island. There is 

also an element of the unknown at this point that corresponds to Amadís’ nominal 

correlation to the sea that is likewise characteristic of insular spaces within romances in 

general and the Amadís cycle in particular. For example, Urganda and her island are 

given names that emphasize the lack of ability to locate the character and the space, and 
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Ínsula Firme has a long history of studies devoted to it. John Maier, for example, uses the 

instances of Ínsula Firme and London to interpret geographical space as representative of 

the values of each character (Maier 1986). This works well within Amadís and 

corresponds to common folkloric interpretations of the text in which the scholar focuses 

on the hero as well as Pinet’s additional emphasis on political values in terms of a 

“political utopia and a reflection on law that has numerous parallels in contemporary 

debates on nobility and chivalry” (Pinet 85). While each of these approaches utilizes a 

different lens through which to view the text, they also require a degree of isolation of 

plot or of space within the object of their analysis. Ínsula Firme is maybe the best 

example from Amadís of the way in which folkloric, political and geographic insularities 

come together and are reiterated and reinforced by the cyclical construction of all of these 

aspects, as one can see the concept of a centralized and idyllic government whose 

insularity is reinforced by the character of those associated with the space, demonstrated 

by the trials of love that Apolidón imposes and that Amadís passes, as well as by the 

character of the space itself, the separation from the mainland of islands within Ínsula 

Firme is reinforced by the repeated flooding of the causeway that completes the insularity 

and, as with Thomas More’s Utopia, adds a physical manifestation of the separation 

between the ideals of the island and the practices of the actual world. The geographical 

correlation between Ínsula Firme and Utopia show a parallel in their idealistic separation 

from society, but the ideals that each of these literary islands represent are quite different 

from one another. 
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Outside Law, Outside Imperfection 

 

Ínsula Firme’s separation from the rest of society and that of Utopia differ in the 

focus of their isolation and idealism. While Utopia is focused on political elements, 

making its publication at a time during which texts in the vernacular were on the rise add 

to its insular and legalistic character, Ínsula Firme is a protected space for lovers and 

therefore emphasizes romantic elements. Moreover, Utopia’s insularity increases from its 

original to its ultimate state, having begun as a peninsula that broke away from the 

mainland. In contrast, Montalvo’s influence causes Ínsula Firme, through Amadis, to 

become incorporated into a larger, continental empire associated with Christianity rather 

than illicit love. He accomplishes this by emphasizing marriage within the text as a tool 

of empire building in the context of Amadis’ marriage to Oriana and as a tool of 

Christianity in the context of Calafia. 

In Helen Moore’s 2011 article on Las Sergas, in which she comments on the 

relocation of the focus of the text to an Eastern Mediterranean setting and how this 

affects the English translation of the text from 1598, she makes the argument that Amadís 

is representative of the old style of chivalry, as opposed to Esplandián’s new, Christian 

mode of caballería. While she, and Little, from whom Moore derives much of her 

argument, may have overstated the extent to which Amadís’ ideology differs from 

Esplandián’s, Little and Moore are correct in that Amadís’ move from Gaula to Ínsula 

Firme to Gran Bretaña helps to establish him geographically within the French, Arthurian 

and then English manifestations of knighthood present in medieval romance. On the other 
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hand, the fluidity of the way in which Amadís may change locales and Amadís’ help to 

assure a Christian victory over the pagans in Constantinople do not isolate him from the 

new Eastern Mediterranean setting of Las Sergas, but rather connect the two locales 

together under the common purpose of Reconquest style Christian victory. As such, 

Amadís’ change in location has more implications relative to religious and political 

agendas and calls into question the extent to which geographical space is representative 

of the traits of the character with which they are associated. 

The medieval conception of the island places it outside society, not only through 

geography, but also as a form of punishment, as the place to which those being punished 

were banished. The island as a place of punishment would be reiterated in widely 

distributed works from Isidore’s Etymologiae to travel literature such as The Travels of 

Sir John Mandeville and The Travels of Marco Polo. Due in large part to the influence of 

these and other such works, by the time Las Sergas was published in 1510, the 

conception of the island and insularity also carried with it the notion that the people 

inhabiting the island exist outside of social norms and regulations. The mindset that 

islands and their inhabitants live outside society is a viewpoint contemporary to the 

publication of Las Sergas but is also a perspective that is problematic if one sees Las 

Sergas as a continuation of Amadís de Gaula. In the world that Montalvo has constructed 

in Las Sergas, Amadís is no longer the wanderer that is characteristic of knight errantry. 

Instead, he has become ruler over increasingly static space. Amadis’ transition to an 

increasingly well-defined and larger geographic area calls into question where Amadís is 

supposed to exist within the society of the book and, by extension, its readership. 
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 Is it fair to characterize Amadís’ role in Las Sergas based upon the characteristics 

of the insularity of the space over which he governs? There are a number of theories that 

must be taken into consideration in order to connect the way in which the semi-insular 

space with which Montalvo associates Amadís in Las Sergas functions to revalue his 

character for the reader. The most facile connection between location and 

characterization of politics, gender and religion would be the concept of passing as 

developed by Barbara Fuchs. While her book, Passing for Spain, concentrates on the 

works of Cervantes as being the foreground for broader issues of internal and external 

colonialism in early modern Spain, she provides a context that originates in the 15th 

century. She writes that 

Cervantes' texts must be read in the broader context of Spain's large and 

conflictive empire, not only in the New World and the Pacific, but also in 

Flanders and Italy, with its almost unsustainable expanse and extended 

border with Islam. In this context, the play of genre and gender in 

Cervantes's fiction intersect to pose larger questions about Spanish 

masculinity and about who belongs within Spain's empire and how their 

essential allegiance may be proved. In these texts, the border itself is 

problematized by a deliberate disorder that transcends it: both Spain and 

its margins are inhabited by characters who pass in order to perform often 

contradictory identities, undoing any efforts at easy categorization. 

(Passing 20) 
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While it may be incongruous to argue that the contradictions and ambiguities within Don 

Quixote and Cervantes’ other works hold the same value as those within Las Sergas, 

which can be perceived to move toward a larger sense of homogeneity and a more well-

defined order of the world dictated by Catholic morality of the period, the same issues 

that Cervantes is reacting against are present in Montalvo’s Spain, as well, which is part 

of the reason why the Amadís cycle creates such good fodder for Don Quixote. The 

critiques found within Don Quixote of the lack of originality that corresponds to Las 

Sergas and the other sequels of the Amadís cycle do not point to a consistency in 

character. Scholars such as Avalle-Arce and Rosa Lida del Malkiel have commented on 

the (potential) discrepancies between the Ur-Amadís and the books of the Amadís cycle 

as corrected by Montalvo. The general consensus on Montalvo’s influence is that it is 

largely found toward the end of the third book and continues to be heavily present in the 

fourth, and, of course, Las Sergas is considered to be mostly Montalvo’s own creation 

(Little 5). Within these books, Montalvo recreates what was originally a more tragic text 

into one that continues on without the death of Amadís at the hands of his son and 

switches focus from Amadís to Esplandián, a character who embodies completely 

different values from those of Amadís. Because Esplandián’s story controls the narrative 

in Las Sergas, the presentation of Amadís’ values is necessarily changed. Through 

Montalvo’s changes to the plot of Amadis de Gaula, Amadís is forced to perform a 

different role than that of main hero in the context of a value system that has suddenly 

become much more rigid. The change to Amadis’ role in Las Sergas mirrors the role of 
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Ana Felix in Don Quixote, who Childers argues is collateral damage in the expulsion of 

moriscos and the ideology of pureza de sangre. 

It is my assertion that the Amadís of Las Sergas is a product of internal 

colonialism, just as the liminal characters or those who “pass” in Don Quixote are, but 

unlike the characters in Don Quixote, Amadís’ passing does not take place through 

transvestism, but rather through the ambiguity of the insular space he governs that 

replaces transvestism as an agent of androgyny. Although Amadis and Ana Felix have 

ostensibly successful transformations into a Christian identity, their success in the literary 

plot prescribed to them by their author belies problems with internal colonialism that 

would have made it impossible to achieve this success. 

While Amadis appears to assimilate into a society that values characters such as 

Esplandian who protect and promote a Christian, patriarchal system, he is also relegated 

to a place peripheral to the center of this value system. The way in which Amadis is 

assimilated into this new society is also predicated on marriage instead of romantic love. 

While Amadis and Oriana continue their relationship for most of the beginning of the 

cycle, it is not until their marriage is revealed that the animosity between himself and 

Lisuarte is resolved and Amadis becomes incorporated into a broader geographical space 

through his succession of Lisuarte’s rule over Gran Bretaña. Through the works of Fuchs 

and Childers, one can see that internal colonialism was a concern in early modern Spain. 

One can understand how Fuchs’ theories on Cervantes applies to Montalvo’s works 

through Gloria Anzaldúa’s border theory, which deals with similar issues of self-
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colonialism, albeit in the contemporary Southwest of the United States rather than early 

modern Spain. 

Amadís’ parallels with Calafia are the key to understanding why border theory is 

applicable to so early a text, as well as why Spanish and English explorers would utilize 

the image of California in particular. In the context of early modern Europe, explorers are 

not figures of power. Creating a space such as California, with false borders to be 

controlled by European interlopers, creates a space in which explorers can self-colonize 

to a standard other than their true identities that allows them power within the hegemony 

the courts and Church created in their native Europe. 
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