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Shakespeare's Illyria and Bohemia: Oxford's Journey in the Adriatic: 

the importance of personal experience in the writing of Twelfth Night and The Winter's Tale 

by Dr Noemi Magri 

lllyria is the setting of Twe(fth Night, and Bohemia 
and Sicily are the places where the action of The 
Winier s Tale is set. 

Why did Shakespeare choose those settings? 
The various explanations have referred to literary 
sources, inn talks with merchants or the dramatist's 
intention to create a romantic atmosphere, for lllyria 
may not have been so well known to an Elizabethan 
audience. So, the critics say, the 'ports' and 'deserts' 
ofBohem ia are only the the creation of Shakespeare's 
imagination. 

Owing to the lack of co1Tespondence between 
the life of Shakespeare of Stratford and the Works, 
Stratfordian criticism has always been inclined to 
disregard the personal experience of the author, to 
�he extent that the criterion of the 'impersonality' of 
Shakespeare's art seemed to establish a conclusive 
solution: Shakespeare's art is impersonal, that is, it 
does not involve the author's life and environment, 
nor do his works reflect his feelings or thoughts. Of 
all the writers of the western world (Europe and the 
Americas) Shakespeare is the only one whose works 
have been denied an autobiographical source. 

The aim of the present paper is to show that 
the Earl of Oxford's personal experience, in this 
case his journey to the Adriatic, was essential to the 
choice of the settings of TN and WT. To that purpose, 
it will be necessary to reconstruct his travels, trace 
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the route he covered, and locate the places he may 
have visited.' 

But did Oxford travel in the Adriatic? He 
did. The reconstruction of his journey will be based 
on two essential points: 

- the documented evidence of his stays on
the Continent and
- the reckoning of the time it took people
to travel from one place to another in the
second half of the 16th century.

Reckoning the time strictly depends on such ele
ments as geographical features, the roads in exis
tence at that time, the means of transport used and 
available, and the distance between places. Those 
considerations may sound obvious, but it is a fact 
that such points have not always been taken into ac
count in descriptions of Oxford's travels on the Con
tinent. 2 

With regard to the present subject, Oxford's 
itinerary was as follows. On April 26th 1575 he left 
Strasbourg (Burghley's diary) and by mid-May he 
had safely arrived in Venice (Sir Richard Shelley's 
letter written in May from Venice to Burghley), that 
is to say, he travelled from Strasbourg to Venice in 
20 or 25 days at most: a time-length which must be 
taken into account when tracing his route. 

To establish which route he took over the 
Alps is not particularly relevant to the present sub-
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What's to do? 
Shall we go see the relics of this town? 

Antonio: Tomorrow, sir, best first go see your lodging. 
Sebastian: I am not weary, and 'tis long to night. 

J pray you, let us satisfy our eyes 
With the memorials and the things of fame 
That do renown this city. 

It may be that, in writing those lines, de Vere was 
recalling his visits. 

'Relics' signifies 'ancient re�ains or antiq
uities' (Onions). All the cities on the Adriatic coast 
were, and still are, renowned for the palaces and 
rich homes in Venetian architectural style, and for 
Greek, Roman and Byzantine monuments. The word 
'relic' also relates to the cult of saints. The churches 
in those cities preserved, and still do, masterpieces 
of Venetian goldwork: reliquaries, chalices, caskets, 
monstrances. 

Oxford may have been impressed by the an
cient monuments, the pleasantness of the coastal re
gion, and perhaps by the religiosity of the inhabitants 
if he witnessed a procession in honour of a saint, or 
a religious feast. 

The likely route of Oxford's 'Venetian galley'. 

After leaving the lagoon, a merchant ship would have 
crossed to the eastern side of the Gulf of Ven
ice (as the Adriatic was called), and stopped 
at many of the following ports: Capodistria, 
Parenzo, Rovigno - cities with attractive Ve-

wall, son of King John, had been one of the other 
candidates.) Dante places Rudolph and Ottokar 
together on the sacred mountain of the Purgatorio
(VII, 97-1 02 ). 

So, to argue that, in placing Bohemia on 
the sea and making his characters voyage between 
Bohemia and Sicily, Shakespeare made a gross mis
take, is utterly pointless and should not be repeated. 
Shakespeare's information is historical, though the 
Leontes-Hermione episode in WT, besides having 
autobiographical elements, appears to be based on 
a Bohemian-Polish historical event that took place 
about a century after Ottokar's death, i.e. when Bo
hemia no longer had a po1t; but such 'compression' 
of events is not unknown in Shakespeare. 11 

The 'deserts of Bohemia' (Ill, iii, 2) 

Criticised as an 'odd, fanciful invention', these des
erts are in fact an amazingly exact detail. The word 
'desert' means 'an uninhabited and uncultivated 
tract of count1y, a wilderness, a desolate and bar
ren region, waterless and treeless, with but scanty 
herbage' (OED). These definitions do not refer to 
the presence of sand. They perfectly fit the territory 
of Camiola and I.stria. In his allusion to 'the deserts 
of Bohemia', Shakespeare•had direct knowledge of 

View of Fiume, 1579 
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netian buildings - and PoJa with its well pre
served Roman amphitheatre. The next port 
might have been Fiume in Carniola, which in 
previous times had been a Venetian territory, 
and in the second half of the 16th century 
an independent city-port under the influence 
of the Habsburgs. 10 Whether de Vere visited 
there or not, he certainly was acquainted with 
its history. 
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In the 13th century Fiume was a fief 
of the Lords of Duino and had sworn alle
giance to the German emperor. In 1251 the 
King of Bohemia, Ottokar II Premsyl, had 
enlarged his dominions on becoming Duke 
of Austria and later occupied Stiria, Carinzia 
and Camola, having defeated the King of 
Hungary. Ottokar took possession of Fiume, 
which became the port of Bohemia. From 
1269 to Ottokar 's death in 12 78 the Kingdom 
of Bohemia extended as far as the coast of 
the Adriatic, and it had a port. 

Ottokar was renowned across Europe 
as a ruler of such power and military pres
tige that he could have become Holy Roman 
Emperor, but the electors chose Rudolph of 
Habsburg. (Shakespeare/Oxford would cer
tainly have known that Richard Earl of Corn-
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Oxford's journey by sea ended in Palermo. It was 
probably the month of July when, owing to the heat, 
no-one would go about town during the day, and 
where no-one accepted his challenge. 

Direct observation is the major source of the 
geographical and historical allusions to Italian locali
ties in TN and WT. The old coastline of Bohemia, 
old Illyria and Sicily were, to Oxford, well known 
places, because he had visited them. N.M. 

Noemi has written extensive notes (ref nos. are 
preserved here) and a bibilography for this article, 
which unfortunately we are unahle to include for 
reasons of .\pace. However, if you contact the Editor, 
she will make copies of these available to you. 

* * * * *
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