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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 Twelfth Night, and Bohemia
and Sicily are the places where the action of The
Winter 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 Llizabethan
audience. So, the critics say, the ‘ports’ and ‘deserts’
of Bohemia are only the the creation of Shakespeare’s
imagination.

Owing to the lack of correspondence 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
the 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 7N and WT. To that purpose,
it will be necessary to reconstruct his travels, trace

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.?

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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ject, but the issue has caused misrepresentation in the
past, so some clarification is worth giving.

The customary route from Strasbourg into
Italy was through the St Gotthard Pass.? It had been
used since the 13th century when the bridge (called
the Devil’s Bridge, 60 metres in length) was first
built. It was the shorter, easier, more direct route: it
connected Flanders to north Italy and the commercial
traffic was routed along that road. The greater part
of it could be traversed by boat, and almost all of it
was on the flat. There were only a few steep slopes to
climb to reach the Pass.*

The journey across the Brenner Pass would
have been longer and harder, because that pass is
much farther away to the east. In order to get there
from Strasbourg, it would have been necessary to
go up north, across the Rhine at its confluence with
the Neckar, go along the Neckar to Heidelberg, then

Devil’s Bridge

proceed south to Stuttgart, Augsburg (a most impor-
tant trading centre, the home of the famous bankers
called Fugger), Innsbruck, through the Brenner Pass
and then on to Verona and Venice. It was a diversion
1000 km in length which one could not possibly
cover in 20-25 days. It was advisable to take such a
roundabout route to avoid the huge area of the Black
Forest, at that time an almost impenetrable, danger-
ous place, even though in the north part of a Roman
road was still in use.

It is not possible to say whether Professor
Alan Nelson has considered all that: but certainly,
in his Monstrous Adversary, he wrote, ‘Making his
way through Brenner Pass, Oxford encountered
George Chapman’ (p.126).

But that is quite conjectural, if not errone-
ous, for many reasons. Prof. Nelson does not give
any technical explanation of de Vere’s choice of
that crossing point: he takes it for granted. In 1575
Chapman, born about 1559, was 15-16 years of age:
his biographers write that at that time he was attend-
ing Oxford University: there exists no record of his
travelling in Germany and Italy.”

Therefore, in 1575 it is unlikely that he was
travelling there. Prof. Nelson bases his conviction
that he was, on a passage in Chapman’s The Re-
venge of Bussy d’Ambois (1613) in which the char-
acter called Claremont says:

I overtook, coming from Italy,
In Germany ... the Earl of Oxford.

But the line must not be taken literally. In fact, it
must be pointed out that Clermont - who is Bussy’s
brother in the play - never existed in history: he is
Chapman’s creation, like many other characters in
the play, and like the story of the revenge itself. The
play has no historical basis, no such revenge ever
took place, so neither Chapman nor Clermont can
ever have met de Vere in Germany.

However, Chapman was acquainted with
the fact that de Vere had spent some time there, and
the reason for mentioning him in the play is the be-
haviour of his invented character: Clermont praises
the Earl’s virtues and honour, and recalls his refusal
to review the army of Duke Casimir; whereas he,
Clermont, accepts the invitation to review the bat-
talion standing in his honour, though he knows that
it will be an ambush.

The Revenge has no documentary value,
therefore it cannot be taken as evidence. The only
true detail is that de Vere was in Germany, but it
is not true that de Vere and Chapman met in the
Brenner Pass on their way to Germany.® As for the
Casimir episode, it appears to have no record in the
de Vere documents.

Prof Nelson’s statement is not acceptable,
not only because it has no documentary or histori-
cal evidence, but also in consideration of the Stras-
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bourg-Venice journey covered by Oxford in 20-25
days. For example, via the Brenner Pass it took Mon-
taigne 27 days to get from Basel to Venice, which is
a shorter distance.

De Vere wrote that he would make his way
to Germany, and that is what he did, though he visit-
ted only Strasbourg and the southern region of the
Rhine.” That he had not seen much of Germany is
corroborated by his letter of Sept. 24th from Venice,

in which he writes, ‘I am desirous to see more of

Germany where I shall desire your Lordship with my
Lord of Leicester, to procure me the next summer, to
continue my licence.’ It is clear that he intended to
spend the summer of 1576 on the Continent. If he
had taken the roundabout route, he would have had
the chance to visit many important hisorical places,
including Heidelberg and its University, founded in
1386, and Augsburg, which was the residence of the
Hapsburgs.

So, by mid-May he was in Venice, and we
know that by mid-September he was again in that
city (letter of Celemente Paretti of the 23rd and de

Vere's letter of 24th September). We have a gap of

four months, during which time the only document-
ed stay we know of is the one in Genoa (C. Paretti:
‘now last coming from Genoa’).

The question of de Vere’s movements in
those four months has an answer. He is reported to
have been in Palermo at an unknown date (Edward
Webb, Travels, 1590). (Oxfordians tend to question
Webbe’s account or consider it unreliable because
of the story of the ‘challenge’, which may sound to
some too presumptious and conceited an act. But
analysis of the origins of de Vere’s behaviour in Pal-
ermo will throw a positive light on the episode. The
matter will be presented in a future article.) It is true
that the syntax of Webbe’s passage is complex, but
the meaning is clear: there are no grounds to main-
tain that he invented everything.

On the basis of the evidence of de Vere’s
stays in [taly and the time it took to travel from the
north of Italy to Sicily, either by land or by sea, the
only time when he could have travelled to Palermo
was the summer of 1575, that is, during the four-
month period about which we only know that he vis-
ited Genoa.

Clemente Paretti provides a clue as to how
de Vere had been travelling: in his letter of Sept.
23rd he wrote that ‘the Earl had hurt his knee in a
Venetian galley.’ It is undeniable that in the summer
of 1575 de Vere had been travelling by sea, though it
is true that he might have hurt his knee when travel-
ling from Palermo to a port in the north of Italy but,
in any case, to reach Palermo you did have to travel
by boat.®

Allowing him time to find a lodging in Ven-
ice and meet some members of the Venetian nobil-
ity, it can be affirmed that he probably left that city
some time in June and reached Sicily after about one

month’s navigation. He travelled in one of the many
Venetian galleys that regularly transported soldiers,
passengers, pilgrims and merchandise along the cus-
tomary route covered for centuries by southbound
ships which were driven by the currents and winds
since Roman times, all along the eastern side of the
Gulf.?

Some of the ports where the galleys docked
were in Venetian territories; others were in foreign
countries. In the ports, the galleys were kept in dock
for a couple of days: the goods that were unloaded
had to be disinfected and the passengers were made
to clean themselves in conformity with the Vene-
tian regulations; therefore, during that time Oxford
would have had the opportunity to visit such places.

Although it is not possible to state with cer-
tainly which ports the galley called at, and which
localities he visited, it can be affirmed that, on the
basis of the information we have, he did take the
Adriatic route to Sicily.

What de Vere did in the cities he visited can
be inferred from two scenes in Zwelfth Night, one in
Act I and the other in Act 111, where the characters
show what a learned noble of wide interests would
do in a foreign country. Scene 2 of Act I opens with
the line:

What country, friends, is this?

Viola, the twin sister, is speaking to the Captain,
who answers, ‘This is Illyria, lady.” She laments the
death of her brother and the Captain comforts her:
he had seen her brother make for the shore; he also
says he knows the place because he ‘was bred and
born/Not three hours’ travel from this very place.’
At this point, we might expect Viola to ask the Cap-
tain to take her to the nearest inhabited place, or to a
lodging. Instead, she asks,

Who governs here?

and, understanding that it is ‘A noble duke in na-
ture as in name’, she says ‘I’ll serve this duke’[ ... ]
‘Lead me on’, and they go to the duke’s palace.

These are questions which de Vere is likely
to have asked as soon as he set foot in an unknown
city-port in the Adriatic, whether Venetian or any
other. And it is certain he would have tried to meet
the dignitaries or rulers of the place, as nobles did
when arriving anywhere. In many cases, such peo-
ple would offer hospitality to the noble traveller. It
was the harbinger who travelled ahead and arranged
the visit or found lodging. A harbinger was in the
train of Lord Oxford, though in the case of a sea
journey it would not have been possible for him to
travel ahead.

My second example is in Scene 3 of Act I11.
Sebastian, the twin brother, having safely arrived at
a city in Illyria with Antonio, his friend and rescuer,
asks him:



June 2007

Shakespeare's 1llyria and Bohemia

De Vere Society Newsletter

What's to do?

Shall we go see the relics of this town?
Antonio: Tomorrow, sir, best first go sce your lodging.
Sehastian: | am not weary, and tis long to night.

I pray you, let us satisfy our eycs

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 remains 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 Venctian 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 ‘Venctian galley’.

After leaving the lagoon, a merchant ship would have
crossed to the eastern side of the Gulf of Ven-

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, 97-102).

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 e¢pisode 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.c. when Bo-
hemia no longer had a port; but such ‘compression’
of events is not unknown in Shakespeare."

The ‘deserts of Bohemia’ (I11, 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 country, a wilderness, a desolate and bar-
ren region, waterless and trecless, with but scanty
herbage’ (OED). These definitions do not refer to
the presence of sand. They perfectly fit the territory
of Carniola and Istria. In his allusion to ‘the deserts
of Bohemia’, Shakespeare'had direct knowledge of
View of Fiume, 1579
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ice (as the Adriatic was called), and stopped - .72%7 ] BT —

at many of the following ports: Capodistria,
Parenzo, Rovigno - cities with attractive Ve-
netian buildings - and Pola 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.'® Whether de Vere visited
there or not, he certainly was acquainted with
its history.

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 Carnola, having defeated the King of _
Hungary. Ottokar took possession of Fiume, -
which became the port of Bohemia. From
1269 to Ottokar’s death in 1278 the Kingdom
of Bohemia extended as far as the coast of )
the Adriatic, and it had a port.

T ———

Ottokar was renowned across Europe R T .

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-

- - ﬂ ==
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that barren region where no rivers flow - only tem-
porary streams following rainfall. Bare mountains,
called Carsos, rise all round the city of Fiume: they
are calcareous rocks on which amost nothing grows
but wisps of grass. A colour perspective view of Fi-
ume in 1579 is held in the ‘Kriegsarchiv’ (war ar-
chives) in Vienna.'? De Vere’s journey familiarised
him with places he had learned about, and having
travelled to Sicily from the coast which had once be-
longed to Bohemia, he may have chosen to set the
story of WT in those two countries."

Returning to the route of the galley, it would
have passed some way off Segna, a headquarters for
pirates at that time, in the kingdom of Hungary. De
Vere would have seen movements of war-galleys in
that part of the Gulf, because in 1575, it is recorded,
after years of fighting against the Uskoks, the Vene-
tians engaged in a battle under the command of Cap-
tain Ermolao Tiepolo, who was resolved to block the
port of Segna, so for many months that area swarmed
with galleys. Mention is made of Illyrian pirates in
2HVI and M for M.

Zara, Sebenico and Trogir ~
were towns famous for their monu-:
ments and Venetian fortresses. In ..
Spalato there was, and is, the impos-.:= . . -
ing palace of the Emperor Diocletian. N -

Ragusa, a Venetian city in
architectural style, was the capital of
an independent republic with a Ve-
netian form of government. Since it
had an important port, trading centre
and shipyard, Josip Torbarbarina, a
Croatian critic, believes that Orsi-
no’s city in 7N is Ragusa. However,
Shakespeare gives no description
that might identify the place, though
it is possible to state, on historical
grounds, that his Illyria was a precise
territory on the Adriatic.

Another important port was
Cattaro, south of Ragusa, in so-
called ‘Venetian Albania’ (now in
the Republic of Montenegro). Then,
sailing along the coast of Albania
(ancient Illyria), it would stop at Du-
razzo which, though occupied by the
Turks, was one of the major towns
and preserved its Greek monuments
in 1575.

It is no conjecture to affirm
that it is ancient Illyrid that Shake- :
speare had in mind in choosing the ,p,m
setting of 7N. Consider the following b
detail from the play. In the Middle
Ages, Illyria was part of the Byzan-
tine empire, and the language spoken
there was Greek. In Act [V.i.18, Feste
meets Sebastian in the street. Mistak-

- /] Ravenna

3 Rimini
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ing him for his twin sister Viola, he urges him to has-
ten to Olivia’s house. Irritated, Sebastian says:

I prithee, foolish Greek, depart from me.

Why he calls him foolish is self-evident, but why
‘Greek’ is not clear. The phrase becomes consistent
only if we take into account that Illyria was a Greek-
speaking country, ruled by the Byzantines for centu-
ries, that is from the fall of the Roman empire to the
15th century. It is Byzantine Illyria that Shakespeare
had in mind."

Proceeding further, the galley would have
crossed to the Italian coast and stopped at Porto Ce-
sario, a town of pre-Roman origins (Portus Sasinae),
in Spain-ruled southern Italy. The name Cesario was
given to the locality in honour of Caesar Augustus.
It may be no coincidence that ‘Cesario’ is the name
Shakespeare chose for Viola disguised as a page: it
may be further evidence of his direct experience.

The next likely ports of call are Siracusa and
Messina. In the port of Messina the Venetians had
their own landing-site and lodgings. The first part of
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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 7N 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 unable to include for
reasons of space. However, if you contact the Editor,
' she will make copies of these available to you.
* * * * *






