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FOREWORD

ne of the great satisfactions of life is to embark on a long,
leisurely journey—especially an absorbing intellectual ad-
venture filled with mystery and promise.

The book you are holding in your hands is the re-
sult of such a journey, undertaken by Richard Paul Roe, my father, who
passed away on December 1, 2010. By the time Dad arrived at his desk to
set down The Shakespeare Guide to Italy: Retracing the Bard’s Unknown
Travels, he knew, as a seasoned lawyer, that tangible evidence was prob-
ably the best source for getting to the heart of things. He would applaud
the prosecutor who interrupted one witness’s byzantine account of the
murder with a laconic: “Just the facts, Ma’am.”

My father focused on a question that had puzzled him for years:
how could someone clearly as intelligent as William Shakespeare repeat-
edly say things about Italy in his plays that, as was commonly assumed,
were so inaccurate? Was it because Shakespeare never left England and
referred, therefore, to an Italy he couldn’t possibly know? Could this be
true? Dad didn’t think so.

Armed with his deep knowledge of medieval and Renaissance
history and literature, his law practice at an end, my father set out on
his quest: investigating for himself whether Shakespeare’s reference to
localities on the ground in his plays set in Italy—which Dad called the
Italian Plays—were mistaken at all, As the astonishing results of his
search across the length and breadth of Italy revealed themselves one
by one—much like an archaeologist excavating artifacts after centuries
of buried silence—the only conclusion possible was that the descrip-
tive references uttered by the characters in Shakespeare’s Italian Plays



eflected, to a surprising degree, realities on the ground. It never ceased to amaze my father
hat almost everything mentioned in the Italian Plays can still be visited now—and this, af-
er four hundred years.

It was a great satisfaction for my father to experience the interest of others in the re-
ults of his quest. His book can be read on several levels: as a supplement to understand-
ng more about each Italian Play; as a knowledgeable traveling companion of places in Italy
vhere the plays are set; as a window into the politics and culture of the sixteenth-century
vMediterranean; or, not least, as a serious forensic revisiting of the accepted belief that the
vriter of the Italian Plays never set foot out of Jolly Old England.

My father’s fundamental goal in bringing into being The Shakespeare Guide to Italy has
)een to present, in an accessible manner, enough evidence to support the view that whoever
vrote the Italian Plays must have, unlike William Shakespeare of Stratford-on-Avon, ven-
ured out of England and onto the Continent. As my father has meticulously demonstrated
etween the covers of this volume, the only possible conclusion one can come to—throwing
ne’s hands up in the air—is that whoever wrote the Shakespearean plays set in Italy, plays we
ave loved for centuries, could only have seen Italy with his very own eyes.

Hivrary RoE METTERNICH

xii FOREWORD

INTRODUCTION

n revered Italian Shakespeare scholar Ernesto Grillo’s ac-

claimed Shakespeare and Italy—a posthumous 1949 pub-

lication of his lectures—Grillo declares that far from being

ossified Tradition’s
of prosody,” Shakespeare was, instead, a masterful, erudite, multi-
lingual artist whose compositional achievements were “in reality
derived from a profound study of poetic art. . . such as [is] frequently
found . . . in those writers who are most versed in the works of the
Greeks and Romans.” Shakespeare, Grillo protests, was “no unlearned
genius . . . fallen meteor-like from heaven.”

In subsequent years, scholars such as Andrew Werth
(“Shakespeare’s ‘Lesse Greek’” [2002]) and Earl Showerman
(“Mythopoesis of Resurrection: Hesiod to Shakespeare™ [2009]) have
extensively corroborated Grillo’s observation that in Shakespeare’s
lifetime “some of the books to which he was indebted for his material
had not been translated into English.” Shakespeare himself, they con-
firm, translated much theretofore untranslated material that the great
poet-playwright wished to use in his plays and poems: “Frequently,”
observes Grillo, “[in Shakespeare’s plays] we find whole lines trans-
lated literally from Italian without the slightest alteration. . . . [O]ur
poet,” he concludes, “must undoubtedly have had recourse to MSS. in
Italian.” Grillo’s statement is supported by such academicians across
the generations as J. Churton Collins (Studies in Shakespeare [1904])
and Jason Lawrence of the University of Hull (““The story is extant,
and writ in very choice Italian’: Shakespeare’s dramatizations of
Cinthio” [2004]).

[

unlearned actor . . . ignorant in the rules



But Shakespeare was more than just an enthusiastic reader and
translator of Italian literature. In the company of scholars such as
Violet Jeffrey (“Shakespeare’s Venice” [1932]) and Lewis Einstein (The
Italian Renaissance in England [1902]), Grillo is assured by the play-
wright's exhaustive knowledge of life on the peninsula that not only
“must Shakespeare have visited Italy,” but “[he] must have visited
Milan, Verona, Venice, Padua and Mantua.” Grillo points out that Ttaly
would beckon irresistibly to “a man of Shakespeare’s culture and intel-
lect. .. because to the literary and artistic world of his day Italy was . ..
the mother of learning and classical culture.” Grillo’s conclusion ought
to be of no surprise, for as Murray Levith puts it in Shakespeare’s Italian
Settings and Plays [1989]: “In almost all the dramas set in Italy, learning
and education are major themes.”

Now comes Richard Paul Roe’s The Shakespeare Guide to Italy to
demonstrate Grillo’s point. In response, for example, to Grillo’s state-
ment that The Taming of the Shrew “displays such an intimate acquain-
tance not only with the manners and customs of Italy but also with
the minutest details of domestic life that it cannot have been gleaned
from books or acquired in the course of conversations with travelers
returned from Padua,” Roe expresses hearty agreement. Himself a cel-
ebrated writer, scholar, and lawyer, Roe once quoted Ray Bradbury
to me: “The good writers touch life often. The mediocre ones run a
quick hand over her.” And if ever there were an author of Elizabethan
England who was immersed in Italian literature and life, Roe argued,
it was Shakespeare.

After all, apart from thirteen plays that selectively chronicle and
imaginatively recount the history of England, Shakespeare sets the ma-
jority of his plays in Italy. This is a remarkable commitment to the ex-
ploration and exposition of a foreign culture by one who many still
believe was an insular Cotswolds merchant, an English “homebody”
more interested in the bourgeois pursuit of making money in Stratford
and London than in a cerebral life devoted to the mastery of ancient
languages, the poetic arts, history, politics, law, and the literature of
classical antiquity—a life crowned by the experience of travel to such
cities of historic import as Florence and Messina: Venice, a machina
theatralis; and Padua, a renowned intellectual capital.

Xiv InTRODUCTION

The measure of Shakespeare’s dedication in his life’s art to all things
Italian should notbe trivialized or overlooked. Such zealous, almost sin-
gle-minded attention to a foreign country invites investigative inquiry
rather than the easy wave-of-the-hand dismissal offered by many who
believe the playwright’s preoccupation is of negligible concern. After
all, no reader would think it unworthy of investigation were Chaucer,
the great court poet, to have set much of his work in fourteenth-century
Scandinavia, or were Edith Wharton to have peopled her books with
a superfluity of characters from the nineteenth-century Yucatan. And
if Laura Ingalls Wilder had written not of pioneer life in the American
Midwest but of life on the plantations of Mississippi, Alabama,
or Georgia, scholars would be plundering the territory of the old
Confederacy for footprints of the author’s life and associations. After
all, writers write of what they know. As Dee Stiffler puts it, they “can-
nibalize” their lives.

Hence the importance of Roe’s groundbreaking achievement in
The Shakespeare Guide to Italy, the product of decades of voluminous
reading and study, nurtured by years of protracted on-site research in
Italy. In his landmark contribution to Shakespeare studies, Roe has re-
sponded to the challenge posed by Shakespeare’s obsession with Italy
and has produced a work which, with unimpeachable authority, dem-
onstrates that, like other great writers, Shakespeare wrote knowingly of
a world within which he had lived and from which he drew much of his
inspirational fire. Italy was his adopted world, and it was Shakespeare’s
experience there that he cannibalized, if you will, to create some of his,
and history’s, most accomplished literary achievements: the “Italian
Plays” of the Shakespeare canon.

Can anyone doubt it? Well, some do. But why? Why does it dis-
tress so many that Shakespeare was in Italy? What are the implica-
tions of this discovery?

Why and what, indeed.

Most discerning readers know—quite apart from any dis-
cussion of Shakespeare in Italy—of the many questions that
have arisen over the years due to the anomalies between the sub-
stance of the Shakespeare texts (composed by an unrivalled crafts-
man who, as Oregonian editor Harvey Scott has acknowledged,

INTRODUCTION XV



“gathered unto himself the intellectual wealth of an era”) and the
largely suppositious, nondescript life of Will Shakspere of provin-
cial Warwickshire, to whom the authorship of those works is con-
ventionally attributed. These readers know that Shakspere of
Stratford, the long-serving candidate of Tradition—the butcher’s-
apprentice-turned-businessman of little more than anecdotal leg-
acy—is an unconvincing recipient of the honor that has been be-
stowed on him. The “disconnect” underscoring the importance of
Roe’s book therefore occurs when Shakespeare the adventurer in Italy
is compared with the Shakespeare we have been offered for genera-
tions by the fierce partisans of Shakespeare orthodoxy—those pious,
unquestioning adherents to the legend of Shakespeare the bellowing
butcher and mischievous deer-poacher who kept his Midlands feet
firmly planted, like his mythic mulberry tree, in England. Fidelity to
Tradition’s fantastic description of Shakespeare as an unaccountable
genius who could write knowingly of distant worlds to which he had
never traveled almost necessarily requires that those solemn defend-
ers of the Shakespeare Tradition disclaim and ridicule any argument
that their man studied Italian and sojourned in Europe among the
well- and nobly-born.

Roe helps us recognize that if we are to pursue a better under-
standing of Shakespeare, we cannot probe the life of a dull and al-
most assuredly illiterate man (Shakspere of Stratford neither wrote
nor received so much as a single letter in his lifetime, and none of his
children could write either). There is, after all, nothing to probe. Roe
knows that the proper course to revealing his or her author in an au-
thentic light, particularly in the absence of a credible biography, is
through an examination of the writer’s works—his or her literary fin-
gerprints. Therein and thereby the life (and, as fingerprints also in-
variably provide, the identity!) of Shakespeare will be disclosed—not
by an attempt to force irregular pieces into a literary puzzle in a mis-
guided effort to reconcile the origin of these works with the life of a
man who patently had none of the requisite preparation and experi-
ence to create them.

That such an investigative pursuit to clear the air of the smoke
that has been blown up the noses of readers by the Shakespeare
Establishment should be undertaken by Roe is in accord with the best
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principles of literary and historical scholarship, as well as standard
biocritical practice. After all, we rely on plays like The Importance of
Being Earnest to help us better understand the conflicted double life
of a “Bunburying” Oscar Wilde (“Give a man a mask and he will tell
you the truth,” Wilde once, revealingly, said). Plays like Long Day’s
Journey into Night and The Iceman Cometh prove incomparable aides
in helping us gain insight into the alcohol-soaked hell that tormented
Eugene O'Neill. The cover of drama is a thin veil indeed, and Roe’s
The Shakespeare Guide to Italy parts of one of the more important
veils in literary history—a veil that has hidden Shakespeare from our
view for centuries.

With the publication of Roe’s book one might say, “How time-
ly!” or “At last!”—particularly given that such would-be guides to
Shakespeare as Emma Jones and Rhiannon Guy dejectedly admit in
their recent book, The Shakespeare Companion [2005], that “the hard
facts we know about Shakespeare do not amount to much more than
a rhyming couplet.” Their mournfulness joins a chorus of lament that
we have heard for generations, as Jones and Guy join illustrious com-
pany in their frustration. Authors such as Mark Twain (Is Shakespeare
Dead? [1909]), Sir George Greenwood (Is There a Shakespeare Problem?
[1916]), and Diana Price (Shakespeare’s Unorthodox Biography: New
Evidence of an Authorship Problem [2000]), as well as distinguished
thespians Mark Rylance (the first Artistic Director of Shakespeare’s
Globe), Orson Welles, Michael York, Jeremy Irons, and the incompara-
ble Sir Derek Jacobi are only several among thousands of Shakespeare
aficionados who have long proclaimed what many others have been
too timid to say: the thesis positing Will Shakspere of Stratford-upon-
Avon as history’s most formidable wordsmith, master dramatist, and
ageless poet is simply untenable, for it is a faith-based conviction es-
tablished not on evidence, logic, and commitment to the scientific
method, but on sentimental legend, airy rumor, romantic fable, hear-
say, and rank nonsense.

“Home-keeping youth have ever homely wits,” Shakespeare
writes in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, one of his lesser-known Italian
plays. One can hardly imagine a writer with such a perspective on the
illumination that awaits the sojourner of life in foreign climes to have

arisen from a man who was rarely known to leave his house except
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to transact business. Many lesser dramatists of the Elizabethan and
Jacobean eras such as Chapman, Marlowe, Lodge, Munday, Sackville,
and Jonson were worldly travelers. It is impossible to imagine that the
writer we have come to know as Shakespeare was not. Happily, given
the work of Richard Paul Roe, we no longer have to guess. Now, we
know.

DanNieL L. WriGgHT, DIRECTOR

THE SHAKESPEARE AUTHORSHIP RESEARCH CENTRE
CoNCORDIA UNIVERSITY
PorTLAND, OREGON

Sl{hﬁkespeare
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PREFACE

here is a secret Italy hidden in the plays of Shakespeare.

It is an ingeniously described Italy that has neither been

recognized, nor even suspected — not in four hundred

years—save by a curious few. It is exact; it is detailed;
and it is brilliant. It ranges across territories in Lombardy and the
Venetian Republic, leaps over the Apennine Mountains to Tuscany,
soars southward to span the great island of Sicily; and, not inciden-
tally, makes a visit to a magical dot in the Tyrrhenian Sea, just off the
Sicilian shore.

These descriptions are in challenging detail, and nearly all their
locations can still be found in Italy today. It is an Italy that has never
before been acknowledged because of a widely accepted dogma that
negated its existence, dampening any motive to leave home and go in
search of it. Of the few things about Italy that critics admit the play-
wright got right, they say he must have learned them from a source
right there in England, especially since the proclaimed playwright,
William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon, had never been in
Italy—a consistently asserted fact used to explain why the author of
the plays set in Italy made repeated mistakes about that country.

In truth, as will be demonstrated, the precise and abundant al-
lusions in those plays to places and things the length of that coun-
try are so unique to it that they attest to the playwright’s personal
travels there. By journeying in Italy today, with the Italian plays in
hand, reading them as though they were books of instruction, the
playwright’s vast erudition about that exciting country and its civili-
zation is revealed.



The plays in the Shakespeare First Folio are organized under the
subject headings Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies. However, if ar-
ranged differently, according to their principal geographies, it demon-
strates that whoever wrote the plays set in Italy had a personal interest
in that country equal to the interest in his own.

Thirteen plays are set in the playwright’s own geography. These
include the “History” plays, largely based on Raphael Holinshed’s
1578 Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland, whose principal
scenes are necessarily set in England; and, on its more antique soil,
King Lear in ancient Britain and Cymbeline in ancient Wales. Yet when
free to choose any locale in the world for a fiction play, the author
has set only one of his plays in his own England: The Merry Wives of
Windsor.

For Italy, there are also thirteen plays. Ten are set during the
Medieval or Renaissance era, while the remaining three, Coriolanus,
Titus Andronicus, and Julius Caesar, are set well in the past, on the soil
of ancient Rome, in times and places which also exhibit the author’s
erudition.

There are ten additional plays, of course, and the playwright has
chosen to set each one of them in a separate foreign place, such as his
famous Hamlet in Denmark and his Antony and Cleopatra in Egypt.

To summarize: there are ten plays of fiction set in Italy, one fic-
tion play set in England, and one play set in ten other places in the
world. Why this ten-to-one ratio? Why has this most creative of writ-
ers, when free to choose a setting for a play, chosen Italy ten times
more often than other places, including his own England?

A number of critics have suggested that the models for the au-
thor’s Italian settings were actually places in England, to which he
merely applied Italian names. On examining what henceforth will be
referred to as the “Italian Plays” while in Italy, however, the places
and things alluded to or described by the playwright reveal them-
selves to be singularly unique to that one country. How can this be?

!
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THE PRINCIPAL GEOGRAPHIES OF THE
SHAKESPEARE FIrsT FoLio PLAYS

There are ten plays of fiction set in Italy, one fiction play set in
England, and one play set in ten other places in the world. Why this

ten-to-one ratio?

ITALY

Romeo and Juliet

The Two Gentlemen of Verona
The Taming of the Shrew

The Merchant of Venice
Othello: Act I only

A Midsummer Night’s Dream
All’s Well That Ends Well**

*

Much Ado About Nothing
The Winter’s Tale

The Tempest™ 10 plays
* Adduced

** Also France

ENGLAND

King John
Richard II

Henry IV, Part I
Henry IV, Part 11
Henry V

Henry V1, Part [
Henry VI, Part I1
Henry VI, Part I11
Richard III
Henry VIII 10 plays

The Merry Wives
of Windsor 1 play

ANCIENT ROME ANCIENT BRITAIN/WALES
Coriolanus King Lear
Titus Andronicus Cymbeline
Julius Caesar
OTHER FOREIGN PLACES
Measure for Measure Vienna (Paris?)
As You Like It France
The Comedy of Errors Ephesus
Love’s Labours Lost Navarre

Twelfth Night
Troilus and Cressida
Timon of Athens
Macbeth

Hamlet

Antony and Cleopatra

Illyria (Ragusa)
Troy

Athens
Scotland
Denmark

Egypt 1 play each locale
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Disputes about the authorship of the First Folio plays are now
widespread. Numerous books have been published in a number of
countries— many very recently with undoubtedly more to come —ar-
guing that some person other than William Shakespeare was the real
author of the words which now bear that name.

All such publications, including the multitude declaring
william of Stratford to be the “true author,” have the same short-
coming: their arguments are only conjectural. They insist that their
candidate “could have” known, “would have” known, or “surely”
knew from other people— or from some then-existing book or books
(none ever identified) — the many unusual features that he wove into
his plays. The dispute has given rise to what is widely known as the

“Shakespeare Authorship Controversy.”

No book or article addressing the identity issue has provided a
forensic examination of the unique references that the author has spe-
cifically disclosed in his plays. Indeed, his familiarity with Italy, its
sites and sights, specific details, history, geography, unique cultural
aspects, places and things, practices and propensities, etc. —is, quite
simply, astonishing.

To enhance objectivity, this book shuns all existing arguments
about the identity of the playwright, simply calling him “the play-
wright” or “the author.” In only a few passages is the study con-
jectural, and I have clearly stated the rationale upon which each
conjecture — my opinion — has been based. Apart from these few
conjectures, all matters in this book rely on hard facts and report
where those facts are to be found. Pictures, photographs, drawings,
and maps are provided to illustrate those matters.

‘What then, did the real author of the Italian Plays, whoever he
was, know about Italy? What information does he reveal that was not
available in the media of his day? And what does his body of unique
and personal knowledge disclose about this man of actual travel and
wide-ranging awareness of the affairs of state?

Let us begin with Romeo and Juliet, commonly said to be the
first play the author wrote. It could also be considered the first in an-
other way, since Verona is the first Italian city a sensible traveler from
England would reach, having successfully crossed the Alps and come
down through the Brenner Pass.

PREFACE 5
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CHAPTER

Romeo and Juliet

“Devoted Love in Verona”

had not admitted to anyone why I was going to Italy this

time. My friends knew that I went there whenever I could, a

reputation that gave me the cover that I wanted for my fool’s

errand in Verona. But was it so foolish? Had [ deluded myself
in what I had come to suspect? Only by going back to Verona would I
ever know. Of that much I was certain.

Then I arrived, and stepping outside my hotel, glad I had come,
conflicting emotions began to make my blood race. I was half excit-
ed with the beginning quest, and half dreading a ridiculous failure,
but obsessed with the idea of discovering what no one had discov-
ered — had even looked for—in four hundred years.

My start would be — was planned to be — absurdly simple.
I would search for sycamore trees. Not anywhere in Verona but in one
place alone, just outside the western wall. Native sycamore trees, rem-
nants of a grove that had flourished in that one place for centuries.

In the first act, the very first scene, of Romeo and Juliet the
trees are described; and no one has ever thought that the English ge-
nius who wrote the play could have been telling the truth: that there
were such trees, growing exactly where he said in Verona. In that first
scene, Romeo’s mother, Lady Montague, encounters her nephew on



the street. His name is Benvolio; he is Romeo’s best friend. She asks
Benvolio where her son might be. Listen to Benvolio’s answer:

Madam, an hour before the worshipp’d sun
Peer’d forth the golden window of the East,
A troubled mind drave me to walk abroad,
Where, underneath the grove of sycamore
That westward rooteth from the city’s side,

So early walking did I see your son. (Emphasis mine)

P

The author who wrote those lines did not invent the story of
this immortal play. Many think that he did, but he didn’t. He bor-
rowed it. It was an old Italian tale. The man who recorded it for its
first printing in 1535 reported that this was so. He was Luigi da Porto,
and he said that he had heard the story told many times. Da Porto did
not mention any sycamore trees. But after all, he was not a native of
Verona; he was a nobleman of Vicenza.

When da Porto’s story was published in 1535, it was soon bor-
rowed and embellished by another Italian, a great storyteller named
Matteo Bandello. Bandello did not give us any sycamore trees either.
Then a French writer, Pierre Boaistuau, took over Bandello’s rendition
and put it into French, adding whimsies of his own and some goofy
descriptions about Italy; but he did not include any sycamore trees.

Boaistuau’s narrative soon arrived in England, where it un-
derwent more transformations. One Englishman, named William
Painter (or Paynter), wrote a modest prose version; but another, a lad
named Arthur Brooke, got carried away. Brooke wrote the story as a
tedious poem that he filled with fantasies, asides, and moralizations.
It took him 3,020 lines to finish the job. Brooke claimed that he used
Bandello, but he didn’t; he really used Boiastuau. You can tell, be-
cause his poem has Boiastuau’s embellishments. Brooke had plenty of
room for some sycamore trees, but there aren’t any. No one pays much
attention to Painter, but just for the record, there are no sycamores in
Painter’s prose either.

All of this evolution happened before the Romeo and Juliet of the
playwright was composed. Shakespeare scholars insist that he got his
material for Romeo and Juliet from Brooke’s enormous poem and that

8 THE SHAKESPEARE GUIDE TO ITALY

the celebrated playwright had never been in [taly; therefore, he could
be expected to make mistakes about its topographic realities. They say
he invented a peculiar Italy of his own, with colorful nonsense about
what was there. But (and here is the inexplicable thing) alone in the
playwright's Romeo and Juliet — there and nowhere else, not in any
other Italian or French or English version — has it been set down that
at Verona, just outside its western walls, was a grove of sycamore trees.

~

My driver took me across the city, then to its edge on the
Viale Cristoforo Colombo. Turning south onto the Viale Colonnello
Galliano, he began to slow. This was the boulevard where, long before
and rushing to the airport at Milan, I had glimpsed trees but had no
idea what kind.

Creeping along the Viale then coming to a halt, the driver, with
a proud sweep of his hand exclaimed: “Ecco, Signore! There they are !”
It is truly here, outside the western wall that our sycamores grow.
And there they were indeed. Holding my breath for fear they might be
mere green tricks of the sunlight, I leapt from the car to get a closer
look at the broad-lobed leaves and mottled pastel trunks, to make ab-
solutely certain that it was true; that the playwright had known, and
had told the truth. Benvolio was right. And I was not a fool.
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Now the trees are in separated stands, the ancient grove cut and
hacked away by boulevards and crossings, by building blocks and all
the ruthless quirks of urbanization. But the descendants of Romeo’s
woodland are still growing where they grew in Romeo’s day. Rejoined
in the mind’s eye, erasing the modern incursions, those stands form
again the grove that once, four and far more centuries ago, was the
great green refuge of a young man sick with love.

The playwright knew this, this unnoted and unimportant but
literal truth about the lay of the city. He had deliberately dropped an
odd little stone about a real grove of trees into the pool of his power-
ful drama. But concerned with great concepts, and the crises of a sus-
penseful love story, no one has noticed this small stone, the author’s
odd little fact: the westward sycamores of Verona.

This is the playwright who is said to be ignorant of Italy. But
truth is revealed in trifles, not in the great words that sweep. Truth
hides in the words that are overlooked — the dull words, odd words,
the words that are dismissed as cluttering, inconsequential, irrele-
vant. These are the words, not the soaring ones, that tell what a per-
son knows. But one must listen.

Place names will do it, too. They can give away who the ignorant
and who the traveled are. Such is the case with “villafranca.”
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All of the playwright’s predecessors — except Luigi da
Porto — invoke the name of a place outside the city of Verona when
they recount the story of Romeo and Juliet. The name, “Villafranca,”
appears in the early versions, such as when Lord Capulet is having his
problems with Juliet. She is fussing about getting married, especially
about getting married to Count Paris. She has never seen this fellow;
how could she possibly be interested in him? And so, at a crucial place
in the earlier versions of the story, Juliet is ordered by her father to
go to Villafranca. He tells her Paris will come to see her there. When
Bandello told the story, he used Villafranca too, but only to say that
Paris was there, without further elaboration. It was after Bandello
that the storytellers got creative— and wrong—about this place.

A “villafranca” is a “free town,” a place where, under the aegis
of its ruler, markets, trades, and fairs could be conducted under fa-
vorable advantages, with some or perhaps all the transactions free
of taxation. Otherwise, there was nothing extraordinary about a vil-
lafranca; not a villafranca as such, that is. But there was something
significant about the playwright’s villafranca in his version of Romeo
and Juliet. Like the sycamore trees, there was something different the
playwright would weave into his play that is not found in any previ-
ous version of the story.

When Arthur Brooke finally arrived at the 1,974th line of his
poem — that poem that is supposed to be the source of the play-
wright’s material — Brooke introduced his villafranca to his English
readers. He put its Italian name into English, “frectown,” and had
Capulet describe it as his, saying “our castle cald Free towne,” which
was located outside the city.

The playwright did not copy, did not borrow from Brooke’s de-
scription, or, for that matter, from any description of freetown as ever
written by anyone before him. Brooke’s freetown may have been roman-
tic for England, but to any northern Italian, or anyone who had come to
Verona to delve into its history and explore its sites, the idea of a Capulet
castle at Villafranca (freetown) outside Verona was just silly.

The playwright does not delay for 1,974 lines to invoke his own
freetown. In his Romeo and Juliet, in that same first scene of the same
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first act, almost immediately

even before he tells about the syca-
more grove— we hear of freetown. “Old Freetown,” it is called. And
what we hear from him about this place has nothing to do with an
imaginary Capulet castle or noble’s country retreat; it has to do with

things far more serious: infeudation and the medieval powers of

princes.
>’

This first scene of the play begins with dangerous men of hos-
tile allegiances out on a city street looking for a nice chance to spill
blood. They are the bravoes of enemy houses, the Montagues and the
Capulets. They meet; they draw steel to do murder; and next, their ac-
tual lords enter the fray. They are the blustering Capulet and the ar-
rogant Montague, old fools who are not there to put down the brawl,
as might be hoped, but to make the encounter still worse. And then
there is hell to pay. Here, enraged, comes the great prince of Verona’s
domains, Escalus, their overlord prince. His fury freezes everyone,
and the outrage upon the city’s peace is halted.

Escalus’ ringing words seize all attention. So much so that they

can overshadow the puzzling commands to the lawless nobles that ar-
rive at the end of his speech:

You, Capulet, shall go along with me;

And, Montague, come you this afternoon,

To know our farther pleasure in this case,

To old Freetown, our common judgment place.
(Emphasis mine)

And there it is: Freetown, only as described in this play. Nothing
is said about Juliet, nothing about Paris. Just Freetown. And whatever
else Freetown might be, this much we have now learned: it is old, and
it is the place where Prince Escalus pronounces his common judg-
ments. “Common” does not mean “ordinary” here; it means “public.”
We are told nothing else. But why is Freetown mentioned in this early
way, and what of those differing commands?

Capulet is to forthwith accompany Escalus down a Verona
street; the Prince has no apprehensions about this old scoundrel. But
Montague is ordered to appear before the Prince at a public hearing,
at some other time and place, at old Freetown. From the Prologue of
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the play, we know that these two nobles are heads of houses “both
alike in dignity.” Yet here these equals are, in the same breath, as-
signed widely different commands. There is no clue as to 'e\fhy.
Not only does the playwright fail to elaborate, he changes the subje.ct
abruptly, while almost completely emptying the stage. Bscalu.s exits
as suddenly as he appears, and we turn to Benvolio, who tells his aunt

about the sycamore grove.

reetown. And the playwright has called it “old.” But old in

what way? Old of long-standing practices, or physically old,

or venerable otherwise? Or all of these? No other teller of
this story had called it old or mentioned anything about public judg-
ments. This town on the banks of the Tartaro River had been there
since the Dark Ages, at least. It may well have been a village in Roman
times. And here at the beginning of the play its author departs from
antecedents: he makes Freetown “old,” pointedly so; and the place of
princely public judgments.

What’s all this about? Is this nonsense? Neither has the ques-
tion been asked nor does it seem that any curiosity has arisen over the
pointed commands of Escalus — or about where, exactly, he directed
Montague to go that afternoon or why.

It might seem that the playwright didn’t need to write those lines
for Escalus at the opening of his play. The other tellers of Romeo and
Juliet gave their Villafranca allusion to Capulet, later in the tale. Our
author, however, promptly gave the reference to Escalus, inan approach
that is his alone. Why had he written these four perplexing lines?

There was only one way to settle the matter: I had to go to Villafranca
di Verona in person, to see for myself what no one had taken the trouble
to investigate. And this time as I left my hotel in Verona, I had no mixed -
emotions. | had firmed myself to be detached, to be clinical and objective,
to go forward in that resolute and professional way in which surprises are
to be expected and complications and blind alleys are normal realities.
I had the questions; it was time for the answers. With maps and books
and papers and camera, and two “emergency” apples, 1 drove away from
Verona’s walls to find this old Freetown, most especially, to find a place
there with some singular stature for princely judgments.
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Villafranca di Verona is about sixteen kilometers — ten
miles— or an easy two- or three-hour ride for Montague — southwest
of Verona on the vast and fertile plain of northern Italy. It is a rare
tourist that ever goes there, even though it is near the highway to the
popular Mantua. It is not a big city but is more than a country town.
I drove easily into its center, ready for what I had told myself would
be a dispassionate investigation, but what I spied through the wind-
shield straight ahead made all of my resolutions wobble. I was stunned.
Rising before me I saw, and knew immediately, what “old Freetown,”
that “common judgment place,” was. It wasn’t the city at all, but what
was in that city. The city’s name was just a simple way to identify it for
contemporaries and long after. This was sort of an “emergency,” so
I reached for my apples.

Villafranca, old Freetown, is a brick colossus resting on massive
earthworks. The whole is a formidable medieval castle with tall tow-
ers, gates around of every size, forbidding walls and ramparts, and
high planes and harsh edges set in stern terra cotta masonry. Now,
separated by centuries of intervening strife, old Freetown’s strategic
walls are rent and its interior keep and halls razed, but there the great
stronghold endures, no longer in fact but forever in symbol, the un-
mistakable seat, just here, of the della Scala power in the Italian feu-
dal world,

Spread out before its commanding gate that faces toward the
modern town, there still remains, these centuries later, an open quar-
ter of wide, flat acres. It was even wider at one time, though it’s still
there, ready to receive again the stalls and tents and booths and stacks
of merchandise that were once displayed for sale, age after age under
the brooding walls and venerated and venerable assurances — the old
assurances, the old decencies—that were at the heart of that castle’s
honorable rulers. And who were those rulers? Was there such a man
in history as the play’s Prince Escalus?

When Luigi da Porto wrote the story of Romeo Montecchio and
Giulietta Cappelletti, he quoted a man he called Peregrino, a man
from Verona, whose version of the story was the one he chose to set
down. Peregrino informed da Porto that the sad events had happened
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«during the time when the amiable and humane Prince Bartolomeo
della Scala reigned over my most beautiful country.” Della Scala.
gscalus. The same Italian family. Escalus is a sort of Latin form for
della Scala, a form that has been used for a very long time, and which
has been used by other tellers of this tale. There are other forms of
this family name as well. Perhaps the one most widely used in Italy is
Scaligero, whose englished form is Scaliger.

The power of this della Scala—Scaliger family reached its first
great expanse in the thirteenth century, with conquests of the wide
territories all about Verona. Many of the conquests were carried out
by Mastino I della Scala, whose domains eventually came to include
V;:rona itselfin 1260. This Mastino, of long life and high honor, died in
1301; and the next della Scala in line was his nephew, Bartolomeo, So
popular was his succession that it was ratified by public acclaim. But
Bartolomeo would not endure. He died in 1304; and thus Peregrino
had not only identified Bartolomeo as the storied Escalus, he had nar-
rowed the time for the story of Romeo and Juliet to one of three medi-
eval years. But the Veronese — ask anyone there even now —are more
precise: “It happened in 1302”; and it is always said without hesita-
tion. This exact year is an important part of the Veronese unwaver-
ing tradition.

Italian road maps that show Villafranca di Verona usually car-
ry an added notation: “Castello Scaligero.” It means only that there
is a castle at that spot on the map that was a Scaliger property. The
Scaligers built many castles; and such maps will note many of their
locations by that same undiscriminating label. Cartographers do
not write history. They draw the maps and leave the history to oth-
ers. The castle at Villafranca di Verona was not just another Castello
Scaligero: only this one was the site of their princely court, the seat of
Scaliger authority, and the venue for their public judgments.

It was built in 1202 and endured as the central Scaliger seat un-
til 1354, when Cangrande II della Scala had the great Castelvecchio
built inside Verona’s walls. It was Cangrande who moved the Scaliger
court away from “Old Freetown.” But when Bartolomeo ruled in 1302,
the Castello Scaligero was already a century old: old in tradition, old
in family, old in power, and old in medieval protocol. Montague had
no doubt where to present himself on that designated afternoon. And
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if the Montague in Romeo and Juliet knew, then its playwright knew,
and knew as well that Escalus could properly call Freetown “old.”

But there is more that the playwright indicated in Escalus’
command. It was something that would be of concern to every
Englishman — indeed every European —not only in the medieval
ages but into the Renaissance, and well beyond. A feudal code should
have been honored by Escalus when he separated the bloodthirsty
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Capulets and Montagues. But he violates thal. code, and “f(?rse, he
does it on a public street. He does not tender “equal dignity” to the
noblemen. His commands to them are radically different.

At the start of the twenty-first century, I could only guess why,
but for a sixteenth-century audience, Escalus clearly established the
state of affairs in this opening scene. Through his ruling, Escalus
disclosed — whether true in real life or not— that here was a ruling
prince who was not just, and who was about to violate the ancient
protocols between a ruler and nobles who were of “equal dignity.”
This injustice would signal to the audience that doom was on the way.
we will see the Capulets favored again and witness Romeo Montague
banished without a hearing. We will witness for ourselves the tragic

result of bias, hatred, and injustice.
'

What else might the playwright have told us about Verona in
the pages of his play that was an unknown truth rather than the in-
vention of an untraveled writer? There was one more pointed allusion
that kept bothering me, more complex than the sycamore grove, and
more hidden than the meaning of “old Freetown.” It was an allusion
to a minor place name that is always skipped over, ever-considered
to be yet another of the playwright’s fanciful inventions. It is “Saint
Peter’s Church,” mentioned late in Act I11. To discover whatever truth
it might involve, I would need to explore Verona again. I would need
to investigate its ancient parish patterns and fix firmly in mind the lo-
cations of the places in their city where the Veronese still say the story
happened: the streets, the squares, the churches, and the important
secular buildings that existed in 1302. Though I had not yet under-
stood why, the arrangement of those places would become far more
important than I expected when I began my exploratory walks.

~

The story of Romeo and Juliet is known intimately to the
Veronese. It is their story and a proud local tradition that has been
handed from generation to generation. Their story is a true story, and
far older than all the written versions of the tragic tale. Even today, the
Veronese can point to the places in Verona where the events took place,
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many of which have been described in guidebooks, in every possible
language, for visitors on a pilgrimage to the city of mortal love.

I knew from the words of the play’s Prince Escalus, when he
spoke of “old Freetown,” that the playwright knew the truth of the
Veronese tradition; and I suspected from his sycamore grove— though
it’s not part of the local recounting of the tale — that the author had
been here, in Verona, himself.

I was intrigued. I needed to compare, with my own eyes, the
Veronese tradition with the words of the playwright; but knowing what
1 knew about his methods, I felt almost certain that everything the au-
thor “sneaks into” his Italian Plays can be found on the ground.

My ultimate goal was to find that very Saint Peter’s Church
clearly named by the playwright. Although none of his scenes would
be set there (only its name used to threaten Juliet), it had to be the
Capulet parish church, and it would have to fit seamlessly into the
Veronese version of the heartbreaking tale. Why our author would in-
sist on such accuracy demonstrates not just respect for that Veronese
tradition but, more important, a keen knowledge of the layout of
Verona itself.

Before setting out on my comparative investigations, I sat in the
lobby of my hotel with my paperback copy of Romeo and Juliet and
systematically crossed off the headnote descriptions editors have pro-
vided for the play. I wanted a completely fresh approach. I didn’t want
to be influenced by what had been added later by someone who, very
likely, had never been in Italy. I underlined only what I could glean
about the settings from the words spoken by the playwright’s charac-
ters— as Benvolio had done with the sycamore trees.

I kept firmly in mind the admonition in The Reader’s Ency-
clopedia of Shakespeare:

Modern editions of Elizabethan plays are generally misleading
in their indications of act and scene divisions and in their iden-
tification of location.

With underlined paperback in one pocket, and dog-eared Verona
guide in the other—and an opened umbrella above my head —1 set
out on the streets of the city under a drizzling rain, convinced I was
about to confirm what I already suspected to be true.
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n Romeo and Juliet there are several scenes that take place in

“public places” because the dialogue of the characters makes

the identifications clear. Two of these public places are espe-
cially famous, and both make tempting identification traps.

Bartolomeo had his great palazzo in Piazza dei Signori; the
building is still there. The other of these two prominent places is
piazza Erbe, just through a broad archway from Piazza dei Signori.
While the former is where herbs —and fruits and vegetables — were
sold, the other was and, in many ways still is, a place of municipal
government. The challenge these squares offer can be in guessing
whether either of them might have been the place for a scene or two,
or maybe more, in Romeo and Juliet.

In one of my earlier sojourns to Verona, when I asked a native
of the city whether one of these public squares might have been the
site of the confrontations between the enemy families, I was promptly
given an education in words much like these:

“The Capulet and Montague ruffians may have been ignorant, but
they were not stupid. They would never have chosen a place fo fight that
was under the nose of Bartolomeo and the municipal authorities. The
places where they fought were out at the end of Via Cappello, at Stradone
San Fermo, when the Stradone was called “il Corso.””

When T asked how this was known, without hesitation, the re-
sponse was: “We have always known.” The Veronese tradition.

By walking from one place to the next accompanied by my pa-
perback and guide, I saw that every site the Veronese identify in their
own story lies casterly and southerly of those adjacent piazze. The area is
contained on the east side by the southbound course of the Adige River.
I could perceive no contradictions between the play’s scenes and the specif-
ic sites described in my guidebook. The single oddity was the playwright’s
inclusion of that sycamore grove, far to the west of everything else.

Although I was now satisfied that no brawl had taken place be-
tween the Capulets and Montagues beneath a window of Bartolomeo
della Scala—in either the Piazza dei Signori or the Piazza Erbe —
I loitered for a time in dei Signori to admire once more the statue of
Dante Alighieri that has been placed there. Verona memories are very
long; it was not set up in that spot until 1865, but it commemorates
an event of civic pride that happened in that same memorable year in
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which Romeo discovered Juliet: 1302. When Dante was sentenced to
death in his native Florence, he was given his first refuge in Verona

by Bartolomeo della Scala, our “Prince Escalus,” and Verona became
his home for a number of years. This may be why da Porto’s friend
Peregrino said that the prince was “amiable and humane,” although
the playwright makes him less so.

We wouldn’t know from any tales about the Capulets and
Montagues about the coincidence of Dante’s presence in the city. He
would have been there — despite the academic fussing about dates —at
the very time that the events between the Montagues and the Capulets
had reached their climax. Indeed, it seems as though he might even
have witnessed some of the story in person. In his Purgatorio, when he
came to Canto VI, Dante wrote this admonition to the ruling German
king, Albrecht I (1298-1308):

Vieni a veder Montecchi e Cappelletti,
... lom sanza cura ...

Come — you who pay no heed—do come and see
Montecchi, Cappelletti, sad already ...

(Allen Mandelbaum, trans.)
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cross the Piazza dei Signori to its far corner, the little me-

dieval church of Santa Maria Antica, the family church of

the Scaligers, still stands. It is a place where it might be
guessed that Dante would have also heard mass recited. There, rarely
noticed because it is inside the high wrought iron enclosure of the
Scaliger monuments, is the sarcophagus of Bartolomeo della Scala
resting in its indentation, as it has been since the time of Romeo and
Juliet, in the exterior of the church’s wall.

Turning down the corner street, and eastward for just a few
steps, is the documented townhouse of the Montecchi, the Monta-
gues, hence the city home of Romeo. Everything about it fits the sto-
ry: the date of its age, the medieval design, the whole arrangement.

Returning back through the Piazza dei Signori, through the arch
and into Piazza Erbe, then a turn to the left, the space of the piazza nar-
rows to form the beginning of two different streets. The one on the
right, Via Mazzini, has been an important street of shops since Roman
times and leads south to the Roman arena. But the one on the left,
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which runs eastward to-
ward the Adige River, is
Via Cappello. Down that
street, not far from the
piazza at No. 23, is the
most important place of
pilgrimage in Verona:
the home of legendary
Juliet.

Seldom is there
a time when there isn’t
a crowd of visitors at
Juliet’s house, and this
is to be expected, for
it is one of the world’s
great shrines to mortal
love. There is nothing
quite like it anywhere,
and the timid will cheat
themselves if they do not
make their way through
the courtyard, enter, and
mount the stairs.

This house, un-
like the Montague-
Montecchi house, has no
documented history as
the Capulet house. It de-
pends on Veronese tradi-
tion for its authenticity.
Some point to the an-
cient name of its street,
Via Cappello, a variant of
the family name, which
is variable itself, such as
Cappelletti, Capuletti,
Capelletto, Cappello,

story.

and so on, since streets
were often named — or re-
named — for important res-
idents; but that alone is not
proof that a young beauty
named Giulietta Cappello,
or Capuletti, ever lived here
in 1302, even though the
house is medieval and seems
remarkably suited for the

Spoofers say this
house was only an inn mere-
ly named for the street, but
the response to this is swift:
many a great old house be-
came a “bed-and-breakfast”
at one time or another in its

history, and this house has undergone seven centuries of changing uses.
One hundred years ago it was a tenement slum, its rooms divided with
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wretched partitions, its courtyard jammed with rubbish; and this, too,
is proof of nothing.

But there are some things that can be learned here. The house
was rescued from deterioration in the early twentieth century by the
Italian government. It has a perfect main room — or Great Room,
call it what you will — on its “first floor,” the floor which Americans
call the second floor and Italians call the piano nobile— exactly right
for the festive event where Romeo first sets eyes on Juliet. The room
has been delightfully restored. But there is one glaring feature of the
house that is a direct contradiction of the playwright’s dialogue, a
contradiction rarely noticed.

The celebrated balcony of Juliet that everyone admires is on the
fagade of the Capulet house above the entry door, overlooking the entry
court. But inside the house, and strangely so, the balcony is an adjunct
to the Great Room. In performances of Romeo and Juliet we are accus-
tomed to a balcony that overlooks an orchard. From the lines of Act II
Scene 2, it is clear that Romeo climbed over a wall into the Capulet or-
chard—not into an entry court— to woo Juliet up above. Where was
the orchard overlooked by a balcony here at Juliet’s house? Did the play-
wright make a mistake? Did he depart from reality for convenience?

Orchard? Balcony? There was something wrong here, but the
entry court of Juliet’s house was too noisy and crowded for me to con-
centrate. [ needed to go over the play in quiet and with care.

~

There are three scenes in Romeo and Juliet that have the same ar-
rangement, with Romeo in the orchard and Juliet above. If there had
once been an orchard at Juliet’s house in centuries past, the crowd-
ing of city buildings and walls have since erased it. Intense urbaniza-
tion over the years would easily have removed whatever orchard there
might have been in 1302. A small orchard, however, had always been
an important adjunct to the townhouse of a wealthy family in Italy.
Presently there is only a small paved courtyard between the street gate
and its front door. I was forced to let go of the orchard.

But the balcony? Far more disturbing is that balcony above the
door. There is no “balcony” in Romeo and Juliet. None whatsoever.
Not only is the word absent from the play, it isn’t a word to be found
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in any other play, Italian or not, by the same playwright. For that mat-
ter, the word “balcony” is not found in any of the poetry ascribed to
the playwright either.

The playwright’s descriptions in Romeo and Juliet are clear:
Juliet appears in every case, by the author’s own words, at her “win-
dow.” The playwright did not give Juliet a balcony, and it seemed to
me that it would have been a careless father who would give his pretty
daughter a bedroom that had a convenient balcony. While the exist-
ing balcony is indeed an authentic relic of medieval times, it was tak-
en from some other building somewhere and attached to its present
location at 23 Via Cappello in a spasm of touristic promotion in the
1930s. Juliet’s balcony, admired by tourists the world over today, was
not there originally; not in that spot, anyway.

I

Two more quests remained. One of them was to revisit Juliet’s
revered resting place at the ancient former Monastery of Saint
Francis — San Francesco al Corso—just beyond Verona’s southerly
medieval wall and near the Adige on the Via del Pontiere. The other
was to look for a medieval church called “Saint Peter,” another place
name, like villafranca, that the playwright inserted into his story.
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The Great Room in
the Capulets’ house
where Romeo would
have seen Juliet for
the first time. (Photc
courtesy of Sylvia
Holmes)



The St. Francis
Monastery (San

Francesco al Corso).

This is where Friar
Laurence married
Romeo and Juliet.
(Author’s photo)

When I left Juliet’s house at 23 Via Cappello, I made my way to

the Monastery by walking to the end of the street and turning to the
right onto Stradone San Fermo. In the medieval period this street led
to the old southern city wall, where it ended. That wall is now bro-
ken open, and the street continues beyond the line of the former pro-
tective barrier. As it continues, its path takes it progressively further
away from my objective, the Monastery where Juliet’s confessor, Friar
Laurence— Fra Lorenzo — had his cell.

When preparing for this walk, I had learned at the police office
in Piazza dei Signori that the easiest way to reach the Monastery on
foot was to leave Via Stradone after a short distance, at any conve-
nient corner, and turn left until coming to the river’s edge, then turn
right along the river and follow my nose along the embankment to
the Monastery. I followed the officer’s instructions. He had said that
if I wanted to go on foot from Juliet’s house to the Monastery, just as
she did when she went to see her confessor, Friar Laurence, this would
duplicate the shortest and safest route that a woman would have tak-
enin 1302.

The former Franciscan Monastery, San Francesco al Corso, is
just where it might be for a plausible story, outside the ancient city
wall but not too far, and within the walking reach of a proper noble
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maiden wanting to make her confession. It has not been a monas-
tery for a long time. Disused and idle, it was taken over in the nine-
teenth century as a base for the Italian cavalry. The cloister at the
all of which

Monastery had been filled with graves and gravestones
were removed. The cells and halls became quarters and barracks and
the Monastery grounds put to use for drills and parades. But these
changes have not deterred the more determined visitors wanting to
see where Juliet and Count Paris and Romeo died, near the vault which
is still there, reached from steps down in the arcaded cloister. If it can
be granted that an Englishman who wrote for a country where monas-
teries had long since been disestablished might call a cloister a “church-
yard,” then the dialogue in the play closely fits both the cloister and its
large adjacent burial vault at San Francesco al Corso.

The place the playwright calls “Capel’s monument” is large
enough to be “pack’d” with the bones of any number of Juliet’s an-
cestors. It is below ground level, and consists of two vacant connected
chambers with only a heavy pink marble sarcophagus in one of them,
open and empty, with its edges and corners chipped by centuries of
souvenir seekers. This artifact is the legendary place of Juliet’s final
rest, although there is no such pink remnant mentioned in the play. Nor
should there be. Even in Verona, there is disagreement about the age of
that marble artifact, whose it was, and how it got there.

Whatever the case, the sarcophagus was really not my concern.
If a real Juliet was ever laid inside it, it would have been after all had
been said, and a stonecutter had been
engaged to make the stone coffin, if that
is what it is. To be honest, I was vaguely
uncomfortable with the Tomb of Juliet;
quite empty, with added tourist entry
and exit stairs, and its quasi-Gothic
stone window frames which make no
sense. My quest began, and ended, with
the playwright’s final lines, with lovely
Juliet lying lifeless on her bier.
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The cloister at
Friar Laurence’s
Monastery. In the
corner, beyond the
arch, are the steps
down to the Capule
crypt where Juliet
would have been in
terred. (Author’s
photo)




Capulet family
crypt. These are
the steps leading
down to the crypt
from the St. Francis
Monastery cloister.
(Author’s photo)

had reduced my adventure with Romeo and [uliet to one fi-

nal step, a step that required a fresh examination of a city

map of Verona, a visit to the office of the diocese, a bit of
reading, and a brief visit to what had become my favorite police sta-
tion. Here was one final puzzle to solve, and like that unique refer-
ence to the sycamores, here was another reference that can be found
only in the playwright’s version of Romeo and Juliet; it is not to be
found in any other literature. As with the sycamore trees, no one
has noticed it; after all, wouldn't it be yet one more of the author’s
inventions? Never mind that its name is repeated in the play —in-
deed three times— with the actors probably shouting. It is “Saint
Peter’s Church,” and named in the play at a place editors later la-
beled “Scene 5” for “Act I1L.”

In that editorially designated scene we first hear about this
church. I had to find it; I had to believe it was not a fiction conjured
at a London writing
table — certainly not
after discovering the
accuracy of the play’s
sycamores, its old
Freetown, and the
uncanny ambience
of the Verona neigh-
borhood which is re-
flected in the play.
An “uncanny ambi-
ence” is hardly proof
of anything, howev-
er, and I wanted one
more solid landmark
that the playwright
alone gave us—one
that was unique to
him, was exact, and
was also in the right
place in Verona. The
test would be not
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only to find a Saint Peter’s Church in the city, but a Saint Peter’s
Church that exactly fit the lines in the play.

1 was beginning to suspect that this playwright had a peculiar
practice in writing his Italian Plays, and as I discovered throughout my
adventures in Italy, my suspicions were confirmed. It was his method,
his “trick” of pointedly naming or describing some obscure or unique
place that might look like an invention or mistake but which turns
out to be actual. It would be one that is not necessarily a place for a
scene, but somewhere that today we might say is “off-camera,” and
with an identity that has little (or nothing) to do with the plot: a one-
of-a-kind place which reveals an unusual, intimate, knowledge of Italy.
I promised myself that as I continued my explorations the length of
Italy with the Italian Plays in hand, I would exercise special alertness
to verify that my suspicions were correct. Meanwhile, here in Verona,
I would search for the playwright’s Saint Peter’s Church.

It all hap-
pens in that “Act III
Scene 5.” Juliet’s fa-
ther is furious with
her. He has arranged
her marriage to
Count Paris, and she
is holding back. Not
once, but three times
in succession, Saint
Peter’s Church is in-
voked as the place
where the marriage
to Paris is to take
place. It seemed to
me that said three
times is the play-
wright’s demand for
our attention; it is
his call.

Juliet’s mother
is first to say that it
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Tomb of Juliet
(alleged).
(Author’s photo)



will happen at “Saint Peter’s Church.” Then Juliet repeats the name. And
third, Capulet names it, threatening Juliet to be dragged there if she won'’t
go willingly. No one but the playwright, not even the Veronese, has ever
mentioned this Saint Peter’s Church to embellish their story.

Because no wedding will really happen there, nor will any scene
of the play, this threefold repetition of the name of the church is
passed over or regarded as a fabrication. What characteristics would
such a church need to have to be consistent with the complexities of
Romeo and Juliet? What elements would give it the ring of reality, be
beyond the pale of untraveled contrivance?

It would need to be a Franciscan church. Religious orders
were— still are — proprietary, jealous of their jurisdictions and pre-
rogatives; and Friar Laurence, who would officiate at the marriage,
was a Franciscan. Young women of any social level, especially with
protective parents, would customarily marry in their own parish
church, not so much out of sentiment but because that is where nec-
essary family records were maintained, where a favoring priest would
preside, and where the local community would gather to look on, all
these factors forming a body of verification of a lawful and binding
marriage in a lasting form. The party most needing such verification
for her protection was the bride; and it would be the bride’s parish
church, not the groom’s.

Is or was there a church called Saint Peter’s in medieval Verona?
Now I had a problem. There are four: San Pietro in Castello; San Pietro
in Archivolto; San Pietro Martire; and San Pietro Incarnario. And every
one of them was there during the fourteenth century; three of them
there before that. Each had to be seen, its records found, its function
learned. And so I began, and this is what T found:

San Pietro in Castello is inside the Castelvecchio, the vast city
fortress of the Scaligers. It was never a parish church. It was a mili-
tary church for soldiers who needed convenient confession and the
healing mystery of the mass. It did not exist when Bartolomeo della
Scala, Prince Escalus, was the ruler of Verona. The construction of
Castelvecchio began fifty years after Bartolomeo’s death, about 1354.
And it looked to be too far to the west of Juliet’s house, away from the
pattern of the traditional scenes of the story which I had adduced.
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San Pietro in Archivolto was built in the thirteenth century, well
before the time of Romeo and Juliet. It is a small and charming sanc-
tuary with a seated figure of Saint Peter, “Keeper of the Keys,” above
its door. This medieval building served, and still serves though infre-
quently, as a subsidiary of Santa Maria Matricolare, the magnificent
cathedral of Verona, and stands just across a narrow street from the
south door of the cathedral. It was never a parish church; and it is
even farther to the west of Juliet’s neighborhood.

San Pietro Martire is a medieval church of a different kind. It is
adjacent to the great Dominican basilica built about 1290 and ded-
icated to Saint Anastasia. This lesser church, or chapel, stands on
the left side of Piazza Sant’Anastasia as an adjunct to their monas-
tery, and was originally called San Giorgio dei Dominicani. The man
called “San Pietro Martire,” sometimes called “Peter of Verona,” was
a Dominican friar, not a Franciscan; and Piazza Sant’Anastasia is also
to the west, not the east, of Juliet’s house.

San Pietro Incarnario, the last of the four, seemed impossible to find,
nor would I have found it without the pencil sketch that a kind carabi-
niere made for me at the police station in the Piazza dei Signori. It wasn't
a great sketch, but was good enough, although he warned me that I might
not recognize the building for the medieval church it once had been.

With sketch in hand, I left the police station, went through
Piazza Erbe, entered Via Cappello, walked past Juliet’s house toward
the river, turned right on Stradone San Fermo and continued walk-
ing. This seemed like déja vu: this was the first part of Juliet’s route
to Friar Laurence’s Monastery, where both Juliet and her Romeo had
paid their visits and where they had been secretly married by the Friar -
in the Monastery’s church.

But the sketch I was given didn’t go that far. In only a few blocks I
had arrived at my destination, and it was as the carabiniere had said: be-
fore me stood a small church building, now with a white plaster exterior.
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Saint Peter’s
hurch,” San Pietro
wcarnario. The
1rch was found-
1in 955 A.D. and
15 been renovated
ser the centuries.
Author’s photos)

It was located at the corner of Stradone Scipione Maffei (a renamed
segment of Stradone San Fermo) and, to my great surprise, a street
named “Via San Pietro Incarnario.” I was stunned. This was the very cor-
ner where I had turned toward the river on my earlier search to find the
Monastery! In my haste at the time, I had not noticed the church, whose
street still bears its name. Unmistakably, however, here was the Capulet
parish— and the play’s— thrice-named Saint Peter’s Church.

In 1302, this Saint Peter’s was not a white-plastered building.
Over the centuries, its original appearance has been altered signifi-
cantly, resulting in the mixture of architectural styles seen today. The
church hardly merits a second glance by a weary traveler, especially
one focused on a quest— neither is it especially attractive, nor does it
appear old. But by craning my neck, I could make out its early medi-
eval origins: the original bell tower still exists.

For a long time, this Saint Peter’s has not actually served as a
church, and it is the only one of the four San Pietros to have under-
gone extensive modifications. These were done in the second half of
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the nineteenth, and again in the twentieth, centuries. In 1882, the
church suffered heavy flood damage and during World War IT was
partially destroyed. It has suffered mightily over the centuries, but
there it is: shortened by flood, altered by violence, no longer needed
for any parish— now used only as a simple meeting hall.

But both in the sixteenth century, and in the days of the story of
Romeo and Juliet, the diocesan records reveal that this was, indeed, a
parish church. Founded in 955, in the thirteenth century it came un-
der Franciscan jurisdiction and remained so for the next six hundred
years. [ had, indeed, located Saint Peter’s Church. It fit every ingredi-
ent given for it in the play, and was yet one more of the playwright’s
very own, almost secret touches to his Romeo and Juliet.

True to the pattern of the story’s places in the city, this Saint
Peter’s Church not only was in Juliet’s parish, but directly on the path
between lovely Juliet’s house and the monastic cell of her confessor.
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CHAPTER

The Two Gentlemen
of Verona — Part 1

“Sailing to Milan”

he leading characters in The Two Gentlemen of Verona are

two young fellows named Valentine and Proteus, each the

son of a nobleman, and thus called “gentlemen.” Their ad-

ventures can be viewed in a light hearted way and left at
that, and so it has been through the centuries. Yet, there is far more
to the play, virtually all of which has been ridiculed as the product of
the playwright’s fertile imagination.

This is the play with the most, and most highly varied, descrip-
tions of and allusions to things Italian in the entire Shakespeare can-
on. Indeed, if critics were to choose one single Italian Play to criticize,
this is that play. Critics say it has an absurd Italy, with seacoasts and
harbors that never existed, and historical events that never happened.
Not only is the playwright accused of inventing such things, but also
of being so absent minded about Italy as to misname Padua for Milan
in one of its dialogues, and to refer to an emperor in Milan when it
only had a duke. They say that anyone who spent any time in the rel-
evant places in Italy would never have made such blunders.



One thing was already clear to me by finding that the settings
for Romeo and Juliet are actual, none invented. But what about the al-
lusions to places, things, and events in The Two Gentlemen of Verona?
They really do seem to be outlandish, but were they real neverthe-
less?

Verona is where this play begins, and where the allegedly ig-
norant blunders begin. Though I had concluded my searches about
Romeo and Juliet, I was still in Verona, and was free to stay longer. I
had brought along, “just in case,” my marked-up paperback of The
Two Gentlemen, and some research material.

When walking the streets of Verona, it had been easy to visu-
alize Escalus, Juliet, Romeo, Nurse, and all the other characters in
the dramatic story in one place or another. It wasn’t as fulfilling this
time around, when the characters and events are those in The Two
Gentlemen.

As [ walked about Verona with a copy of the play in hand as a
guidebook, its usefulness began to pale. At first I thought it was be-
cause the preponderance of Verona’s streets and buildings are marvel-
ously medieval, overshadowing the elegant Renaissance achievements
within its walls. Then, as I continued to scrutinize this play, the real
reason became clear: there are no specific allusions to, or descrip-
tions of, places, streets, or buildings in Verona such that they could
be explored or photographed. In Romeo and Juliet, the playwright de-
scribes or alludes to enough specific sites that anyone disposed to
study the terrain and its history, can be rewarded. This is not the case
with The Two Gentlemen.

In The Two Gentlemen, the playwright turned instead to address
Verona’s position as one of the important hubs of Italian trade and
transportation. That done, he turns then to tell of the people, places,
and things in Milan, a very different Italian city. To do this, he sends
his two fearless young men of Verona there to tell of that city as best
as they can.

'

When this play begins, its two young gentlemen are on the stage.
The one named Valentine, about to depart for Milan, is taking leave
of his best friend, Proteus, who has been pleading with him to stay at
home. In his speech, Valentine says in part:
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Cease to persuade, my loving Proteus;
Home-keeping youth have ever homely wits.

I rather would entreat thy company

To see the wonders of the world abroad

Than (living dully sluggardiz’d at home)
Wear out thy youth with shapeless idleness ...

This is an argument that a restless young gentleman of means
in England might well have offered against the contemporary Puritan
view held in high places there— such as those of Elizabeth’s great
minister, Lord Burghley — that travel in Italy was corrupting.

Valentine has more to say about this, then, near the end of their
conversation —and anxious to depart— he says:

Once more adieu; my father at the road .
Expects my coming, there to see me shipp’d.  (Emphasis mine)

Then, among his added final words he says: “At Milan let me
hear from thee by letter ....” And now we know: Valentine is sailing
from inland Verona to inland Milan in a ship.

alentine’s father is not at a paved or dirt road for pedes-

trians and vehicles. Valentine is using a nautical term fre-

quently misunderstood. The Riverside Shakespeare is not
alone when it footnotes “road” as meaning a “seaport,” which any mar-
iner would know is exactly what a road is not. No sailor, Elizabethan or
modern, would think it was.

Along select channels of the seas, and in the large and smooth
rivers the world over, there are wide places for ships to anchor called
“roads” (though some recent dictionaries call them “roadsteads™).
Roads are the preferred places for ships to ride at anchor, either to be
served by lighters, or else to come up, in turn, to a nearby quay, to
load or unload passengers and cargo. A port, on the other hand, is
a haven or harbor of calm water with surrounds of solid land, often
enhanced with protecting jetties. Ports are a refuge from the stormy
hazards of seas or great lakes, as well as being a suitable place to ac-
commodate long-range commerce and transportation.
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ew of Verona
wing the “Ponte
wi” (Ship Bridge),
Bernardo Bellotto
20-1780).

The playwright’s precise knowledge of sailing, and the la nguage
of sailors, is famous. He made the germane distinctions, for example,
in Act I Scene 1 of The Merchant of Venice, in which Solanio describes
Antonio as “Piring [peering] in maps for ports and piers, and roads.”
These nouns are not synonyms, and nowhere in The Two Gentlemen
did he write that there was g port or “seaport” at Verona, nor at Milan,
either.

Since Roman times, Verona was a city of major Importance as a
center for shipping, serving traffic, trade, and travelers going th rough
the Brenner Pass above it. By means of the Adige River, one could sajl
to and from it to many cities in Italy. One could also sail from Verona,
through the mouth of the Adige, and reach the Adriatic arm of the
Mediterranean Sea— ang thence, to the rest of the world. In 1580,
when the famous French essayist Michel de Montaigne saw Verona’s
road, he remarked in his Diary about Verona’s “vast quay.” The road
and that adjacent quay were just downstream from the great stone
bridge called “Ponte Nayj” (Ship Bridge). The bridge can be seen as it
Was a century after de Montaigne’s description in the painting by that
Italian master Bernardo Bellotto (1720-1780).!

The venerable Ponte Navj has long since disappeared. It was heay-
ily damaged from the storm waves of Alpine waters raging down the
river in 1805; then in 1882, there was a catastrophic inundation of all of

Verona. Slowly repaired after 1805, and yet again after 1882, .lhc bridge
was irreparably destroyed in World War I1. Now, to cross the river wherc
the old bridge stood, the visitor finds a streamlined steel span: But in
a romantic mind’s eye, the ships —long since replaced by trains and
great diesel trucks— still come and go, with passengers and cargo,

n addition to using the somewhat unfamiliar word “road,”

Valentine spoke of being “shipp’d.” “Shipp’d” in those da).rs

meant going by vessel, not by land; it is only in our time this
word embraces travel by truck and train — and aircraft, too. We also
have learned that Valentine is going to Milan, yet anyone can see on a
map of northern Italy — without ever going there—-th:ill Verona and
Milan are inland cities, far from any sea on which to sail.

The nearest sea to Verona is the Adriatic. It is an arm of the
Mediterranean Sea, and it is 100 kilometers east of Verona, in the op-
posite direction of Milan. Milan, 160 kilometers west of Verona, has
its closest salt water in the Tyrrhenian Sea, the western arm of the
Mediterranean, which is far to its south, up and over the Apennine
Mountains, and down to the Gulf of Genoa. Not only does the play-
wright send Valentine to Milan by water, in Act 11, he di‘sp.atches a.n-
other person, Proteus, on the identical voyage, thus insisting on its

feasibility.

The Ponte Navi:
20th-century
replacement.
(Author’s photo)




Among the many fault-findings with the playwright's geography
over the years, this one, asserted a hundred years ago, is representative:

Shakespeare had a clearly conceived geagraphy of the land, and

accurately maintained his conception, though it was, for the

most part, an ideal, not a real geography. For instance, Verona is

a port upon the sea, with tides that ebb and flow, and boats that

may sail from thence to Milan; Valentine’s father at the road ex-

pects his coming, there to see him shipped; and Launce [servant

to Proteus] “is like to lose the tide.”

— Horatio Brown, Studies in Venetian History
Examples of such conclusions are restated even today, some

through essays, such as Mr. Brown’s, and others appearing in foot-
notes, such as that found in The Riverside Shakespeare, that promi-
nent work frequently used in college courses, which states:

Shakespeare seems to have supposed that Verona was a seaport.

~

Even the critics of this play who have not misdefined “road”
also believe the playwright put Verona on a false sea. They believe it
because the idea of salt water is assumed by them from the repeated
use of the word “tide” in Act II.

We hear it first from the mouth of Proteus in that short Scene 2
of Act II. Proteus has learned that he, too, on his father’s orders, must
go to Milan. He rushes to Julia, his love, to bid her farewell, and
among his parting words he says:

My father stays my coming. Answer not. The tide is now.
Nay, not thy tide of tears! That tide will stay me longer than
1 should. Julia, farewell!

Today, “tide” is a word that makes us first think of the ebb and
flow of the sea, but this was not always so. This Anglo-Saxon word
originally meant “time,” and its corollaries, such as “hour,” or “mo-
ment.” Since those ancient days, tide has come increasingly to mean
the flow of the sea, as well as other things, both literal and figura-
tive, such as “rush” and “flood.” In Shakespeare’s Language, Eugene F.
Shewmaker? defines tide as “floodtide; the most opportune moment,”
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citing Troilus and Cressida in its Act V Scene lI: “I have important
business, / The tide whereof is now.™

Proteus’ words to Julia, though heartfelt for him, create a bit
of levity for the audience. They are puns on the word “tide,” and the
punning will continue with Launce, in the following Scene 3. In fact,
in Scenes 2 and 3 of Act II, the playwright drenches us with punning
«tides” — then drops his “tide” fun altogether.

Proteus’ parting words to Julia employ three different mean-
ings for “tide.” An alert audience, onto the game, could realize that
Proteus, had he used three different words, would have said some-

thing like:

My father stays (awaits) my coming. Answer not.
The time is now. Nay, not thy rush of tears!

That flood will stay me longer than I should.
Julia, farewell!

g

Scene 3 opens with a solitary figure on stage; it is Launce,
Proteus’ dense young servant. This evocative name seems slyly chosen
to muddle the listener again; causing him to mistakenly think of the
sea, since a “sand launce” is a little fish that buries itself at ebb tide in
sandy beaches. I do not see Launce standing on a street, as editors of
the play have suggested in their notes. I see him dawdling at the wa-
ter’s edge, on Verona’s quay, fussing about, as time ebbs away.

Ordered to accompany Proteus to Milan, Launce is terrified of
leaving home; he’s never done that before. More, he is grief-stricken
over the fate of his beloved dog, “Crab,” another tricky seaside sort of
name, and a cipher or cryptogram, i.e., crab spelled backward yields
“bark” for bow-wow; and “bark” is a synonym for “ship.” Launce
jabbers and dallies, and he dallies too long. Onto the stage comes
Panthino, the major-domo of the noble house of Proteus’ father,
Antonio — which makes Panthino Launce’s boss —and Panthino is
irate. His fierce words cripple poor Launce’s weak understanding, and
in response, Launce confounds his speech, mixing the homophone,
“tied” into his words—and continuing the punning word game be-
gun by Proteus:
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Panthino: Launce, away, away! Aboard. Thy master is shipp’d, and thou
art to post after with oars. What’s the matter? Why weep’st thou,
man? Away, ass. You'll lose the tide if you tarry any longer.

Launce: It is no matter if the tied were lost, for it is the unkindest tied
that ever any man tied.

Panthino: What’s the unkindest tide?

Launce: Why, he that’s tied here, Crab, my dog.

Launce cannot cope with ambiguities or homophones (later in
the play, he misinterprets other words as well), and he’s deaf with
fear for himself, and with worry over Crab. Like the sand launce, this
Launce is buried in fright—instead of sand.

But Panthino has had enough. He explodes, and tries a differ-
ent, clearer, word:

Tut man! I mean thou’lt lose the flood, and in losing the flood,
lose thy voyage, and in losing thy voyage, lose thy master ...

Not: “lose the tide,” but “lose the flood.” Panthino is trying his
best to use what he thinks is more understandable language. But for
Launce, it still isn’t clear. For him, “flood” is ambiguous, too. And
even though “flood” can be a synonym for “tide,” Panthino here
seems to mean something other than the movement of the sea. Since
his attempt to differentiate for Launce is clear to the audience, what
does Panthino (the playwright) mean by the word “flood”? If it can
be understood in a clear sense, it must have something to do with a
rush, or a rising, of water. But if so, where?

Launce remains frozen, He wails:

Lose the tide, and the voyage, and the master, and the service,
and the tied! Why man, if the river were dry, I am able to fill
it with my tears; if the wind were down, I could drive the boat
with my sighs. (Emphasis mine)

Here Launce has specifically indicated that the voyage he is
about to take is on a river. And even though the guileless lad is always
truthful, his very clearly spoken reference to a river has never been
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properly scrutinized as fact. Weary of this dunce, Panthino halts all
attempts at explanation, and just flatly orders Launce to s?et out. _

The word play ends, but the mystery lingers: Panthino has said”
(hat if Launce doesn’t depart immediately, he will miss‘ "‘the”ﬂood‘
when he said “tide,” he could have been talking about “time,” some
opportune moment; we have seen that ustage before, w.hen Proteu‘s
says goodbye 1o Julia. But now, “tide” begins to sound like both a lit-
eral flood of water and a critical moment. The untravAeled Eauncen
seems to understand neither the significance of Panthmo’s. flood
nor his “tide.” How could he? This is to be his first big trip away
from home. In Launce’s lack of understanding — which includes the
Shakespearean world—he has never been alone. . .

And so, down by the Verona quay, with Panthino urging him
on, with Crab wildly barking and wagging, we can envisage Lau.nce
tearfully taking up his oars and sniffling while rowing down the river,
heading to the place of his newly bidden chores.

o~

The trouble with the idea of taking the Adige to Milan is that
After a while the Adige turns to the east and flows into the Adriatic
Sea. Milan is far to the west. Why not go directly westward by land
from Verona to Milan? There were many towns on the way with lodg-
ing, however awful: Peschiera, Lonato, Brescia, Rovato, and Bergamo,
for example. A trip to Milan by land appears to be, and therefore has
been accepted as, the only one which makes any sense.

It isn’t as though the playwright didn’t know about this. He
knew land travel was possible, but he also knew of its dangerous diffi-
culties. He even said so in Act II Scene 7. There Julia resolves to follow
Proteus, and find him in Milan. In conversation with her companion,

Lucetta, Julia implores her:

... tell me some good mean
How, with my honour, I may undertake
A journey to my loving Proteus.

Lucetta replies, “Alas, the way 1s wearisome and long.” Later in

this conversation Julia says:
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Then let me go, and hinder not my course.
I'll be as patient as a gentle stream,

And make a pastime of each weary step,

Till the last step have brought me to my love;
And there 'l rest, as after much turmoil

A blessed soul doth in Elysium.

Julia is not going to sail to Milan; she will walk all the way, the
kind of travel that was by far the cheapest and the most common.

'

In the word game between Panthino and Launce, where Launce
was instructed to hasten down the river to intercept Proteus, it was
clear to me that whatever the “flood” was, it wasn’t to be found in the
city. Panthino’s flood was somewhere downstream.

In my rental car, I left Verona and searched, stop-and-go, along
the edge of the Adige River, all the way to Legnago, just where the
Adige swings irrevocably eastward. I found nothing. Since early in
the twentieth century, the river’s edges have been bordered by huge
earthen dikes, obliterating what might have once existed at the river’s
edge. Legnago itself is no longer the ancient town that it was. It is al-

most entirely new, built up after the ruinous high waters of 1882 had
subsided.
~

I decided that if there were a way to solve the puzzle of sailing
from Verona to Milan and I couldn’t find it in Verona or along its
Adige River someplace near Legnago, then perhaps I could find an-
swers at the other end of those criticized voyages; someplace in, or
near, Milan.

I turned to Act II Scene 4, of the play, when Proteus arrives in
Milan. He is greeted by Valentine, who is already there, and anxious
to talk; but Proteus, at the end of the scene, excuses himself:

Go on before; I shall enquire you forth.

I'must unto the road, to disembark

Some necessaries that I needs must use,

And then I'll presently attend you. (Emphasis mine)
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The playwright has added another “road.” We now knm\: that
there was a road both at the beginning of the young gentlemen’s voy-
ages and at the end. This off-hand allusion revealed to me t!mt the
entire trip from Verona to Milan could be made l?y water us:ng the”
Adige, then, by some connection to the Po, which involved a ﬂfmd,?
and then, somehow, by water directly into Milan. But a road in Milan?
Milan does not have a navigable river, let alone a seacoast. How could
it have a road? .

It could, because Milan had something other than a great river,
something of the greatest importance to that city, and had }}ad it for
centuries before the voyages of Valentine and Proteus. For this, a Tn-ap
or two of Italy can be very useful, but not in the same way the critics
have used theirs.

Incidentally, it is the opening lines of the next scene, Scene 5 ?f
Act 1, that have prompted the greatest doubt about the playwright’s
knowledge of Italian geography. Speed, Valentine’s man, meets L‘au-nce,
Proteus’ man, newly arrived in Milan, greeting him by exclalmxngz
“Launce, by mine honesty, welcome to Padua!” This remark is the l?:-fsw
for the opinion that the author does not know what city he is writing
about. Critics have forgotten that Launce is a dolt and Speed, a teaser.
Speed is pulling Launce’s leg, but the unobservant editors of this play,
such as The Riverside, the Collins, and the Yale, have invaded the text
to change “Padua” to “Milan.” They are certain of a playwright b]ur'f-
der, although Speed, by saying “by mine honesty,” is giving the audi-
ence a tip-off that he’s purposely deviating from the truth.

mportant rivers come down from the Alpine regions of Italy,

flowing southerly in somewhat parallel routes to join the wa-

ters of the mighty Po. Brimming with this snowy water, the Po
then flows eastward to the Adriatic Sea. In Lombardy, where Milan is
the principal city, the Ticino is one of its most prominent rivers and
connecting with the Po near Pavia, The Ticino is navigable, but is thir-
ty kilometers or so, as the crow flies, to the west of Milan. About twen-
ty-five kilometers to Milan’s east is the Adda River, which also flows
into the Po, near Cremona. With two good navigable rivers nearby, but
both still too far away, the citizens of Milan knew what they had to do.
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Eight hundred years ago, the Milanese faced up to the fact that
they would be perpetually short of irrigation water for their expand-
ing farms in fertile Lombardy if they didn’t do something about it. So
they did. With nothing but their sweat, shovels, and ox-carts, they
dug a canal, an amazing fifty-two kilometers long, matching the con-
tours of the earth from the Ticino across farmlands and around hills,
all the way to their city. In 1269, they widened and deepened this ca-
nal to make it navigable, so that boats could sail right up to a Milan
city gate. They named the gate the “Porta Ticinese”; and the canal,
steadily improved thereafter, and still to be seen today, was proudly
baptized the “Naviglio Grande.”

Ships, even fleets of ships, had been plying the Po, a virtual in-
land sea, for centuries before Valentine and Proteus took to its wa-
ters. Even before the Roman Pliny mentioned it in his writings, there
were sails on its surface stretching from the Adriatic all the way west-
ward to Turin, about 130 kilometers still farther west beyond Milan.
Then, with the Naviglio Grande, ships and barges not only could turn
up from the Po to the Ticino, reaching the gates of Milan; other vessels
could travel the rest of the way up the Ticino to Lake Maggiore, and its
quarries, to collect the stone used to build Milan’s towering cathedral.

The Milanese connected their Naviglio Grande to the city’s old
protective moat, widening and deepening it too, to transform it into a
circular canal embracing the city’s core. They named that internal ca-
nal the “Naviglio Interno.” Fed by both the waters of Naviglio Grande
and those of the local streams, which had watered it from the time 1t
was a moat, the Naviglio Interno had a clean, subsisting current. With
quays at convenient intervals, and wide places to anchor or tie up, the
Naviglio Interno was the equal of a continuous road for arriving ships.
Even a ship from Trebizond, Palermo, or Barcelona—if it could run a
Venetian customs blockade while in the Adriatic— was able to enter
into the very heart of Milan with cargo, or passengers.

But this was not enough. A shorter, better route to Milan from
the Po was wanted. So more than a century before the playwright ar-
rived, the Milanese dug yet another canal, this time a total of twenty-
nine kilometers eastward, to reach the Adda River. They baptized this
canal the “Naviglio Martesana” or Martesana Canal. Using it, and
then the Adda, the Milanese had a second, shorter way to and from
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the Po. But the Martesana, suitable for some craft, wasn’t adequate to
serve ships desiring to reach Milan; so finally, in 1573, the Martesana
was deepened and widened. Canal gates called “mitre gates” —
invented a century before by Leonardo da Vinci— were installed for
the locks. A commodious passenger vessel, or cargo ship, could now
travel from the Po, up the Adda, and then, on the improved Martesana
Canal, enter the Naviglio Interno, and thus reach the heart of Milan.
The year 1573, was a time of great celebration in the city, and soon
there were visitors from far and wide coming to see this engineering
marvel, In 1928, the Naviglio Interno was filled in for streets, a proj-
ect which blocked the Martesana’s entrance into Milan, but the canal
is still there, outside the city’s walls, and can be sailed on today, as 1
have done.
I

The playwright had chosen well for his young travelers. In the
sixteenth century —as well as even before and after — freshwater trav-
el was reasonably safe, while land travel was not. There were bandits in
Italy’s woods, especially in the woods between the Duchy of Milan and
the Venetian Republic. Bridges often went unrepaired, uncertain fords
could suddenly swamp beasts and men, and there was the toll-exacting
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greed of petty lords en route. Land routes were little more than wander-
ing tracks in places. Only by post-horses, traveling lightly but expen-
sively, was land a faster way to journey from place to place.

Travel by river and canal, on the other hand, was steady, provi-
sioned, and comfortable. The traveler could bring all sorts of baggage
and equipment, and bread and bottles and sausages, and avoid those
vermin-infested inns and bandit-ridden woods. And one could have
servants come along, too.

Until there were rails in the nineteenth century, both travel-
ers and cargo moved on the rivers and canals of Continental Europe.
To compare a water voyage to travel by land in the sixteenth century,
a pack-horse plodding along a land route could carry an eighth of a
ton — 250 pounds; and a wagon drawn by a single horse, five-eighths
of a ton—1,250 pounds. All done slowly. But a tow-horse could pull a
barge along a river with a cargo of thirty tons— 60,000 pounds; and
fifty tons— 100,000 pounds, along a canal. A single boatman manning
a sweep on a canal or river could do almost as well as a tow-horse, and
with far less expense and complication. Nobles traveled in boats and
barges on canals, with all their clutter and paraphernalia, especially
when going to visit another court. Freshwater sailing was ideal.
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So important did Milan’s canals continue to be over the centu-
ries, that until 1958, the Italian government, having taken over all the
canals in the mid-nineteenth century, continued to classify Milan as
one of Italy’s Principali Porti Maritimi. And more than four centu-
ries before Italy’s unification, Milan was thought of in that same way.
well into the twentieth century, in listings that also included Genoa,
Naples, Venice, Trieste, Livorno, Messina, and Bari, Milan was ranked
third in cargo tonnage out of all of Italy’s maritime ports.

~

with what T had now found out, I had “sailed” a long way, but a
critical link in the young gentlemen’s voyages from Verona to Milan
was still missing. In Milan, I realized that I could not stay there to
enjoy it in the company of Valentine and Proteus until I had first
retraced their voyages to solve a gnawing question. How could they
get their ships across the twenty kilometers of dry land, between the
Adige and the Po? In the play itself there is the clue, although it has
been furnished in that oblique, roundabout way, so often used by the
playwright in the Italian Plays. This one clue was Panthino’s “flood.”
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He had said to Launce:

... I mean thc.:u’lt lose the flood, and in losing the flood, lose thy
voyage, and in losing thy voyage, lose thy master, and in losin
thy master ... ’

'

. Some time before coming to Verona I had the good fortune of
r.ccewing from Ruth Miller, an independent scholar who was my long-
time friend, copies of the writings of Sir Edward Sullivan .
concerned with Shakespeare and Ita]
lished in 1908

that were
¥- One of Sullivan’s articles, pub-
and aptly entitled Shakespeare and the Waterways of
North Italy, is a carefully researched defense of the Italian PI
have allusions to such waterways. With regard to The Two Ge
not only did Sullivan describe the origins and characteristi
Naviglio Grande and the Martesana Canal in Milan, he does
ing the knowledgeable works of Italian historians and traveler
thing rarely done by anyone else en
Of Milan, he wrote, in part:

ays that
ntlemen,
cs of the
it by cit-
S, some-
gaged in Shakespearean studies.
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... we find the city in 1497 in ship communication on one side
(by the Naviglio della Martesana) with the Adda, and on the
other (by the Naviglio Grande) with the Ticino, the Po, and
Lago Maggiore—a condition of things sufficient to justify Carlo
Pagnano’s statement in 1520 that Milan, far as it was from the
sea, might easily be taken to be a seaport town.

or myself, the notable inclusion in The Two Gentlemen of a

road at the beginning and a road at the end of the voyage,

with Panthino’s “flood” in between, was equal to a bidding
that I stay in Italy until I found the answer. There is nothing in Sullivan’s
article suggesting he himself had gone over the ground in Italy, but 1 was
now there, primed for a search. There simply had to be a canal connect-
ing the Adige and Po Rivers, the two most important in Italy. It would
be an important canal, so important it might need to operate on a sched-
ule at known times, when the locks were successively raised (flooded),
and lowered with flood-gates and sluice-gates: a timed flooding that the
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river mariners knew about and could rely on in planning for passage
of their ships between the Adige and the Po. Something that would
shine a light on Panthino’s anxiety, “Tut man! ... Thoult lose the
flood ...” when he sees Launce dawdling on the quay.

Before, when I had searched along the Adige’s edges, it had been
from Verona down to Legnago. This time, I would search farther to
the south, on all the intervening land between the two rivers. On my
map, putting the point of my compass pencil on Legnago and swing-
ing an arc that reached the Po, I saw that on its banks, about twenty
kilometers to the southwest, there was an ideal place for the other end
of my theoretical canal: the ancient river port of Ostiglia.

In one footnote to Sir Edward Sullivan’s article, he remarked:

The fossa, or canal, which joined the river Tartaro with the Po
at Ostiglia (ancient Ostia) ... undoubtedly existed from about
the year 1000 A.D. ... and was in all probability the canal by
which the Venetian ships in 1510 escaped into the Adige [from
the Po], as described by Guicciardini. [Referring to Francesco
Guicciardini’s famous sixteenth-century History of Italy.]

Legnago, too, is a town of ancient origin, which means that
like Ostiglia, it had an ancient reason for being where it is, in this
case, either as the place for a westward portage between the rivers, or

the nearest place for a connection across to Ostiglia hyl' means of my
imagined canal. If the Milanese could dig a f‘ifty~twu _k1lomct.cr canal
in 1269, and a twenty-nine kilometer canal in 1470, it seem:d to me
that the Veronese or the Mantuans could have dug a “mere twenty—
Lilometer canal in plenty of time for Valentine and Proteus to use it.
But there was no such canal on the maps I had. ‘

Out in the countryside between the rivers, however, I did see
Jarge canals running through the farmland_s, but diked or leveed as
they are, they looked to be modern irrigation canals. And between
the Adige and the Po I also found that lesser river, the Tartaro that
Guicciardini mentioned, passing through those farmlanc‘ls and co‘urs?—
ing eastward between the two great rivers. But it, t00, 1s 1-10\:\’ dlISCl-
plined with levees, making it look very like a man-made irrigation
canal instead of a natural river.

Remembering Sullivan’s allusion to Ostiglia, and a canal he
called “fossa,” I turned my car toward that town, it being the other
end of my imagined canal. On arriving there, sadly, I fou.ncl Bo-ves-
tige of any such canal. However, I did discover through mter\rlewlvs
between my accompanying professional interpreter, and older folk in
Ostiglia, that indeed, there once had been a canal which Fonllet-:t‘:.d
to the Po and they did call it “La Fossa.” So far as anyone in Ostiglia

Monument in
Milan to Leanardo
da Vinci, designer
of the mitre gate.
Leonardo’s design
allowed for wider
canals that could
accommodate larger
vessels, significantly
impacting the

mitre gate on the
aviglio Grande in
lilan.

economy of
16th-century Italy.
(Author’s photos)
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knew, this La Fossa had reached only as far as the Tartaro River and
by 1928, had become a disused mosquito nuisance, so was filled in.

' During my interviews with people in Ostiglia, I learned that
across the Po, in the venerable town of Revere, there was a learned
man who had written books about the history of Ostiglia. I went
across the great river —by a modern bridge, of course —to Revere’s
Gonzaga Palace, which had become the city hall. I was flattered to be
greeted by the mayor of Revere himself, and he, with his delightful in-

terpreter, took me to meet Professor Gino Magri. Professor Magriis a
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serious scholar of the Po, and he generously gave me documented de-
tails about La Fossa, as well as books he and others had written about
it, the Po, and related places of interest. An important work was his
Ostiglia Napoleonica, printed in 1982 at Ostiglia, which became the
catalyst for our more detailed conversations.

In one place Magri refers, in an off-handed way, to “La Fossetta”
being navigable from Legnago; and in another to the “usual way by wa-
ter from Legnago,” and so forth. I asked him to explain the historical
background to those references. As a boy in 1928, he had watched as the
old La Fossa and La Fossetta canals were filled in, and he told me where,
in Ostiglia, I could buy old photographs of them made in 1895.

n 1405, when the province of Verona became a part of the

Venetian Republic — to be called “the Veneto Lombardo” — the

Adige became a Venetian possession from the Alps to the

Adriatic. Ancient Legnago thus became a strategic Venetian strong-
hold at the new “Veneto Lombardo” border.

In 1438-39, Gianfrancesco Gonzaga, Marchese of Mantua, was

at war with Venice. Gianfrancesco attacked Legnago, there to destroy

the Venetian warships that were riding on the Adige. To get his own

58 THE SHAKESPEARE GUIDE TO [TALY

Ostiglia: Via XX
Settembre in the
town center showing
La Fossa canal
(photo dated 1895).
(Postcard: Author’s
collection)

om the Po, Gianfrancesco Gonzaga had improvements
even digging a short-cut called La Fossetta, which

warships up fr
La Fossa,

\r:::tefim part of La Fossa across to the Tartaro. (La Fossa itself joined

the Tartaro at a bad angle for his warships.) Now 1 hac} an even stron-

ger clue. If Gianfrancesco was shortening La F(?ssa with La Fossett_a,

and was going to attack Venetian ships on the Adige, therT he must have

used a canal that started someplace on the Tartaro near its La Fossetia

Ostiglia: Via Bertioli

parallel to La Fossa

canal (photo dated

1895). (Postcard:
Author’s collection)
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Istiglia: La Fossa
anal (photo dated
895). (Postcard:
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junction, and went the rest of the way across to the Adige. But just
where and how, in specific terms, Magri couldn’t recall, though he re-
membered there were actually two such canals, both of which disap-
peared in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century.

I told Magri about the voyages to Milan in an old English play
called The Two Gentlemen, and about the allusion to one of those Milan-
Venice hostilities in another such play called The Taming of the Shrew.
Magri then reminded me that Ostiglia, La Fossa, and La Fossetta, up
to the Tartaro, were all in Mantuan territory, and anything on the oth-
er side of that boundary river would be under Venetian rule. He said
that there were probably references to be found in the public library in
Verona about any canal system from the Tartaro to Legnago, and may-
be something useful in the Archivio di Stato di Verona as well.

‘ As our conversation continued, I learned some interesting and
significant — and rather complicated — facts. I learned that, yes,
there had been a canal system connecting the Po, the Tartaro and the
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Adige, but no, there weren’t any modern traces. I learned that a boat
sailing on the Po with the Adige as its destination would exit the Po
at Ostiglia, would sail through Ostiglia and enter the La Fossa canal,
would turn right into the La Fossetta canal, and would thus connect
to the Tartaro River. The boat would continue on the Tartaro to either
the “Nichosola” canal or the parallel “Dugalon” canal, and sailing up
one of these canals, would reach the Adige at Legnago. I tried mak-
ing a sketch of this involved water route, by referring to a commercial
map of the area that I had been using in my fruitless quest, and Magri
nodded, saying it looked right, so far as he knew.

On returning to Verona, I went to its public library, accompanied
by my professional translator. A librarian there searched the card cata-
logue, selected four books, and leafed through them. She found noth-
ing really useful, although bits here and there seemed to confirm what
Magri had said. Later in the week, my translator and I went to Verona’s
Archivio di Stato (State Archives) where, after a discouraging search,
a map entitled Confine delle Stato Veneto coll. Eclesco Lungo il Fiume
Tartaro was found in the collection. I held my breath as the map, worn
with age, was carefully unfolded. When I saw the lines — with the
Adige, the Tartaro, and the Po connected by a system of canals — my
heart stopped. Here was my proof. At last, spread out before my eyes,
was solid evidence that my long-held conviction had been correct.

The map, dated 1713, was embellished with color. Not only did
it corroborate Magri’s description, I saw with delight that it almost
duplicated the drawing I'd made myself. I knew it would be critical
that this map, here in Verona’s archives, should be reproduced for my
book. But looking closely at the negative I was given, I was concerned
that it was not going to be clear enough for publication. I had no
choice but to make my own sketch, set to scale and to that commer-
cial map I had in hand. But that technicality aside, my instincts had
been spot on: water travel between Verona and Milan — not just for

our two young gentlemen in the play — had once been a reality.

NOTES
I Thissuperb painting, which also portrays portions of the quay, can still
be seen in Edinburgh.
Facts on File, 1996.
The Oxford English Dictionary devotes seven columns to the various
means of “tide.”
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CHAPTER

The Two Gentlemen
of Verona — Part 2

“Milan: Arrivals and Departures”

roteus had not been told the whole story, when Valentine
sailed away at the beginning of The Two Gentlemen of
Verona. Perhaps Proteus already knew the real reason
why Valentine is heading to Milan; but from their con-
versation in Act I Scene 1, it doesn’t seem as though he does.
When the scene begins, Proteus has been trying to convince

Valentine to stay at home in Verona. This is Valentine’s reply:
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San Dioni

Cease to persuade, my loving Proteus;
Home-keeping youth have ever homely wits.
To the sweet glances of thy honour’d love,

I rather would entreat thy company

To see the wonders of the world abroad
Than (living sluggardiz’d at home)

Wear out thy youth with shapeless idleness.

s Abbey of

b

(60 years later renamed S, Carlo Borrome

an Gregorio (the mass plague graves)

Whether Proteus does, or does not, know what Valentine is up
to, the audience certainly doesn’t. Not yet. But when we get to Scene 3
of Act I, we find out— maybe before Proteus does—and it’s a lot
more important than merely going “to see the wonders of the world

abroad.” In fact, it’s the chance of a lifetime.

c. S. Maria della Sanita

b. “the abbey wall”
d. Il Pozzo di §

a. Naviglio Interne




When that Scene 3 begins, Proteus’s noble father, Antonio, is on
stage with Panthino, his major-domo. The men share an instructive
conversation:

Antonio:  Tell me, Panthino, what sad talk was that
Wherewith my brother held you in the cloister?

Panthino: ’Twas of his nephew Proteus, your son,

Antonio:  Why, what of him?

Panthino: He wonder’d that your lordship

Would suffer him to spend his youth at home
While other men, of slender reputation,

Put forth their sons to seek preferment out:
Some to the wars, to their fortune there;

Some to discover islands far away;

Some to the studious universities.

For any or for all these exercises

He said that Proteus your son was met;

And did request me to importune you

To let him spend his time no more at home,
Which would be great impeachment to his age,
In having known no travel in his youth,
Antonio:  Nor need’st thou much importune me to that
Whereon this month I have been hammering.
I have consider’d well his loss of time,

And how he cannot be a perfect man,

Not being tried and tutor’d in the world.
Experience is by industry achiev’d

And perfected by the swift course of time.
Then tell me, whither were I best to send him?
Panthino: I think your lordship is not ignorant
How his companion, youthful Valentine,
Attends the Emperor in his royal court.

Antonio: I know it well.

Panthino: ’Twere good, I think, your lordship sent

Him thither.
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There he shall practice tilts and tournaments,
Hear sweet discourse, converse with noblemen,
And be in the eye of every exercise

Worthy of his youth and nobleness of birth.

I like thy counsel; well hast thou advised

And that thou mayst perceive how well I like it,
The execution of it shall make known.

I will dispatch him to the Emperor’s court.

Antonio:

Panthino: To-morrow, may it please you, Don Alphonso,
With other gentlemen of good esteem,
Are journeying to salute the Emperor
And to commend their service to his will.

Antonio:  Good company. With them shall Proteus go.

These young gentlemen of Verona are going to Milan for an
event of the utmost importance for their futures: “To salute the
Emperor, and commend their service to his will.” Of course, if they
happen to see some wonders on the way, so much the better; but each
of them is leaving town for the particular business of getting ahead in
the world, of winning a personal plum by making una bella figura, as
the Italians say, before “the Emperor.”

The Italians have always had a word for a personal goal, wheth-
er an appointment of office, or title, or honor, or be what it may:
the particulare. And for exact instructions on how to attain it, an
expert had written a handbook for them. His name was Baldassare
Castiglione and his important book, Il libro del cortegiano (The Book
of the Courtier), had already been published, in Venice in 1528.

What the young men are embarking upon — commending their
service to the Emperor’s will— might seem out of line because they
are Veronese, and therefore the subjects of the autonomous Venetian
Republic; yet they are about to offer homage to a ruler sitting in the
capital of the Duchy of Milan. They are crossing frontiers, going from
one to another of two separate states that were often hostile, and al-
ways at loggerheads. But not to worry, not where the particulare is
involved. Such technicalities were never a serious problem in the six-

teenth century.
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‘ Valentine and Proteus are simply doi ng what is expected of them
Their fathers have chosen well among laudable choices Panthinc;
placed their pursuits on an equal footing with other pro.per things
for young noblemen to do: going to the wars;' discovering distant ii-
lands; studying at a university; “for any or for all these exercises.”
T.he playwright has not only listed them, he will treat some of them iln
?us other plays: Count Bertram, though French, will go “to the wars”
;1:) Tuscany i.n Ai;:’s Well That Ends Well; and Lucentio, the wealthy

ung man in The Tami i /
e aming of the Shrew, will attend Padua’s famous
While it is true that in the rest of Europe, the privileged had be-
gun to study The Courtier soon after 1528, there was a difference ever
50 natural in its employment in sunny Italy. This difference is said to
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Perh’aps the author’s teachings sank so deep into his country-
mens conscience that they are now a part of their very natu):'e
or, more probably, he being Italian, merely codified what ever)"—
body more or less knew then and would still know centuries later.

' In any case, the young gentlemen would embark for Milan with
either those teachings in mind, or their native instinct for person-
al succes’s. And there could not be a better time and place th:n atan
emperors court—not a duke’s court nor even a king’s court, but the
greatest.of courts —where there would be an array of oppo;tunitics
beyond‘lmagination. And this court was so accessible, just across the
border in Milan, so easy to reach, sailing on safe and untroubled riv-
ers and canals, all the way from their own city’s river quay, right i
the heart of downtown Milan. R

T}?cre is a problem with this grand event. The playwright’s critics
hature written and rewritten about it, asserting that his notion of there
being an emperor’s court in Milan is absu rd, and making observations
such as the following from the “Longer Notes,” at page 190, in The N
Folger Library edition (1990) of The Two Gentlemen of Ver:ma; -

.1'3'28' Emperor.: The ruler that Shakespeare presents as resid-
ing at the court in Milan is sometimes referred to in the play as
an emperor and sometimes as a duke. Editors have noted that
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at one time Charles V, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, also
ruled the Duchy of Milan. This fact may be pertinent, or the
confusion may be simply another of the inconsistencies in this

early play.

The critics have been totally confident of their conclusions, ob-
serving that never, not since the fall of Rome, has Milan been the
capital of any empire. Milan was only a duchy, it’s true; its ruler was
merely a duke. The author, they say, has made yet another mistake.
But had he? While he wrote that these travelers were to sec one, no
emperor ever appears in the play. The only person of authority that
can be found in The Two Gentlemen is “the Duke of Milan.” It is now
customary in the fault-finding to ascribe this to the playwright’s ig-
norance of Milan’s history and status.

When this playwright drums at something specific, it is time to
get suspicious. “Saint Peter’s Church,” said three times in Romeo and
Juliet, is a prime example. And here, in The Two Gentlemen, he not
only alludes to “the Emperor” three times, he refers three times to his
“court,” either as “the Emperor’s” or as “the Imperial’s.” It seems he
has gone to a lot of trouble to make another Italian “mistake.” What
emperor could this have been? And why is he not in Milan where he

is expected to be?

or most of the fifteenth century, Italy had prospered:

its Renaissance had burgeoned to fascinate the world.

Though skirmishing among themselves, its local rulers
in its north had been strong enough to withstand most foreign in-
terference; but this would change in 1494. It was then that the in-
vasion of Charles VIII of France took place. He had been invited by
the Duke of Milan — Lodovico Sforza, called “Il Moro” — to come to
Italy with an army to help him put down his troublesome neighbors.
The French invasion marked the beginning of more than thirty years
of hell for much of Italy. One French king after another would invade,
loot, and destroy, met only by disorganized resistance and misalli-
ances among those Italian neighbors. Next, another and very different
Charles from beyond the Alps and the Pyrenees would send his troops
from Spain, Germany, and the Swiss federation to Italy in what was

advertised as a relief expedition.
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Portrait of
Charles Vin 1548
(Titian). The
Emperor, seated, is
wearing the black
Spanish attire he
‘avored.

This different Charles, who called him-
self “Carlos,” was the most powerful monarch
that Europe had seen since Charlemagne. He was
Charles V, King of Spain (1516) and Holy Roman
Emperor (1519). Besides Spain and central Europe,
his dominions covered all the Spanish New World
possessions, the Low Countries and the Kingdoms
of Naples, Sicily, and Sardinia. He had conquered or
inherited control over strategic Mediterranean is-
lands and parts of North Africa. And, too, some of
the dukes of Italy were under oaths of fealty to him
as their feudal overlord,

It was this Emperor Charles who confronted
the French and their allies on Italian soil, among the
latter, the de’ Medici Pope Clement VII in Rome. He
defeated the French king, Francis I, at Pavia in 1525,
and his unruly mercenaries attacked and plundered
Rome itself in what has gone down in history as the
“Sack of Rome,” a tragedy that left the city in ruins
and impoverished, for many years to come. The
event was 5o beyond all comprehension that historians have given up
trying to describe the whole of it. Within twenty-four months, using
replaced and disciplined troops, the Emperor made peace with Pope
Clement VII and laid siege to a rebellious republican Florence, to re-
store the overthrown rule of the de” Medici.

Finally, on 5 August 1529, by the celebrated Treaty of Cambrai,
peace was restored to Italy. Milan, and most of Italy, became a depen-
dency of the Spanish crown. Later, the Emperor arrived on Italian
soil, to make a triumphant progress, and in 1530 at Bologna, he
achieved his greatest prestige, his crowning as Emperor, by the same
Clement VII who, meanwhile, had taken sides with the Emperor. In
fact, Charles V hardly needed such a papal enthronement. As John
Julius Norwich observed in his History of Venice:

[This] was not an indispensable ceremony; several of his prede-
cessors, including his grandfather Maximilian, had done with-
out it altogether, and Charles himself had already been ten years
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on the throne without this final cm‘:firmatio_n of his author-

ity. The fact remained, nonetheless, that unnl‘the Pope ha.d .
lalid the crown on his head he could not technically ca%l F‘nmsc‘
Emperot, and, to one possessing so strong a sense of divine mis-
sion, both the title and the sacrament were important.

The Emperor wished to consolidate his swlay over the l.)u‘kedom
of Milan. Its Duke Francesco was not formally .}115 feuda.l sub]ect,':;:lven
though the Emperor had engineered the marriage of his .olwrt mkc. v;-
vear-old niece, Christina of Denmark, to that aged an_d ill, ):et in

{V‘ Duke. With the presence in northern Italy ofth? imperial arrr;ly,
5)-' 1533, the Duke gave in to various pressu.res and mducement;. he
invited the Emperor to Milan, to receive his oath of fealty, an t‘e
submission of his duchy, to the imperial power. And the Emperor gra-

i ted Francesco’s invitation.

CIOUSlz\f}fcfzpit was heard that the Emperor was due to‘arr'{vc in Milan
for the appropriate formalities, the excitement in the city, in the whole
duchy, and far beyond, was incomparable; and so were t.he prep:;:a»
tions. Not only did Italy’s nobles and common fu}k begin to gather,
but artists and artisans arrived from far and wide to help embel-
lish the city. Federico Gonzaga, Duke of Mantua—‘alrea‘dy.long b.e—
holden to this emperor— sent his famous court artist, Giulio (Julio)
Romano — the only artist the playwright ever named’ —to put_ up
a fantasy “imperial arch of triumph.” The Milanese ma%de the gr Cfit
tournarz;ent field and tiltyard ready; and grand‘emertalnments ofa
great variety were arranged. The imperial coat-of-arms was.pléced 0;1
all of the city gates, on the great door of the Calhed.ra], and 1r?sulc an
out of the Castello Sforzesco, the gigantic stone pile th?t still looms
at the city’s Renaissance edge, and in which the Spanish troops of
Charles had already been garrisoned to give the Duke a further sense
of commitment.

The ducal residence, which was inside the Castello, was rear-
ranged. This Cortile della Rocchetta (“cou.rtyard of the small for-‘
tress”) — aptly named, being a fortress inside of t.he fortress-—wa;
prepared for the Emperor, while the Duke and his househo?d ;o;;
temporary rooms in the Renaissance convent of Santa Ma_rla e c
Grazie, already a place of wide note, since Leonardo had painted his
Cenacolo, or Last Supper, there less than forty years before.
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The palace of the
Duke of Milan,

he Cortile della
tocchetta, located
nside the Castello
iforzesco. (Author’s
hoto)

} The world-famous Milan Cathedral received its festive deco-
rations; I iti

ns; :il'l.d, in addition to those, and the fastening of the imperial
arms, this inscription was placed on its central door:

Pos_t profligatos Turcos, republicae christiane reducta pace
Italia novo foedere iuncta, tam diu expectate Caesar Oplin;e
Urbem‘hanc tot cladibus guassatam et afflictam fove et adi- ‘
uva (After having defeated the Turks, pacified the Christian
Republic, united Italy in a new pact, O, highest Caesar so lon
expected, console and help this city, weakened by innumerabi‘
destructions).

harles V arrived in Milan late in the evening of 10 March 1533
by way of the Porta Romana, the traditional entry gate of thc’
emperors of Rome. With trumpets blaring the imperial toc-
cata, banners flapping, and nobles attending in the black Spanish-
style clothes that Charles V himself wore, the Emperor pn:ieedcd
to the Cathedral for imperial ceremonies, entering it by that same
central door. That done, he was escorted to the waiting Cortile della

R : iy .
occhetta where, in addition to the finest provisions made for him

and hi
d his entourage, a throne and other appropriate court furnishings

were in place. On the following day he received the Duke’s oath of fe-

alty, a i
fJ- : nd dulrmg the next two days he rested and presided over some
official affairs and various conversations.
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On the next day, 14 March, in the morning, the Emperor went
outside the city with his imperial party to go hunting. He was expect-
cd to be gone two or three days. He did not return. Instead, it was dis-
covered that he and his party had quietly crossed the Ticino and the
Po Rivers, had gone over the Appennino Ligure mountains and down
to the coast, and at Genoa, he had boarded a ship for Spain.

This is the journal record; and like all proper journals, no com-
mentaries by its recorder were included. In his The History of Italy, how-
ever, Francesco Guicciardini (1483-1540) did make the remark that the
Emperor “was very eager to go to Spain for various reasons, but mainly
because of his desire to procreate sons, his wife having remained there.”

Milan never saw Charles V again. He vanished from the city,
indeed too soon to appear in the play, but soon enough for Valentine
and Proteus to get involved in a different sort of activity. The Duke
moved back to Castello Sforzesco, and the city’s decorations, save for
the imperial arms, were taken down. And, too, the eloquent plea for
2 handout was removed from the Milan Cathedral door. But dates of
the imperial presence are precise; 10 March 1533, in the evening; to
14 March 1533, in the morning.

The playwright had included something more than a piece of
embarrassing Milanese history in his play: 2 reminder not only about
the Emperor himself but perforce about his obedient son Philip, who,
when this play was written, had inherited lands where the sun never
set and nursed a triple grudge against England that included (1) the
offense bequeathed by Charles V for the outrage deemed done in
England upon Katherine of Aragon, his aunt and Philip’s great-aunt,
whom Henry VIIT had put aside and virtually imprisoned to mar-
ry the woman who would become Queen Elizabeth’s mother; (2) the
rudeness done Philip by Englishmen upon his marriage to Katherine’s
daughter, Mary Tudor — the Mary they called “Bloody” — being a
marriage at which he had the presumption to have himself declared
“King of England”; and (3) the refusal of his marriage proposal to
Elizabeth after Mary’s death. Charles V had left it to Philip to man-
age a complete encirclement of France, having fallen short of a needed
conquest of England, and Philip had failed thus far in his filial duty.

With the Emperor gone and springtide approaching, our prom-
ising lads are left high and dry, along with everyone else in town.
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Left: Il Lazzaretto
in Milan. The rooms
represented by the
first five arches

are today occupied
by the Russian
Orthodox Church.

Right: Interior
view of the
surviving remnant
of 1l Lazzaretto.
(Author’s photas)

Valentine has arrived and Proteus is arriving, but there is nothing im-
perial for them to enjoy. Their fathers will be disappointed, but the
boys don’t seem to care. Being from out of town, it’s a good time to
get into trouble, and Valentine has had a head start. He is already in
love with Silvia, daughter of the “Duke of Milan” and the beauty of
the famous song—in Act IV Scene 2 Line 38 — that queries, “Who is
Silvia?” This Duke of the play is not, of course, the real duke of his-
tory; that duke had no daughter. We thus have returned to the world
of imagination.
~’

A century or so ago, critics of The Two Gentlemen of Verona de-
cided that the playwright knew at least one thing about Milan that ap-
peared to be accurate: he had referred, in this play, though indirectly,
to a church outside the walls of Milan, by using its actual name: “Saint
Gregory’s.” Specifically, however, what he alluded to— in Scene 2 of
Act IV — is not the church per se: his allusion is to “Saint Gregory’s
Well.” A number of critics have written about the well, saying it ex-
isted and expressing surprise that the author knew about it, but vari-
ously representing, as fact, either that it was a small water fountain,
or an actual well.

In support of the thesis that the author had never been outside
England, such assertions are “explained” as discoveries he could have
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seen on a sixteenth-century map of Milan: the “Bl".':x.un and Hohgcnberg"
map of Milan, being one of the maps of cities [)F thﬁe world in the at-
las entitled Civitates Orbis Terrarum, and issued in .(Jﬁrﬂlf:in}’, betwee;
1572 and 1598. This atlas was sold in many places, mc’lucﬂlmg England.
That map shows an erroneously located St. Gregory's (',hurch but no
well. It also shows a huge, four-sided building just out'mde thi north-
ern city wall, and next to a city gate labeled “Purta.Onenta.le. Ralrel‘y
did sixteenth-century cartographers depict anything outside a city’s
walls, unless they considered it particularly important_.

This huge building was Milan’s lazzaretto (disease quaran—I
tine compound), which the Milanese simply called b}lr that name: |
Lazzaretto. Within its great central courtyard, there is a skc.lch of;
very small church, with the word “Gregorio.” My exc:f_ellent guldel__'xino
of Milan® says the little church was called Santa Maria della Sanitad at

at time, not San Gregorio.

e lll::lla ny cities in Itfly had a lazzaretto, named for biblical L.aza:'us,
who rose from the dead. Meant to confine lepers, and to defam trav-
elers who looked diseased in the terrifying times of plague, it was the
mandated place for frightened and frightening v.ictims‘ It was a place
outside the city walls to minister to them, to offer praye.rs, anc.l to at-
tempt medication, but a place where nearly all would die. InSl't.le the
city walls of Milan, but nearby its lazzaretto, was the abbey, residence
of the saintly friars who cared for the dying. ' )

The dimensions of Milan’s Lazzaretto were exceptional. With
four sides of about 500 yards each, the Lazzaretto enclosed an area of
approximately one and one-half million squa;te feet, (}T about.l?O,O?IO
square meters, or fourteen hectares. The perimeter imes‘ef its walls
and moat — almost completely gone by 1880 —are de%meat.ed t(.)—
day by four streets: Via San Gregorio; Via Lazzaretto; Viale Vittorio
Veneto; and Corso Buenos Aires. Absolutely enormous. It could
hold many thousands of the sick; and twice, at least, it did. In.1575d,
a plague descended on many parts of Italy, and by early .1576, it ‘ha
reached Milan. It sent the multitudes of its sick and dying out into
its Lazzaretto, where, at the peak of the plague there were as many as
16, ictims.

OOOTZday the street maps of modern Milan show a church naxnéd fo(;
San Gregorio, directly across the street from the now nearly vanishe
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Lazzaretto. It is a very big church, built around 1900, in a location that
was outside the sixteenth-century city wall. There I found a priest ip
the sacristy, preparing for a mass, but having just enough time for me

and two of my burning questions.

First, I wanted to know if this San Gregorio had always beep
where it is, or if it had once been in the middle of the Lazzaretto,
Second, I wanted to know if the church — in either place—once hag
a well, or other kind of source for water. I told him that it had been
reported there was such a well at a church named for San Gregorio,
which was inside the old Lazzaretto. When he asked me, “Who would
report such a thing?” I told him some English and American writ
ers had, saying it was called il Pozzo di San Gregorio: “Saint Gregory’s
Well.” I deliberately avoided mentioning the playwright.

I asked the priest what he knew, though by the expression on his
face I already knew one thing that he was sure about: there was an unin-
vited lunatic from America standing in his sacristy. The priest was kind,
and might have been patient if he hadn’t been required at that moment
in the chancel. Even while I was asking, he was shaking his head:

No, no; our San Gregorio was never inside the Lazzaretto. You
all have been looking at that old German map. It is wrong. San
Gregorio was always outside. Our first building was some meters
down the street, this street, this same side, Now our church rests
on the bones. The Lazzaretto was over there, across the street.

What about the water, the well?

No. No water, no spring, no fountain, no well, no source. Big,
no; little, no. Niente. Not for this church; not for the old church;
not for the little one in the Lazzaretto. [nventato.

That last word amused me for a second: it means “figment of

the imagination.” I asked what had happened to the little church that
was in the Lazzaretto.

It is still over there! It began as an open altar where mass was
said for the sick. Now it is a small church; and is named San
Carlo Borromeo al Lazzaretto for our heroic saint of the plague’ 1/
Peste di San Carlo. Tt is just over there on Via Lecco. Go see it.
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He had his vestments adjusted now, and was l?aving‘ Th(‘z.n, ilr;
‘terthought, he rushed to a file cabinet and w1thdrc\iv a sing
o atl‘ift : » he said, “this picture is true. You can have it. Part of
Sheet‘ldif(r):astery is at the bottom.” Almost at the door he added,
il i,” and he was gone.
“Readlein:tTynlzft?r; choir hag begun singing. Then, out on the steps,
s qd. The priest had also said, “Now our church resti on ths
; mPF"’CWh ¢ did that mean? I had lost the chance to say, “Bones!
E:}T:f.bonesi » | wandered away to the little church that was in the

Lazzaretto, but my search there was fruitless.
=

[ was sure, when the priest said, “Read Manzoni,” he wa.s taikmgl
about I Promessi Sposi— The Betrothed — the land.mark Itahin n(;\if:_
by Alessandro Manzoni (1785—-1873), renowned Milanese aut bor, d.it
torian, and statesman. I had read it years Iago,_and I r;:mer;]e :rr:lenh
had something in it about a terrible plague in Milan, so m?h -
tal note to look for an English edition; but at the moment, . awen N
pressing business at hand. If there really \Tras a San Gr}::iorc;ob v ];e-
might still be down the street, where he said the churc . ad be
fore. There, I searched about for a well, but found nothlnig. .

Fortunately, I had earlier been introduced to Doctor hleanorlil :
of Milan, a specialist in the history of her city. It was shf: EO wh?f'n ad
turned for research about the vanishing Emperor. In describing thnhseco?s_
“Milanese problem,” 1 told her of the strang? I'El'l'lE'll'k I had heard w t:]r:];;n
iting in Venice. There, when telling a Venetian friend abo.ut 1\::13; 1111pc ' df}
plans for Milan, I had said Tintended to hunt for a mysterious we d.c:a e
Pozzo di San Gregorio. The friend had gasped, and then elaborated:

Whatever it means, it is something horrible. My grandmother
was from Milan; and when I was a little girl I remember her say-
ing that name as though it was some kind of synonym for Hell,
but that is all I ever knew about it.

Dr. Saita agreed to search for answers.
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Santa Maria

della Sanita.
Located in the center
of the Lazzaretto,
the arcades were
originally open so
that plague victims,
lying on pallets,
could witness the
elevation of the host.
Following a second
ghastly plague, the
church was renamed
“San Carlo al
Lazzaretto” (circa
1630) in honor of
the nobleman, Carlo
Borromeo, who had
ielflessly ministered
‘0 plague victims.
“Author’s photo)

his is how the subject of “Saint Gregory’s Well” comes up

in the play: The moment Proteus set eyes on Valentine’s

beautiful Silvia, he, too, falls in love with her, head over
heels. The gullible Valentine doesn’t notice this. He is distracted by
a fellow named Thurio, also rich and naive, who is in town — also
from Verona—and he, too, is trying to win Silvia’s hand. Worse luck,
Thurio has been given the nod by her father, the Duke. Proteus de-
cides to get rid of him.

Proteus is frank with us. He says, “Already I have been false
to Valentine, and now I must be as unjust to Thurio.” He already
has Thurio eating out of his hand. Thurio is even more dense than
Valentine: he believes the perfidious Proteus will make a plea on his
behalf to Silvia. Deciding that a private planning session with Proteus
would be a good idea, he asks Proteus where the two of them should
meet. And now we have it: Proteus says, “At Saint Gregory’s Well.”
Proteus —which is to say the playwright — has picked a terrifying
place according to my Venetian friend’s grandmother. He has directed
his rival to go there in the dark of night, and with no means to return
through the small gate called a “postern” into the safety of the city.
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There is an easily retraced route described in the _1in.es 021:18
- o Gentlemen. It begins at Castello Sforzesco, homc‘cfSﬂvm and her

m - d ends in a forest outside of Milan —the final scene of the

e rlc:ln ith. T was sure, a Saint Gregory’s Well somewhere between
A win , and the end. I trusted the playwright’s knowledge of
th? begmnthfn:n‘lf: that first Valentine and Speed will take, then Silvia
th'ls m;te,and finally, nearly everyone else in the play will take. When
i ;,'n on its specifics, putting aside all of the unrelated events
: mrz? 1: ues. such as the matter of Silvia’s serenade, the shameful
andtrrlzj:ntgof ];lia by Proteus, and so on, I plotted a route thfat is ex-
t;:atglly the same, in its sixteenth-century facts, as the descriptions the

i : i for it.

PIawaff?:eh:iepiE:le(icjvents of departure from the great Castello
Sforzesco, which stands inside the western wall of the citky. Th:l f1rI51:
trip begins when Valentine has been caught by t.he Du‘le ‘an(Azt: t
packing (Act ITI Scene 1); the second departure is by Silvia ¢ '
Scenes 2 and 3); and the third, by the Duke, Proteus, and Julia, an

ioined by Thurio (Act V Scene 2).

GioB ﬂo-umﬁr mf\'f ?f:mg 62g.

the Church of S.

.‘ Il Lazzaretto and
I Gregorio in 1629.
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At Valentine’s departure, the double-dealing Proteus offers to

convey him across the city and through “the city gate.” Valentine then
instructs Launce, “if thou seest my boy [Speed], bid him make haste,
and meet me at the North-gate.” Launce will do as instructed, later
saying to Speed, “thy master stays for thee at the North-gate.” The
north gate in question is, in fact, called “Porta Orientale.” It is in the
north city wall, correctly named on that same Braun and Hogenberg
map, and on almost every other map of Milan, both antique and mod-
ern, though now often called “Porta Venezia.” “Orientale,” of course,
means “eastern” and “Venezia” is as far east as one would go by us-
ing it. It is not named for where it is, but for the direction in which the
road through it will soon lead.
Some have opined that a traveler to the east wouldn’t be using
a north gate, that he should go out of an east gate, and straight east
across the intervening flat lands to get to Mantua. These ideas stem
from an unfamiliarity with the terrain and the long-established route
to Mantua or Venice, which first went northward for a time, before
swinging eastward. A major crop grown in those flat lands between
Milan and Mantua was rice, with vast flooded paddies. There were ir-
rigation canals in every direction, and the streams and rivers flowing
down from the Alps branched and widened out on those plains, mak-
ing fording often impossible and bridging unfeasible. Travelers went
where the land was dry, the streams were narrower and easier to cross,
where bridges and ferries were reliable, and where there were towns,
inns, and relays along the way. Thus, we find the Duke correctly say-
ing to the others when they depart to find Silvia (Act V Scene 2):

... mount you presently and meet with me
Upon the rising of the mountain foot
[the up-slope edge at the rising of
the Alpine foothills]
That leads toward Mantua ...

The writer knew exactly how that road went.
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n Act IV Scene 1, Valentine and Speed have left the city
through that north gate, and once they are past the Lazzaretto
they are soon involved with some comical outlaws. It was
well known to travelers in Italy in the sixteenth century that once
outside a city’s encircling walls, law and order ended. It was further
known that outside Milan, especially to its north, the landscape was
full of outlaws. So serious was their presence in this area— the same
area in which the common boundary between the Duchy of Milan and
the Republic of Venice was located — that in 1572, the two govern-
ments, ordinarily uncooperative, signed a pact— renewed of ne.ces—
sity in 1580 — by which officers of either government were ‘perm1tted
to pursue criminals up to six miles beyond their own frontier.

Where, exactly, are the two exiles when they meet the outlaws?
In the popular The Riverside Shakespeare, the place noted for this
Act IV Scene 1, is “Location: A forest between Milan and Mantua.”
The Cambridge Edition uses the same words. The Yale Shakespeare
varies: “A forest between Milan and Verona.” There is nothing in the
dialogue that would justify such a surrounding —nothing at all. The
author has explicitly stated the correct description and it is not a for-
est. The untraveled Englishmen who inserted this headnote got it
wrong. This is what the Second Outlaw asks Valentine:

Are you content to be our general,
To make a virtue of necessity
And live as we do in this wilderness? ~ (Emphasis mine)

The Oxford English Dictionary defines “wilderness” as “wild
or uncultivated land,” and “a wild or uncultivated region or tract of
land, uninhabited, or inhabited only by animals.” In examining the
playwright’s use of “wilderness,” both here and in his other works,
nowhere has he used that word as a synonym for “forest” or “woods,”
yet editors have done just that. Is this important? It most assuredly is,
if the issue of the author’s exact knowledge of Italy matters.

This much is clear: Valentine and Speed are in a wild or uncul-
tivated region that is uninhabited, and they are far enough outside the
city’s walls to be where outlaws are also a part of the landscape.
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Leaving Valentine and Speed in the Castello-to-wilderness seg-
ment of the route, let us turn to the less direct way taken by Silvia and
the knight, Sir Eglamour. In Act IV Scene 3, Silvia asks Eglamour to ac-
company her in her flight to join Valentine, “To Mantua, where I hear he
makes abode.” Sir Eglamour asks, “Where shall I meet you?” Silvia re-
plies: “At Friar Patrick’s cell, where I intend holy confession.” No place
name, no monastery name, but a friar’s given name: an Irish name.

Not too many years before this play was written there was an
[rish Franciscan friar named Patrick O’Hely, who went to Spain to
study at the University of Alcald. At some point, O’Hely became in-
volved in a plot to overthrow the English domination of Ireland and
put Don John of Austria, the illegitimate son of Emperor Charles V,
on an Irish throne.

After gaining a reputation for his studies in Spain, O’Hely was
summoned to Rome, where, on 4 July 1576, Pope Gregory XIII named
him Bishop of Mayo, an area of Ireland. After his sojourn in Rome he
traveled overland to reach his Irish diocese, stopping — it has been
said —at Milan. We can guess, in line with the known facts, that he
would have waited for Milan’s plague of 1575-76 to end before coming
through that city. Milan was the accustomed resting place for north-
bound travelers to gather strength and provisions, before the task of
crossing the perilous Alps. When he landed in Ireland at County Kerry,
O’Hely was immediately arrested by the English, and on 22 August
1578, he was hanged.® King Philip II, Don John’s half-brother, said he
had never approved any such Irish plot, but the English never believed
him. (It is only my conjecture to suggest that Friar Patrick O’Hely was
the Friar Patrick referred to in the play.)

The first part of the road to Mantua was, and still is, the same as
the road to Verona, and on to Venice, until it splits in two at Brescia,
a distance away to their east. The route from Milan to both cities de-
parts from Milan by means of that north gate.

Sir Eglamour is at that appointed place, the abbey near Friar
Patrick’s cell. Silvia arrives sounding hurried, and says:

Go on, good Eglamour,

Out at the postern by the abbey wall.
I fear I am attended by some spies. (Emphasis mine)
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In medieval and Renaissance times, the great city gates were

.d at night. On either side of a gate there was a muc‘h 'smaller
do.h ded passageway called a “postern.” A properly identified per-
gudfor perhaps one offering a satisfactory bribe (as Lorenzo did in
F(‘:O}:pter XXXIV of The Betrothed), could gam ingress to or egress
from the city after public hours. I realized Silvia c‘i‘oes not want to go
through the great open Porta Orientale. She says, "I fear Tam attede-
ed by some spies,” probably her father’s henchmen. She wants t:: guie
them the slip, to use the small postern gate “bylthe' abbey wall,” once
the great gate is closed for the night. Moreover, it will sF)on be da:‘-‘k, as
Eglamour notes at the beginning of this scene, as the time when “The
sun begins to gild the western sky”; by then they could have a cover
of dusk or darkness.

[ scrutinized the exterior of the north city wall on foot, from
where the original Porta Orientale (now gone) had stood, to the site
of the next gate to the west, the Porta Nuova. The huge area next to
that wall, and just inside the city, formerly occupied by that abbey
and its humanitarian facilities, is now occupied by_thc Senate Palace,
the headquarters of the Italian Touring Club, the Museum .Df i\,latural
History, and the Planetarium, all of them surrounded by Milan’s great
Giardini Pubblici, the Public Gardens. If once there was a postern, 1
did not find it, though I thought I saw traces of one about twenty me-
ters west of the site of the old Porta Orientale, and just opposite the
former Lazzaretto location, just outside the city wall. Could this faint
relic have once been “the postern by the abbey wall?”

This would be the shortest distance, and the most unobtrusive
way, for the overworked friars to travel to and from their abbey, which
they needed to do again and again, night and day, to attend the suf-
ferers in a time of plague.

Of course, Silvia and Eglamour, on leaving the city by such an
arrangement, would go past the corner of the Lazzaretto building and
enter the road to Mantua. All this has seemed probable to me, but
cannot offer proof of such a postern.

I went to the remarkable Bertarelli Collection of prints and
maps in the Castello Sforzesco, to study more maps of Milan. There
I learned the abbey had been Franciscan, just as the priest whom I
met is, and as Patrick O’Hely was. It, and its enormous hospital and
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other facilities, can be identified on many maps such as the one made
by Antonio Lapreri in 1573. | examined others, in a chronological se-
quence reaching to 1699, depicting those same abbey buildings and
the walls. The abbey was named for Saint Dionigio, Saint Dionysius,
who was a Franciscan. Manzoni described it in The Betrothed.

When I explained to some of the personnel at the Bertarelli what I
was looking for, they said no postern should be expected on maps made
for public sale; it would be irresponsible to show an available postern in
the city wall. I remarked that my possible postern could have been the
best way for the friars to go to the Lazzaretto, and they asked, “Who
would need to know about it besides friars, who already would?”

In Act V Scene 1, when Silvia gives Eglamour instructions to
leave by the postern, Eglamour replies:

Fear not, the forest is not three leagues off;
If we recover that, we are sure enough. (Emphasis mine)

Eglamour is not referring to the wilderness just outside the
city; he is referring to the forest three leagues farther on. The Oxford
English Dictionary says a “league” is an “itinerary measure of dis-
tance, varying in different countries, but usually estimated rough-
ly at about three miles.” Thus, according to Eglamour, safety will be
reached, once they are in the forest. We thus know the forest itself is
something less than nine miles from the north wall of Milan. The
accuracy of the playwright continues. In fact, the intervening dis-
tance in the sixteenth century from the city wall to the forest was
about seven or eight meandering miles. As Manzoni remarked in The
Betrothed, the only straight part of the road was the brief segment
alongside the Lazzaretto.

In ActV Scene 3, the bandits have now captured Silvia. Sir
Eglamour has run away. They are not in the forest, as the many editors
of this play have claimed; they are in that wilderness outside Milan.
It is there that the Third Outlaw instructs the First Outlaw: “Go thou
with her to the west end of the wood.” In the sixteenth century, the
wood — the forest— was to the north and northeast of the wilder-
ness, nine miles beyond the city gate, and the road went through part

-of it on the way to Monza. It was beyond Monza where the road began
rising, and turning eastward toward Verona and Mantua.
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Meanwhile, in Act V Scene 2, back at the Castello, the Duke has
information that Silvia did not go to confession, as ?.he sald- she would.
Instead she has been seen in the forest. The Duke ‘15 now in hast.f:; he
instructs Thurio, Proteus, and “Sebastian” (who is actually ]uha,_as
we have earlier learned): “But mount you presently and meet with
me upon the rising of the mountain foot that leads. t(‘)w?.rd Ma.mua,
whither they are fled.” The Duke is unaware that Silvia is still in the
west end of the wood some distance off the road, taken there by the
I:'aﬂdl:.if;ith this, out of the north gate, or its postern by the abbey wall,
across the wilderness and into the forest, the route of the lovers ends,
and so does the play, with Act V Scene 4. ‘

Our playwright has herded nearly his entire cast into the wc?od.s,
the forest, near Monza. There they are assembled to speak ljwu fl;
nal lines. From the distinctions between “wilderness,” and “wood
or “forest,” and the distance of three leagues between them, I am sat-
isfied that the playwright was personally familiar with the lay of the

land beyond the walls of Milan.
'

It was time for me to leave Milan and its duchy, and return
to California. After a time, I received a very large envelope fr(r)m
Dr. Eleanor Saita, containing all that I had hoped to learn and which
proved, once again, that the playwright knew whereof he wrote. -

In the devastating plague of 1575-76, thousands of the afflicted
were brought to the Lazzaretto. It had two gates: one, nearest the Porta
Orientale, was the usual place to enter; the other gate, on the oppo-
site side of the Lazzaretto, faced the church of San Gregorio across t_he
road. Beyond San Gregorio was the great “wilderness,” through which
a road first made its way northward to a forest near Monza, and then
angled to the east.

Inside the huge quarantine compound of the Lazzaretto, maljly
thousands would die. For the dead, who required a Christian burial in
whatever way it could be arranged in such desperate times, 2 inter-
ment in consecrated ground needed to be close at hand. Bodies were
piled in carts and taken to Saint Gregory’s ever-expanding church-
yard. At Saint Gregory’s, there had first been trenches, but soon great
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pits were dug, and the carts would simply back up and dump out
their grim contents, over and over, day after day, month after month.
Saint Gregory’s became a veritable Hell on Earth. It was not a foun-
tain or a water source, but only a churchyard and mass graves, the
whole of which would come to be called il Pozzo di San Gregorio: Saint
Gregory’s Well.”

The playwright chose the most ominous of all places in Milan
for Proteus to frighten Thurio into going home to Verona. It was there,
to Saint Gregory’s Well, outside the protective wall of the city, around
and behind the huge and desolate Lazzaretto, away from the trav-
eled road, and at the beginning of a wilderness infested with despera-
dos, that Thurio was sent. “Proteus,” in the person of the playwright,
had made a thoughtful survey of Milan’s environs before sending off
Thurio — who might even get kidnaped by bandits as he fled.

And now I knew what the priest meant when he said “Where
the bones are.” The nineteenth-century Church of Saint Gregory now
stands on top of that tragic and horrible “Saint Gregory’s Well.”

I

The playwright’s juxtaposing of actual historical events of djf-
ferent times, e.g., the departure of Emperor Charles V on 14 March
1533, with the end of the plague in 1577, or thereabouts, has not both-
ered his audiences. Elizabethans’ sense of time was not as nervous as
our own.

NOTES

1. Oliver Logan wrote in his Culture and Society in Venice 1470-1790:
“Those numerous provincial nobles who followed a career of arms
usually did so in the armies of other European powers, particularly
Imperial ones, and provincial aristocracies often looked sympatheti-
cally towards the Habsburgs, in whose adjacent dominions they were,
they believed, better treated.”

2. The Winter’s Tale, Act V Scene 2.
Guide de Agostini— Milan, Instituto Geographico de Agostini, 1990.
Not the one of 1576-77, but the later one of 1630,
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Both Juliet and Silvia use going to a monaster.y as an excuse to get away
from home to meet a lover, evidently an effective ruse for young women
in Ttaly though one unavailable in a Protestant England. o
Dictionary of National Biography. Anthony Munday also commente
O’Hely in The English Romayne Life, 1582. - _——
There were two different names used by the Mlla‘n‘ese fort osed_ ;g
burial pits in the San Gregorio churchyard. In addition to Pozzo }1 c:)r}
Gregorio, they were also called Foppone del Lazza:er.ra, ‘El I:ame also
the old Milanese dialect, in which foppone means “big pit.

These frightening matters are detailed in the histories of Milan, includ-

ing the following: . .

i iszra Paolo Bellantani da Salo, Dialogo della Peste, cura di Federico
Oderici, Milan, 1957: the recollections of the friar who was respon-
sible for the organization and direction of the Lazzaretto during the
plague of 1630, being virtually identical to the plague of 1575-76, as
all historians, including Manzoni, agree; . o ‘

- V. Cavengo, Il Lazzaretto: Storia di un quartiere di Milano. Milan,
NED, 1986; o

= P Bis,cidc, Relatione verissima del progresso della pesti di Milano,

: s . - - d
Bolognia, 1630, for the illustrations; an . | .
. §. Lattuada, Discrizione di Milano, Volume I, Milan, 1737, from which

drawings of the pits were adapted.

CHAPTER 3 * TuE Two GENTLEMEN OF VERONA—PART 2 85



CHAFTER

The Taming of the Shrew

“Pisa to Padua”

early all the scenes of The Taming of the Shrew, the fa-
mous play about the courtship of Baptista Minola’s
daughters, Katherina, called “Kate,” and the younger
Bianca, take place inside the sixteenth-century walls of

o, Padua, the celebrated university city in northeastern Italy. Its events
__E NN are preceded by a little two-scene preface: a playlet not set in Padua,
= '\ ' but in England, which is about a practical joke on a drunkard named
Y Christopher Sly. This playlet had no title until 1725, when the poet

h‘ - . . . . - . -
L) Alexander Pope, doing some editorial work on it, entitled it Induction,

a name that has stuck. Because the subject of this investigation is Italy,
not England, the Induction will not be addressed.

~'

The Taming of the Shrew opens in Padua, with two young men on
stage. The first to speak is Lucentio; and the other, doing the listening,
is Tranio, his companion. Lucentio inundates us with information,
= saying who he is, where he came from, where he first began his jour-
g . é ney, why he came, where he got his earlier education, who his father is,
= % etc.; but through this chatter, we learn more of the playwright’s specific

-
d rau.rc. S

“Pisa—Padua
(Nt to scale)
7
‘\‘1 Mt. Cimone
~ }




knowledge about Italy. This is when Lucentio makes a peculiar refey.
ence to the wide territory in northern Italy called Lombardy.

[ used to think Lucentio was making an off-hand remark, a few
words slipped into his speech to provide some Italian “color”; but |
have steadily learned that no remark in the Shakespeare canon is ever
offhanded. There is always a reason, yet a reason that can very easily
€scape us. Here is “Lombardy” as it appears in the first four lines of
Lucentio’s speech:

Tranio, since for the great desire I had
To see fair Padua, nursery of arts,

I am arriv’d for fruitful Lombardy,
The pleasant garden of great Italy.

A slipup in the prepositions was made by someone where
Lucentio says: “I am arriv’d for fruitful Lombardy.” “For” makes no
sense, even though it has consistently appeared since its first known
printing in the First Folio. The Yale Shakespeare edition instructs in
a footnote that “for” should be read as “in,” making the line read “|
am arriv’d in fruitful Lombardy”; The New Folger Library substan-
tially agrees. This editorial alteration produces a geographical mis-
take. Padua is not in Lombardy; it’s in the territory to its east called
the “Veneto.”

On a different tack, The Riverside Shakespeare translates
Lucentio’s “am arriv’d for” to mean “am on my way to.” The trouble
with this idea is that Lucentio is clearly not on his way to Lombardy,
but to the Veneto, where Padua is located. Padua is not some awkward
stop-over. It is Lucentio’s declared, and now achieved, destination;
one only need read his full speech to know this. Lucentio has come
to Padua to stay, and to acquire some higher learning at its universi-
ty —that is, until he gets a good look at Bianca, Kate’s sister, which
gives him a distinctly different reason to remain in that city.

Could this odd use of a tiny preposition be important? It could
indeed, and I had to make some rational sense of it. Running through
the entire list of prepositions, the only one that made any sense was

“from.” Could the playwright have actually written that Lucentio had
come from Lombardy?
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Numerous wording errors have been identified in the early print-
ings of all the plays in the First Folio. Thely are so comm;n as tfociir::
onstrate that the author was not involvecll in the proofrea ngo Y
the Quarto edition or the First Folio Edltl(.}n. As to The Tmf}zlmgb o
Shrew, scholars have so minutely studied 1ts'w0rd busagcs t aj[ :r he
end of the twentieth century, more than 350 insertions, subs;uu io t:
or emendations to it have been proposed, debated, andl]argedy aci:lcep -
ed in the various modern editions of thi(s play,., Thise mclt:. fszoizf”
ing “yours” to “ours”; “seek” to “feet”;’: bo?y to“ bonny”; i
to “askance”; “me” to “in”; another “me t(? none”; and so on. e
each of the thirty-six plays in the First Folio has undergone such e

torial emendations, The Taming holds the numerical record.

~

Soon Lucentio will also say: “I have Pisa left / And am. to Padua
come.” If my conclusion about his coming from Lombard); is co;crle;:
did he come from Lombardy or from Pisa? Or from both? (.:c;u :
have come to Padua from both places on the very same tr{p.h511cll<?§
Pisa is much farther away, why mention Lombardy, evefn 1{1 e i;c-
come by way of it en route? He would have comf: by way 0. ot ;'r P i
es, too. There had to be a reason, maybe something the writer thoug

important and knew was accurate.
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study. (From Guida
per la Citta di
Padova, Venezia,
1817)



The ancient Roman roads, still gladly used in the sixteenth cepy.

tury, and even now —with modern paving — could easily have taken
Lucentio through Lombardy on the way to Padua. Archeological maps
that detail those roads are readily available in Italy. When I traveled
the ancient routes that Lucentio might have followed from Pisa to
Padua, I applied a reliable precept that has been used for a long time:
when a modern Italian road substantially conforms to the route of
a Roman road, it demonstrates that the Roman road has continued
to be the best of all practical possibilities, massive modern earth-
moving machines notwithstanding. Where those Roman roads
coincide with routes of Italy’s modern roads, a tourist traveling by car
today can experience the temporary thrill of journeying through the
ancient Empire on a Roman road, its timeworn stones merely having
been topped by cushioning tarmac.

I had gone to Pisa, where Lucentio’s trip began, from there to
drive back and forth, on different possible routes across the Apennine
Mountains, to Padua. [ wanted to learn what the Renaissance op-
tions were in crossing the intriguing high barrier which separates
Tuscany (where Florence and Pisa are) from the northern territories
of Lombardy, and of the Venetian Veneto (where Padua is).

I found three practical routes that were available for Lucentio,
each of which arrives at someplace on the mighty Po River, which
forms the southern edge of Lombardy. Then, from Lombardy, a trav-
eler could proceed onward to Padua by fresh water.

The shortest route departs from Pisa, on the former Roman
road (now paved and called Highway §12). The road continues to
Lucca, then crosses the Apennines to go down onto the southern
plain of the Po. From there, in a nearly straight line, one reaches
the banks of the river at the important town of Revere. Revere is
directly across the Po from Ostiglia, the very same town to which
Valentine and Proteus of The Two Gentlemen of Verona come, but in
the opposite direction, on their water journey from Verona to Milan
(see Chapter 2). The two gentlemen (separately) had sailed down the
Adige from Verona to Legnago, entered the (now disappeared) canals

.that connected Legnago to Ostiglia, and thus reached the Po River at
Ostiglia, on which they sailed right into Milan — all on their com-
fortable boats.
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[n this play, Lucentio and his compafzions will take tlllis sam;

packward — using those same (now disappeared) c.ana. §— a.n
routf bly sail from Ostiglia to Padua. When Lucentio, lralvchng
coﬂ'lfocjian }t/he Roman road from Pisa, reached Ostiglia, a switch to
b 1ﬂr“[r;)ve1 would have been for reasons other than simply comfort
Wﬁtie racticality. By Lucentio’s day, the Roman roads, and any otl:r
}all(i;clzl—for roads that might have been used to travel to Padua, had be-

i i overflowing rivers,

i t?wd}izz:ﬁr:e‘jfr :1111;:? ;r;l:o?iance about Lucentio’s itinerary is to
know what Lhucentio knows, does, and says; and what the ?la.ywrlg.ht

s. has him do, and has him say. Both Revere and Os'flglla arein
f}:l:gl:chy of Mantua, an important part of Lombardy, tfhx]elfegt:ztg;}
was a Venetian stronghold. Lucentio wou»ld be speaking : (e reci
saying to Tranio: “T am arrived from fruitful Lgm!aardyp dmyiﬂ .
ommended change). He had journeyed from Ostxgll.a to al uahiCh
boat—a significant change from the first part ot:‘theu' tra\fe S, v:tam-
involved a trek on land from Pisa to F‘{evcre. This was an mgaod "
enough difference in Italy for Lucentio to have named Lombardy

i oint in his journey. ‘
o plr;:]rpLucentio cz)mplctes his opening Iinets, amfl T”-n_no rec-l—
sponds, Lucentio turns in an off-stage direction, raises his voice, an

says to someone we haven’t yet seen:

If, Biondello, thou wert come ashore,

We could at once put us in readiness,
And take a lodging fit to entertain

Such friends as time in Padua shall beget.

This business of coming “ashore” in Padua has led to sut:*‘h-non-
sense as the observation in The Riverside Shakespeare that hkﬁ:;:
number of other inland cities, Padua is endowed t.)y shakespeare wi ;
a harbor.” The rivers and canals in Lucentio’s trip from Revere, an :
across to Ostiglia, and on to Padua are still there, save for that nc:v
vanished canal link between Ostiglia on the Po, and Legnago on the
Adige. Lucentio is, yet again, using words that are true. e

The Po River, which Valentine and Proteus .hafi use gomfglg P
river on their westward journey to Milan from Ostiglia, flctually 1 owlrs
castward, down-river, to join the Adriatic Sea. It does this more slowly,
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and by a longer, more wavering course, than does the swifter Adige,
flowing parallel to it on its north. Equally important for an unbroken
water journey, the mouth of the Adige is much closer to the Brenta River
(not to be confused with the Brenta Canal) than is that of the Po.

Before ever leaving Pisa, Lucentio would have known about both
the land and the water routes to Padua. As he says himself, his father is
a “merchant of great traffic through the world,” who, being one, could
have instructed his son on the most practical route to take from Pisa
to Padua. Moreover, as an exuberant young man of privilege might do,
wanting to have “a lodging fit to entertain” new friends in Padua as
well as to live in his accustomed style, he would have brought along a
number of better-class chattels, such as baggage and boots, bedding
and books, clothing and candlesticks. After the wearying trek across
the Apennine Mountains, foot-sore or saddle-sore, Lucentio would
be happy to liberate himself from his freight, by turning it into car-
go; indeed, it would have been irresistible. And, too, Lucentio and his
traveling companions could have shading canvas overhead, food and
wine, cushions and ease, and no more infested inns. So now we know:
Lucentio hired or bought a boat, either at Revere or at Ostiglia, and
using the earlier described canal and Tartaro connections, sailed or
swept the rest of the way to Padua.

Once Lucentio had left the Adige’s mouth and proceeded north
along the Adriatic coastline, he would have turned directly into the
Brenta River and then continued toward Padua. If the river’s mouth
was clotted with silt, as sometimes happened, Lucentio could use
the Brenta River by first sailing into the Lagoon at the nearby city of
Chioggia, then taking the canal called the Lombardo, which had been
dug across to the Brenta River a long time before. The Lombardo ca-
nal cuts through a short piece of marshy land between the Lagoon
and the Brenta River, at a place upstream from its troublesome mouth.
Lucentio could then continue sailing up the Brenta River, about twen-
ty miles (thirty kilometers), to enter the attached Piovego Canal,
which runs straight as an arrow from the Brenta to the moat which
embraces the sixteenth-century walls of Padua.

From there, the standing rule for vessels arriving on the moat
was to steer to the right, and then continue around to the left, to
reach the large landing place in front of a great city gate named “Porta
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Portello.” There, boats would unload, pay duty, and travelers could
walk on into town.

Lucentio’s boat didn’t do that. At the moat, it turned to the left.
Although it’s no longer there, in Lucentio’s day there was a small ca-
nal not far beyond this left turn. The little canal passed right through
the city wall, next to a gate called “Porta Saracina,” which in those
days was by the still-existing edifice called “La Specola.” This small
canal served to connect that big sixteenth-century moat straight-
away with the city’s earlier medieval moat. By the time of Lucentio’s
trip to Padua, the medieval moat had become a circulating waterway,
a canal, inside the larger city, just as the medieval Naviglio Interno
in Milan had become such a canal inside a larger, sixteenth-century
city. The natives of Padua called their canals (and stil] call interior
ones) “rivers” — fiume —because in Roman times, they were actu-
ally branches of rivers; in Padua’s case, the small and meandering

Bacchiglione River. A street alongside a fiume is usually still com-
monly called a “riviera.”

-~

At which quay alongside a Paduan fiume did Lucentio’s boat tie
up? The playwright will tell us exactly which one, but we must care-
fully read again Lucentio’s earlier-quoted lines, as he calls off-stage
to someone named Biondello:

If, Biondello, thou wert come ashore,

We could at once put us in readiness

And take a lodging fit to entertain

Such friends as time in Padua shall beget.  (Emphasis mine)
This first scene in the play thus needs to be by a wharf, or dock,

Or quay, or a “road,” where Lucentio’s boat can be tied within easy

earshot of Biondello and unloaded without fuss, and where the fel-

lows can quickly “take a lodging.” When Lucentio says “at once,” he

is telling us the lodging is but a few steps from where they are stand-

ing. It is close enough that he and Tranio have been able to inspect it,

which includes meeting the landlord, striking a bargain for occupa-

tion, and going back outside to call over to Biondello to disembark.
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No sooner has Lucentio given Biondello his inst‘ructi.ons thanl
five people arrive, all chattering away. At first, T.ranju thinks thc;
have come to extend greetings, saying to Lucentio, Master;.mﬂ:c}
<how to welcome us to the town,” but the group pays no attention
the young men; they have businf_iss to att.cnd to. .
These five are Baptista Minola, his two daughters, Kat eru.l
(“Katc”) and Bianca; and two men, one a fellc»wb named Hortenm?,
and the other an old “pantaloon,” named Gremlo: Both men, as it
turns out, are suitors for Bianca’s hand. No one has tu'ne for t.l'le young_
strangers; they have important matters to settle: thelr‘ marrlag.e pro;_
pects. But what is this? People discussing personal subjects 01.1t in pu ’
lic? The simple answer is that they are sixten?nth-cefltu ry Italians, aE
they don’t think of themselves as being out in public, b.ut rather\ aiarz—
ing in Baptista’s “outdoor living room,” the area Cff Fh'e str-eet OJ s‘-q o
that is at his front door. Such a concept—afld activity —is sti :,eeh )
Italian towns and villages today, where neighbors often put out their
chairs, and even tables, as soon as the sunshine turns to shacﬁle. :
The playwright dispels any doubt about thE‘: -clo':.gness 0
Baptista’s door. When the conversation turns to spf:c1tj1§s .1. Eut an:!
marriage to Bianca, Baptista decides she shoujdn t llSlel"l, fe s:tay.f,
“Bianca, get you in.” Not “go home,” or “go away. Th.ey o in fron }«;}
the Minola residence, with Bianca being told to st.eR inside. Whe.n s .e
doesn’t obey, their location gets emphasized. Arriving _at the pf)lI]lh 1:1
the marriage negotiations where Baptista is about to discuss Bianca’s
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Left: The Piovego
Canal, which runs
straight as an arrow
from the Brenta
River to Padua.

Right: The Piovego
Canal as it reaches
the 16th-century
wall at Padua.
(Author’s photos)



The landing place
or “road” in Paduq
(bottom right

of photo) where
Lucentio’s boat
docked. (Author’s
photo taken from
the bridge over the
canal)

need for more education, he stops, mid-sentence, to repeat his order
3

saying, “Go in, Bianca.” Not only is the front door right there, 5o are
Lucentio and Tranio,

ow we have a list of stage requirements for this Opening
scene: a canal; a wharf or quay; a respectable hostelry; some
kind of open Space, maybe a street, maybe a plaza; and g
least one, if not several, personal residences standing about. Houseg
within Italian towns, like other such houses in sixteenth-century
Europe, were, and still are, rarely solitary; they stand cheek-by-jowl.
Could I take this listing I've made to be literally true? To re.
ally exist on the ground in Padua? As unique as this combination of
features may seem, one could expect an alert host to open an inn, or
hostelry, next to a place where travelers might tie up their boats. Yet
I felt sure the playwright had written about one exact place. I hoped
that there would yet be disclosed, in an early reading of his play, some
singular, one-of-a-kind reference. Though I needed to be patient and
pay close attention, the author did not disappoint me.
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A respectable
hostelry. Lucentio’s
lodging place, with
an open space or
plaza in front,
located a few steps
from the landing
place. (Author’s
phatos)

The story continues. Kate’s brash suitor, Petruchio, arrives from
the adjacent Venetian province of Verona to win her hand, and soon,
to universal relief, since custom required that the elder daughter be
the first to marry,! Petruchio makes the accepted dowry agreement
with her father. It was common in those days in Italy for a marriage
to take place as soon as — frequently on the same day — that agree-
ment was reached. In Act III Scene 2, we are given a description of
Kate’s prompt wedding by Gremio, one of the witnesses. Consistent
with sensible Italian custom, we can assume the marriage took place
in Kate’s own parish church. It can’t be a very large, or important,
church because, when Gremio describes the ceremony, he refers to the
priest as the “vicar.” Vicar is an ecclesiastical title that appears only
four times in the Shakespeare canon, while “priest” or “priests” ap-
pear seventy-four times.

A vicar is a special kind of priest, and I would discover in
Padua that the playwright knew precisely whereof he wrote. When a
congregation is so small that a priest from someplace else is deputized
to come to it to provide ceremonies, instruction, confession, etc., he is
called a “vicar,” having come to perform his duties vicariously, so to
speak. Gremio, however, doesn’t tell us the name of this little church,
and the author isn’t in any hurry to tell us, either, though he does
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ccurately name the Italian churches in his plays. \'\"elhaxge already
;ncountercd Saint Gregory’s in Milan and Saint Pcler.s in Verona.

It is only at the end of Act IV Scene 4 where we flnally learn the
name of the parish church in Padua. In that scene, andeilvc reports
{o Lucentio that the way has been cleared for him to m‘:irry Bleinca, tll'lu:
prerequisite of Kate marrying first having been f}llfllled. B’_mnde o
then says to Lucentio: “The old priest at Saint Luke’s C‘hurch is at your
command at all hours.” And there it is: Saint Luke’s (Jhm;ch‘ '

Though not mentioned in connection with Kate’s marriage,
there were specific requirements for any marriage t?'eremo'ny, Whlc}'}
Biondello tries to describe to Lucentio after naming Saint Luke’s

when he says:

. Take you assurance of her cum pivilegio ad imprrmendu.m s0-
Jum [irrelevant nonsense which is actually about publlshu.lg
books]: to th' church take the priest, clerk, and some suffi-
cient honest witnesses ...

This was a specific mandate in the sixteenth century — aside
from the “holy” Latin, which illiterate Biondello had m'e.rheard some-
place— which goes nearly unnoticed today, since a revqmremfent long
since taken for granted now was not always followed in the su;tei:’nth
century in lands other than Italy. Nothing in th'e Italian Plays mhr.e~
ally said offhandedly, but rather to some then—tlme])./ _pur.posc. This
remark of Biondello’s is pointed directly at the authorities in England,
and the disgraceful fraudulent marriages that wexe comlmonothere, to
dupe innocent women. Such marriages were easily denied since they
were deliberately performed with no witnesses, or church rf.'corcis, to
prove they had taken place. Secret marriages, informal .marr{ages, and
marriages without suitable witnesses had reached.epidemx_c propor-
tions, especially in England. Courts could make brides destitute, and
children into bastards, without reliable witnesses and proper church
records as proof that a union had taken place. o

While it is often said that the Roman Catholic Council of Trent
took far too long to rectify ecclesiastical abuses and c]arif?' .othcr
matters, on 11 November 1563 it declared to the Catholic falth.ful
that all marriages not thereafter celebrated in the presence of a priest,
and two or three witnesses, would be null and void. From that day
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forward, by canon law, Petruchio, Lucentio, and the old vicar at Saint
Luke’s would have had to comply. Such, however, was not to be the
case in quasi-Protestant England. Neither the English Parliament, nor
the Anglican Church, took a comparable stand, until the middle of
the eighteenth century. Henry VIII had earlier attempted to correct
this scandal by a statute, but it was repealed during the reign of his
young son, Edward VI,
~
At the end of this Scene 4 of Act IV, the church is named again,
when Biondello comically announces:

... My master hath appointed me to go to Saint Luke’s, to bid the
priest be ready to come against you come with your appendix.

Now we have it: the playwright’s method of repeating the name,
insisting on it, his personal technique of urging the reader or audi-
ence to “Pay attention.” The author is telling us that Baptista Minola
and his daughters live in the parish of Saint Luke.

ue, no doubt, to the conviction that the places and things

in the Italian Plays are fictitious, no one has ever tried to

tind a Chiesa di San Luca (Saint Luke’s Church) in Padua.
But in five minutes time, at the diocesan office, its address was in my
hand: 22 Via Venti Settembre, formerly called Via San Luca, between
Vicolo Conti and Via Rialto. Later, from help at the city’s Archives,
and then in a book I bought at a nearby store, I learned Saint Luke’s
origins are medieval, built where it stands, well before 1350.

The writings of a certain Secondo Giovanni di Nono report that
in the first half of the fourteenth century, the medieval walls of Padua
(all now well inside the sixteenth-century walls) had nineteen gates,
all of which he named. Most of the gates were named for the adjacent,
or closest, church or churches, and there on his list is Porta San Luca
0 Santa Maria in Vanzo. San Luca is, in fact, just across a side street
from Santa Maria in Vanzo, although it no longer has a medieval ap-
pearance. On the testimony of Secondo Giovanni, these two churches
had been there for more than two centuries when The Taming of the
Shrew was composed.
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n 1815 (during the Austrian suzerainty over northern Italy),

as stated in Latin on a plaque over the central door, San Ltvxca

underwent extensive renovations. The fagade of t}.xe tiny
church was “freshened up,” resulting in its exterior ne{)clzflsswal 'ap-
pearance of today. The little church has continued t(? receive loving
attention over the years, the changing color of its outside walls atttj!stl:,
to that: the yellow I witnessed two decades ago is now a fheerful pm ;
The interior of Saint Luke’s, though welcoming, contains no d;st}n-
guished art. It does have a nice altar, though, done by a local art‘ist,
Pietro Dameni, depicting Saint Luke writing his Gospel, and Saint
Mary with four of the city’s nineteenth-century patrons.

e

The little Saint Luke’s Church lies just inside Padua’s me-d]—
eval wall, close to an arched opening now called Porta S.G. Barbarigo
(Portal of San Giovanni Barbarigo). Making my wa]( through that
arch, I found myself staring at the setting of Act 1 Scene 1 of T:l‘e
Taming of the Shrew. I was sure of this as I looked around me. To this
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A parish church
called Saint Luke’s
near the port and
hostelry. (Author’s
photo)
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very day, the entire layout before my eyes possesses all the elements
that exactly fit the describing dialogues in that opening scene:

* a waterway (now narrowed by centuries of cast rubble);

+ alanding place, quay, or road where a boat could tie up (now

reduced to a narrow ledge);

+ a bridge across that waterway, connecting both to

+ astreet with a Saint Luke’s church nearby; and

+ awide space with a cluster of buildings (part street, part plaza).

One, among that cluster of buildings, the one on a corner of that
wide space facing toward the bridge — the only one that’s a bit taller
than the others—has a ground-floor arcade. This one building was
about to be singled out.
P

Standing on the bridge, thinking about Lucentio and Biondello
and Baptista and his daughters, I opened my portfolio of notes, maps
and sketches and selected the photocopy I had obtained from the
Museo Civico di Padova. The photocopy was part of an eignteenth-
century drawing by a “surveyor,” named Lorenzo Mazzi. Dated
17 December 1718, it was not a very good drawing — Mazzi was hard-
ly a professional. His drawing is awkward, distorted, and without any
consistent scale, but nevertheless, most helpful to my theory about
this spot in Padua. One can only barely make out the name of Saint
Luke’s, and many of the buildings Mazzi sketched are no longer there.
The waterway is boldly captioned Fiume, instead of Canale or Naviglio;
and by the bridge, there is indeed a spot clearly labeled Porto, mean-
ing “port” or “landing” — perfect for Lucentio to tie up his boat.

Mazzi’s drawing also had something in tiny letters which I could
barely decipher, but which, when I finally made them out, so startled
me that I laughed out loud. Lettering at the foot of his depiction of that
building, the one just over the bridge with the ground floor arcade, when
examined closely, reads “Osteria,” the Italian word for “hostelry” or “inn,”
or lodging place. This was a labeled sketch of Lucentio’s home-away-from-
home. The building is in excellent condition; it seems ageless. No won-
der Lucentio, while standing in front of the Osteria above, chatting with
Tranio, was able—in the same breath—to call to Biondello, patiently
waiting for instructions, by their boat tied up at the porto below.
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Opposite page:

Map of Padua in
the very early 13th
century showing the
little parish church of
Saint Luke (S. Luca,
indicated above the
star) before its “face
lift.” (Reproduction
of a medieval map
from A. Barzon, 11
Beato Crescenzio da
Camposampiero,
Padova, 1941)



Opposite page:
Padua by Lorenzo
Mazzi. This
drawing, dated 1718,
depicts all elements
in Act [ Scene 1 of
The Taming of the
Shrew: the port
(porto = 1) where
Lucentio tied up his
vessel; the hostelry
(osteria = 2) where
he lodged; and
the parish church
of Saint Luke
(San Luca = 3)
where Bianca and
Katherine were
married. (From
A. Barzon, 1] Beato
Crescenzio da
Composampiero,
Padova, 1941. Also
see Storia e arte in
S. Tomaso, Padova
1966. The original
map is in the Museo
Civico di Padova,
F 6330)

Still on that bridge, turning slowly, taking in the ful] circle
sweep of the utter reality of all that the playwright described, 1 kney
in a rush that I was standing exactly where the author of The Tamin
of the Shrew had stood four centuries before me, absorbing all he Saw
around him.

~

Late in Act II Scene 1, when vying for Bianca’s hand, Gremio de-
scribes to Baptista some of the details of his wealth:

First, as you know, my house within the city
Is richly furnished with plate and gold,
Basins and ewers to lave her dainty hands;
My hangings all of Tyrian tapestry.

Inivory coffers I have stuff’d my crowns,

In cypress chests my arras counterpoints,
Costly apparel, tents, and canopies,

Fine linen, Turkey cushions boss’d with pearl,
Valance of Venice gold in needlework,
Pewter and brass, and all things that belongs
To house or housckeeping ...

Travelers in Italy familiar with The Taming, who have visited
the interior of a Venetian villa in the Veneto which has retained its
venerable furnishings, have remarked how strikingly like Gremio’s
description those Italian interiors are—and how unlike his descrip-
tion is to a wealthy Tudor house.

P

Some lines later in this Scene 1 of Act II, in Gremio’s bidding for
Bianca, he adds another alleged detail of his wealth. He says if Bianca
becomes his wife, “she shall have, besides, an Argosy that now is ly-
ing in Marcellus’ road.” (Gremio'’s “Marcellus” is Marseilles, in the
Kingdom of France.) There is something wrong with this: an “Argosy”
was originally a merchant ship from Ragusa, the city-state across the
Adriatic from Italy. This doesn’t mean Gremio couldn’t have owned
one, but it does imply that Gremio was cunning enough to keep it in
a foreign country, since it was illegal for a citizen of the Republic to

own a foreign vessel (see Chapter 5). Earlier in Gremio’s boasting, it
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is obvious that he is a dairy farmer a
Baptista, he has 100 milch cows and sixty oxen. An§ now he has a}n
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he proudly informs

Argosy, 100,
that Bianca will get it.

Gremio seems full of hot air;
talone in Italian Commedia dell’Arte. The piot.s an T
form of Italian theatre so permeate the English playwright’s Italia
uld already know that a pantaloon was
liar. This might explain the
tment portfolio,

after all, heisa “pantaloun,” a pan-
d characters of this

Plays that some in England wo ;
always a silly old man—and a sometime il
" sudden appearance of this Argos;;lin Gremio’s inves

i ovoke English laughter. .
s Pzrtstute thoigh ignorant, pretending to be Lucentio, at-
ianca’s hand. He layers on another
.. ’tis known my fa-

Tranio,
tempts to outbid Gremio for B
i io’ laiming “.
lie about Lucentio’s alleged father, ¢ ‘ : :
ther hath no less than three great Argosies besides two galliases /
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- “and twelve light
alleys” ... This is q
tudy, attributed to
\aphael, of a single-
tasted Mediterran-
an light galley.

From the Gallerig
ellAccademia in
enice)

And twelve tight [sic] galleys.” Thj,
is hardly likely, since ATgosies were
then owned by Ragusans.

. In every edition of this play ever
printed, there is the adjective “tight”
for the galleys. This is a typograph.
ical error. The adjective should be
corrected to “light,” so as accurate.
ly to name a kind of Mediterraneap
galley of the sixteenth century con-
structed with a single mast. They are

“light galleys,” and the author would
surely have known of them from his
Italian travels, and may even have
sailed in one. There was no such ves.
sel in English waters.

i

ra.nio realizes that to convince Baptista of his eligibility to

win Bianca, he needs to recruit someone to pose as Lucentio’s
‘ father; someone newly arrived in town who would be will
ing to fib, in affirmation of Tranio’s falsehoods. We learn in Act iV-
Scene 2 that Biondello is sent to a city gate to find, and enlist
presentable person. , ke

lC n this hEIlB nae enters t ce 1[6 ]a to
We ar ]l W 10 d 110 n 5 hlSS
ne, an
) xclaims

O master, master, I have watch’d so long that I am dog-weary!

But at last I spied an ancient an :
gel coming down t e
serve the turn. g he hill will

Scholars have opined that Biondello calls his find an “angel,” be-
i of an old English coin with the figure of Archangel Michael ,This
idea can only be considered irrelevant. More likely, Biondello callls the
man an angel because he regards his recruit as heaven-sent; after all
how easy is it to find a respectable-looking person both wilI;ng to imi
personate someone’s father, and assist in marriage negotiations?

e Y
106 THE SHAKESPEARE GUIDE To ITALY

Tranio asks Biondello “What is he, Biondello?” And Biondello

ans\.\!el’SZ

Master, a marcantant, or a pedant,
I know not what, but formal in apparel,
in gait and countenance surely like a father.

Biondello isn’t at all sure what the man he has managed to re-
cruit does for a living, but his appearance is respectable, something
(hat would apply equally to both professions. A “pedant” was a school
teacher, or tutor. As for a “marcantant,” the Italian word for it is mer-
cantante, which, when anglicized, loses its final “e.” Thus, the proper
spelling, in English, would be “mercantant.”

It is my guess that the first “a” in the word, found in the First
Folio and repeated ever since, is a typographical error for “e.” Not
only was “mercantant” an unfamiliar word in England, aside from
this play, it has never been used in English literature. The Oxford
English Dictionary, influenced by the appearance of the word in the
First Folio, has given it the same misspelling; and the definition giv-
en there is “merchant,” which, for a sixteenth-century mercantant, is
sort of right, and sort of wrong. Black’s Law Dictionary comes a bit
closer, defining a mercantant as “a foreign trader,” but even this defi-
nition requires clarification; because although a mercantant is a trav-
eling commercial agent, he is one of a particular kind.

The man enlisted by Biondello is no pedant; he is, indeed a mer-
cantant, as we learn from the details of his profession he discloses in

his conversation with Tranio toward the end of this Act:

Mercantant/

Pedant: God save you, sir!

Tranio as

Lucentio: And you, sir! You are welcome. Travel you far

on, or are you at the farthest?

Mercantant: Sir, at the farthest for a week or two,
But then up farther, and as far as Rome;
And so to Tripoli, if God lend me life.
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Tranio: What countryman I pray?
Mercantant: Of Mantua.

Tranio: Of Mantua, sir? Marry, God forbid!
And come to Padua, careless of your life?

Mercantant: My life, sir? How, I pray? For that goes hard.

Tranio: "Tis death for anyone in Mantua
To come to Padua. Know you not the cause?
Your ships are stayed at Venice, and the Duke,
For private quarrel "Twixt your duke and him,
Hath published and proclaimed it openly.
"Tis marvel, but that you are but newly come,
You might have heard it else proclaimed about.

Mercantant: Alas, sir, it is worse for me than so!
For I have bills for money by exchange
From Florence, and must here deliver them.

These lines reveal the specific knowledge the playwright had
about one of Italy’s important banking practices.

It is even more specific, and remarkable, when this Mercantant
says he is from Mantua, of all places. First, we are informed that this
man is a professional traveler, because of his scheduled and Surpris-
ingly wide itinerary: arriving in Padua from Florence; next going “up
farther,” by which he probably means Venice; then turning around to
go back south “as far as Rome.” After that, interestingly, he says he
will go to Tripoli, across the Mediterranean in North Africa, on its
Barbary Coast, where gold dust routinely arrived from the mines of
Sudan, making it an important financial center.

Second, at the end of their dialogue, the Mercantant makes the
purpose of his traveling profession even more specific, when he says
he has bills for money by exchange. These financial instruments had
been widely employed in Europe, the Near East, and North Africa
since medieval times. These “bills for money by exchange” had what
seemed a nearly magical use, which was the discount buying of a writ-
ten order (bill) on a bank — usually one located elsewhere — to pay a
stated sum of money on, or after, a specific later date. Thus, less than
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the stated amount of money was actually paid out for the paper at i.ts
place of origin on some earlier date, later to be excha{]?efi at‘a partic-
alar bank in another city for the full stated amount. This difference
in the amounts was the bill buyer’s profit.?

I

This business of issuing, discounting, and then redeeming bills
of exchange was done in many Italian cities, including Mantua,l Padua,
Venice, Florence, and Rome. Elsewhere in Europe, it was done in such
places as Antwerp, Lyon, Frankfurt, and London, for example.:. In go-
ing to London, the bill carrier went by sea, and usually arrived on
the Thames, hard by The City of London, where the banks wtere lo-
cated. He was thus never encountered out on the road by Engl.lsh lay-
men— not enough, that is, to have acquired an English name instead
of the Ttalian one.

Of particular importance to the play’s Mercantant, f.he.re were
bill discounters, and responsive banks, in Tripoli, a striking fact
which the playwright obviously knew. From all that the Mercant?nt
has now said, his profession is now fully defined; he is th-e collection
agent for a bill discounter, or an issuer of bills, who lives in Mantua.

T

For years I have been bothered by the slavish practice of e.dit.ors
of The Taming of the Shrew, in marking the lines of the man imitat-
ing Lucentio’s father, “Pedant.” In his Love’s Labours Lost, th(? play-
wright thoroughly ridiculed a pedanto, yet has done ik such thing to
this masquerader in The Taming. The failure, or conscious refusal', to
insert the correct name — “Mercantant,” instead of “Pedant” —might
well be due to an earlier English scrivener’s mistake. It would be an
error resulting from someone who was unfamiliar with a mercan-
tant, but who knew about pedants. Can this repeated crror‘be at-
tributed today to the same ignorance? While some editors did not
hesitate to alter (erroneously) Speed’s line in Act II Scene 5 of The
Two Gentlemen of Verona (from “Welcome to Padua!” to “Welcome to
Milan!”), all editors fail to correct “Pedant” by replacing it with the

accurate “Mercantant.”
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n the above-quoted dialogue between Tranio and the
Mercantant, where the Mercantant reveals he is from Mantua,
the playwright has sent another of his cryptic signals: Mantua
is named three times in quick succession. Not only in this, but in the
fibabout a quarrel between the Duke of Venice (the state that included
Padua) and the Duke of Mantua, the playwright has specifically re-
ferred to the Mantuan duke, who would have been a Gonzaga. The
Gonzaga had been the ruling family of Mantua for centuries.
In Fernand Braudel’s masterwork, The Mediterranean and the
Mediterranean Sea in the Age of Philip II, Volume I, page 468, he
wrote:

The agents of the Gonzaga, who bought thoroughbred hors-
es, were as at home in Tunis and Oran as in Genoa or Venice,
coming and going with bills of exchange on Barbary (on the
credit of Christian merchants settled there) ...

This would, perforce, include Berber-populated Tripoli, where
payments could be received in gold, a metal in short supply in Italy,
and far more desirable than silver, which kept losing its value due to
the Spanish glut.

The playwright had learned something quite particular about
the Gonzagas of Mantua, to which he has alluded in his typical-
ly oblique way. Through his character Tranio, we are told that the

“Duke of Mantua” had seagoing ships, and this too has been a source
of ridicule. The fact is, at Governolo, adjacent to the Po River, Mantua
maintained a substantial fleet of both merchant ships, and ships of
war, fully capable of plying the Po, the Adige, the Adriatic, and far
beyond.

<

Far-away Pisa is named fourteen times in The Taming of the
Shrew; not just because it’s Lucentio’s hometown, but because the
playwright enjoys using Pisa for one of his wordplays. It seems the
author especially likes this Pisa pun; he worked it into his dialogues
twice in this play. Notwithstanding, his unusual punning on Pisa has
escaped the notice of commentators. I, too, might not have noticed it,
had I never been to Pisa, nor been aware of a parallel, and more obvi-
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pun in Romeo and Juliet. In its Scene 1 of Act II1, Mercutio, run

us, ; =30 ’ :
Ohrough by the outrageous Tybalt, lies dying in Romeo's arms:
t
Romeo:  Courage, man. The hurt cannot be much.
Mercutio:  No, 'tis not so deep as a well,

nor so wide as a church door;
but ’tis enough, 'twill serve.
Ask for me to-morrow, and you
will find me a grave man ...

In Act I Scene 1, of The Taming, in telling where he was born,
Lucentio says: “Pisa, renowned for grave citizens.” Again, in Act v
Scene 2, when the “Pedant” (Mercantant) is asked if he has ever been

in Pisa, he responds:

Ay, sir, in Pisa I have often been;
Pisa, renowned for grave citizens.

Like Mercutio, who is about to become “a grave man,” and the
“pedant’s” and Lucentio’s “grave citizens” — meaning a ‘.‘citizen“ of
the grave — the grave citizens of Pisa are not its living remdent& how’—’
ever solemn Pisans may be thought to be. The Pisan “grave citizens
of which the playwright speaks, are its decedents, or at lea%t the mo.st
honored or honorable of them. They are Pisans who were interred in
the city’s cemetery of distinction, the “Campo Santo,” ajso knowrlzfs
the “Camposanto Monumentale.” The Italian wctrd for “cemetery .15
camposanto, literally, “sacred ground” or “holy field,” and the one in
Pisa is unlike any other. ' '
During the Crusades, Pisa became rich tran?porung ]Enl—
grims and soldiers to the Holy Land by sea. An archblsho'p of Pisa,
Lanfranchi (1108-1178), noticed that the returning ships, emp-
tied of the outbound faithful, employed stone, and exotic goods—'
often cheap ones—as ballast for the homeward VO}Tage. Lanfra.mchl
arranged that the holds of fifty-three galleys, on the.ir return trips to
Pisa, be filled with earth taken from Mount Calvary in ]erusa.lem, the
place where Jesus was crucified. This earth was said to contain drops
of Christ’s blood. This holiest of soils was spread in a wide rectangle
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on a field near Pisa’s cathedral (duomo) and baptistry, creating a buri-
al place where the fortunate of the city could be interred in uniquely
sacred relic soil.

About 100 years afterward, the burial ground was enclosed by an
elegant marble structure of colossal proportions, whose interior wallg
were covered by vast frescoes painted by some of Italy’s finest artists.
The resulting Campo Santo, of enormous local pride and renowned
throughout Italy across the centuries, remains, along with the near-
by “leaning tower,” as one of Pisa’s most popular tourist destinations.
The Campo Santo contains hundreds of tombs and important funeral
monuments, and although burials ceased there when space ran out,
the Campo Santo continued to receive the notable deceased even well
beyond the sixteenth century, when this play was written.

~'

Before making our way to the enchanting city of Venice in
Chapter 5, attention should be drawn to the reference in ActV
Scene 1, to a “sail-maker” in Bergamo.

The reference is made when Vincentio, Lucentio’s real father,
arrives in Padua to check on his son. Tranio appears and behaves
insultingly. Vincentio recognizes him immediately and is shocked.
To put an end to Tranio’s masquerade and his lies about his rich fa-
ther, Vincentio says: “Thy father? O villain! He is a sail-maker in
Bergamo.” Vincentio is stating what could be a fact, notwithstanding
that Bergamo is a sub-alpine city as far as possible from the two seas
which border Italy. Vincentio’s statement is claimed as proof of the
author’s ignorance of Italy’s geography.

~

In Alessandro Manzoni’s novel, The Betrothed, or I Promessi
Sposi, its humble protagonist is a weaver who finally, in 1630, found
safety and employment in Bergamo. Bergamo is a city, from medieval
times until now, devoted to the manufacture of textiles, which, de-
pending on the era, has included velvet, silk, wool, broadcloth, and jer-
sey; and always sailcloth, that ever-needed fabric made from hemp.

When this play was written, it is true that the very finest hemp
in the Venetian Republic came from Piedmont, adjacent to Lombardy.
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However, the next best hemp was produced in Lombardy itself, whiere
gergamo is located. The cloth woven from this hemp has“the Ita?h.an”
name canovaccio. It is a word derived from t(]je Greej(, kannibis,
meaning hemp, and when englished, becomes “canvas.

All cloth, including sailcloth, was then woven on handlooms,
hence, it was not very wide. For sails, the canvas had to be seamed
together, trimmed to size, hemmed, and then the loop—holffs mad:.
Sailmakers worked where the canvas was produced, ané readily avail-
able— not down at some crowded, bustling harbor. Sa.llma%ccrs c?uld
work alone. They simply followed the instructions given 1T1 written
notations for the shapes and dimensions required. In Eng%lsh. these
instructions were called the “casting”; in Italian, la valutazione. Onf:e
made, the bulky sails could be rolled up and delivered anywhere in
the Mediterranean World, by means of canals, rivers, and the.n seas,
as they routinely were. All a sailmaker needed were the castings, a
seven-foot bench, a pack of needles, a ready supply of good canvas,
and initiative. o

The playwright knew that Bergamo was the pnnap.al’ source
of sails for the Mediterranean world, and knew that Tranio’s father
could, indeed, have been a sailmaker there.

NOTES ‘

1. The rule that daughters were only to be married in the order oif their
birth is an ancient requirement is that many modern minds think fo
be unreasonable. It has existed at least since Biblical times wherein
Laban, in Genesis, Chapter 29, required this. There, when Jacob squght
to marry his daughter Rachel instead of the elder Leah, Laban said to
Jacob, “It is not so done in our country to give the younger before the
first-born.” . '

2. Abill of exchange, unlike a promissory note, did not involve making a
loan or levying a charge of interest. Lending at inter.est was both a pun-
ishable felony, and a punishable sin, and this was ne?ther, although the
end financial result was exactly the same: pure magic.
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CHAPTER

The Merchant of Venice — Part 1

“Venice: the City and the Empire”

or centuries, the sweep of overseas possessions held by the
Venetian Republic constituted an empire. And for a sig-
nificant part of that time, that empire also included all

the important cities and ports along the eastern coast of
the Adriatic Sea. Moreover, this “Most Serene Republic of Venice,” La
Serenissima, had trading concessions in other Mediterranean ports
further to the east. Importantly for both Othello and The Merchant
of Venice, between 13 November 1473 and its final surrender to the
Turks on 5 August 1571, the Venetians also counted the large and im-

=
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.o there was no bridge
2 | to the Rialto District. \

portant island of Cyprus as one of their colonies.

In the latter part of the sixteenth century, the gifted English
playwright arrived in the beating heart of this Venetian empire: the
legendary city of Venice. He moved about noting its structured so-
ciety, its centuries-old government of laws, its traditions, its cul-
ture, and its disciplines. He carefully considered and investigated its
engines of banking and commerce. He explored its harbors and ca-
nals, and its streets and squares. He saw the flash of its pageants, its
parties and celebrations; and he looked deeply into the Venetian soul.
e e wiasd _ Then, with a skill that has never been equalled, he wrote a story that
where Portia armved has a happy ending for all its characters save one, about whom a grief

from the Tranect endures and always will: a deathless tragedy.




When The Merchant of Venice begins, there are three men on
the stage: Antonio, the “Merchant” himself; Salerio, his lackey; and
Solanio, his merchant friend. Antonio says:

For sooth | know not why I am so sad.

It wearies me, you say it wearies you;

But how I caught it, found it, came by it,
What stuff ’tis made of, whereof it is born,
Tam to learn;

And such a want-wit sadness makes of me
That I have much ado to know myself.

Salerio replies:

Your mind is tossing on the ocean,
There where your Argosies with portly sail
Like signors and rich burghers on the flood,
MERCANT L g;a;sv:':t were pageants of th:e sea,
rpeer the petty traffickers,
fars That curtsy to them, do them reverence,
As they fly by them with their woven wings. (Emphasis mine)

Argosies were a specific class of vessels that were
manufactured, owned, and operated by the merchants
of the Illyrian city once known as Ragusa, modernly
known as “Dubrovnik.” These ships were easily iden-
tified by their banner of St. Blaise (Serbian, St. Vlah),
the Patron Saint of Ragusa.!
An Elizabethan would know what an Argosy
was, and from the lines of the play, would understand
that this Venetian merchant, Antonio, had somehow
deviated from an age-old Venetian rule. Antonio’s mer-
chandise was aboard a foreign ship, and though he denies
it, he’s not so much worried about the fate of that hired
Ragusan ship as he is about what’s inside its fat Ragusan
hold. As Salerio says a little later, “T know Antonio is sad
to think upon his merchandise.”

= In commiserating with Antonio, Salerio reveals
more:
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My wind cooling my broth

Would blow me to an ague when I thought
What harm a wind too great might do at sea.
I should not see the sandy hour-glass run
But I should think of shallows and of flats
And see my wealthy Andrew docked in sand,

... Should I go to church

And see the holy edifice of stone

And not bethink me straight of dangerous rocks,
Which touching but my gentle vessel’s side
Would scatter all her spices on the stream,
Enrobe the roaring waters with my silks,

And in a word, but even now worth this,

And now waorth nothing? ...

But tell not me; I know Antonio

Is sad to think upon his merchandise. (Emphasis mine)

Through the words Salerio is given to speak, the playwright
is telling us several things. One is very important information for
English mariners intending to enter the Venetian Lagoon. The play-
wright warns them of the perils of running aground there.

In The World of Venice,2 James Morris, citing Salerio, wrote:

The Venetians have always been terrified of going aground.
Storms, demons, pirates, monsters —all figure in the folklore
of Venetian seamanship: but low water more dreadfully than
any of them. The Saint Christophers of Venice, as often as
not, are depicted conveying the infant Christ across the shal-
low hazards of the lagoon, and many a sacred legend secretes a
mud-bank among its pieties ...

Very early in their history, urged by these apprehensions, the
Venetians surveyed and charted their lagoon, marking its safe
passages with wooden poles ...

Another thing he has told us is that not only is Antonio us-
ing Argosies for his business, some of his merchandise — “spices” and
“ilks” — are carried in a second type of ship, what Salerio has called
“my wealthy Andrew.” As Antonio himself has admitted during this
collegial chat, “My ventures are not in one bottom trusted ...”
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What kind of vessel is this?

An Andrew was a type of ship owned by the formidable Genovan

condottiere Andrea Doria (1468-1560); and later, by his great-nephew
and heir, Giovanni Andrea Doria. Andrea Doria was one of Genoa’s
greatest Renaissance admirals and statesmen. He was given the title
of Liberator et Pater Patriae by Emperor Charles V, for his inestima.
ble service to the crown. He was also the head of a Genovan family
of enormous wealth, garnered from banking, finance, and merchant
shipping. It was Andrea Doria’s practice, continued under Giovanni,
to use “Andrea” as part of the name for many of his ships, result-
ing in such names for his vessels as Andrea la Spume (Andrew the
Sea Foam), Andrea ’Onde (Andrew the Wave), Andrea il Gabbiano
(Andrew the Sea Gull), and Andrea il Delfino (Andrew the Dolphin).3
Thus, Andrea— Andrew in the English tongue — became the nick-
name for any vessel that flew the Andrea Doria flag. Antonio was not
using Venetian ships at all; his merchandise was carried in the holds
of Argosies and Andrews.

The playwright’s specific information about a Venetian using
foreign ships—and in the very opening lines of this play —is signifi-
cant. Here was something new and startling. It was common knowl-
edge, in England as well as in the rest of Europe, that the Venetian
custom — the law — was, and had been for several centuries, that
Venetian merchants were neither to own nor hire foreign vessels.
Through the words of his characters, the playwright has inserted in-
formation he wants his audience to know: there was a new develop-
ment in Venice.

This information was the author’s alone, woven with his usual
artistry into his own story, because the tales which had inspired his
Merchant say nothing of such things.

>

There were two: one was I Pecorone, The Blockhead, sometimes
called “The Pound of Flesh Story.” This old tale was written around
1378 by Ser Giovanni Fiorentino. It was not printed until 1558 and
was translated into English only some forty years later, in 1596.

The other story, “The Casket Story,” is a tale about winning the
hand of a fair maiden by correctly selecting the right casket, or deco-
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e box. Set at various sites on the Continent, “The Casket Story”
e 1t of a collection of stories in Latin entitled Gesta Romanoruim,
L 331472. The collection was not translated into English until 1595.
) Although there are some ships carrying Tnerchandl:s? in “T}.le
pound of Flesh Story,” they are ships that evidently orlglnated‘ln
Venice. There are no ships in “The Casket Story.” Reference to Argosies
and Andrews is the playwright’s own idea. B

Was there an explanation for this departure from a long-stlan ing
Venetian rule? And why does the playwright emphasize those d1fferen;
nationalities? I returned to my favorite historian, cha‘nd Braudel, an
next, to John Julius Norwich, in his A History of V?mce, and then to
other, more specialized works. And once again, I discovered that the

dat

ingenious dramatist was never haphazard in his Italian details.

ome time around 1550 English ships had virtually disap-

peared from the Mediterranean. The reasons ar.e.n}any and

complex, but they do include the increased hostll%tles o.fthe
Holy Roman Empire and the Papacy. The English dealt thh this by
getting their Italian grapes and wines, oil, and other Mediterrancan
Eiesirables, from Venetian — and, yes, Ragusan s}nd Genovan —
vessels. But in 1573, Venetian ships ceased arrivi1.1g. in Engl‘and. The
young men of Venice had rebelled against the tradition of going to sea
because of the radically increasing danger from pirlacy. To corjnpourfd
the problem, Venetian shipyards were having difficulty getting ship
timber. It had become much cheaper to use the merchant vessels of
other states, especially those of Ragusa and Genoa.

In that significant year 1573, the English began to .respond toall
this, and to probe the Mediterranean with vessels of their own. j'v*u'hbeln
they did, they discovered that the Spanish were nc.ut as forrmda S
as they’d been led to believe: Philip II had {urne.d his attention, a.n
his warships, almost entirely away from the Medlterrane.an, focusing
his energy on the New World. At the same time, to their hap!Jylsu‘r-
prise, ships from England discovered they were welcome, e.spec1al y at
Tuscan and Venetian ports. So the English increased their presence,
and set out to gather more intelligence about Mediterranean c_Jppor-
tunities. Along with this, English of a certain class began coming to
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Italy to study the Italian language or history, and to enjoy its burgeon.
ing theater arts.

There were great opportunities for English entrepreneurs ip
shipping. For transport of goods, English and Dutch ships were the
cheapest, largely because they were the swiftest, and most reliable.
Contrary to the age-old practice of all Mediterranean sailing since
the beginning of time, English sailors from the North didn’t weave
their way along the meandering shores of the Mediterranean, keep-
ing the coastline in sight. Instead, the English sailors sailed in straight
lines, using the compass. Their crews were paid by the trip, not by the
week, as Italian sailors were; and their ships were not the cumber-

some and slow-moving galleons that are described by Salerio in his
opening remarks;

.- as it were pageants of the sea,

Do overpeer the petty traffickers,

That curtsy to them, do them reverence,

As they fly by them with their woven wings.

This is charming poetry, but it is also a graphic description
of the small and swift merchant ships from the North, such as the
English ships, capable of sailing circles around those fat, awkward
ships favored by Mediterraneans. This advantage would be demon-
strated in the later English destruction of the Spanish Armada,

The growth of the English presence, and its financial success in
the Mediterranean, became the most important of England’s foreign
enterprises, with its Queen, on 11 September 1579, formally issuing
the royal patent for the Levant Company to trade in the Levantine
area of the eastern Mediterranean.

—~

The dramatist has provided additional proof of his knowledge
of contemporary Venice. This time it is given indirectly, by listing
the destinations of Antonio’s Argosies. In Act I Scene 3, Shylock, the
money lender, speaking of Antonio’s creditworthiness says;

.- he hath an Argosy bound to Tripolis, another to the Indies,
I understand moreover upon the Rialto, he hath a third to
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Mexico, a fourth for England, and other ventures he hath
squandered abroad ...
And later, in Act Il Scene 2, Bassanio receives a letter from

Antonio, and when reading it exclaims:

Hath all his ventures fail’d? What not one hit?
From Tripolis, from Mexico and England,
From Lisbon, Barbary and India,

And not one vessel scape the dreadful touch
Of merchant-marring rocks?

Shylock has named five specific destinations, and adds that
there are others; and Bassanio names six, nearly all corresponding to
those of Shylock. All of them are historically accurate.

T~

Venetian ships arriving in England with holds stuffed with ex-
otic goods had been a common sight; but after 1573,. thé:‘y ceased to
make the voyage there due to the Venetian concern w1t.h interference
by a newly hostile Spain. The hostility arose when Vemc‘e, out 2f g_en-
uine need, made a trading treaty, “The Peace ofConstantmop_le, Wlt-h
the Ottoman Sultan in Moslem Turkey. Philip I-I characterized this
treaty as anti-Christian, and banned all Ve:_let:an vessels from the
ports of his vast Spanish Empire. Since Mexico wa:s part of that em-
pire, it became entirely off-limits to ships from Venice. N

This is the country, Mexico, which is singled out Whefl .crlthues
about the playwright’s knowledge of Venice are made. CrllleS afsscrt
that since Venetian ships were not permitted to trade in Memcci, it \ivas
a serious mistake for the playwright to have used it as the destmatl?n
for one of Antonio’s ships. However, as we have seenvbefore, and vtnll
again, the mistake is not the playwright’s; it is the failure (?f knowmglg
that an Argosy was not a Venetian vessel. Ragusan Argosies were ad—
ways welcome in Mexico, and indeed, one of them_cauld hav.e:— an
probably would have, were money involved —carlned Antonio’s mer-

chandise there in its hold. Shylock and Bassanio also name other
ports where a Venetian ship wouldn't, or couldn’t go—but where an

Argosy could.
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s for the “Indies,” there were two places with that same

name in European and English vocabularies of the time.

It was only later that this ambiguity was cleared up by
separating the Indies into “West Indies” for the Caribbean world, and
“East Indies” to mean India, Ceylon, the Spice Islands, etc. There is no
record of Venetian voyages reaching the East Indies in that era, but
there are some records, though sparse, of Ragusan ships having sailed
there. The West Indies, of course, were a part of the Spanish Empire,
being the Caribbean and its adjacencies.

Another destination mentioned by both Shylock and Bassanio
for Antonio’s merchandise, “Tripolis,” could also ambiguously re-
fer to two different places: either the city on the Levantine coast, or
the one on the coast of North Africa. As in the case of the Pedant
(Mercantant) in The Taming of the Shrew (Chapter 4), this Tripolis
is more likely to have been the Tripolis just east of Tunisia, on the
coast of North Africa, where gold could be obtained. Gold was much
needed when doing business with the Turks, due to their disdain for
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western silver. Either Tripolis, however, could be a port of call for
Venetians and Ragusans; and both were welcome at certain ports the
length of the Barbary Coast of Africa, as well.

In sum, ships flying the flag of Ragusa were welcome in all the
places listed by Shylock and Bassanio. But for Venice, especially af-
ter 1573, it was otherwise. The merchants in sixteenth-century Venice
knew this and knew what to do—and the playwright knew as well.

<

Of all the noteworthy places within the city of Venice, only one
is cited in The Merchant of Venice by name. It is the Rialto, the finan-
cial district of the city. The center of the Rialto consisted of a relative-
ly small public square, called Campo di San Giacomo di Rialto, which
is adjacent to the Grand Canal of Venice, about midway along its
S-shaped course. Though the Rialto is mentioned by name five dif-

ferent times in the play, none of its scenes is set there.
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Over a thousand years before The Merchant was written, the
Rialto was considered the center of Venice, both physically and finay,.
cially. By tradition, this was the very spot of dry land where the first
Venetians laid the foundation of their City of the Lagoon. The event
took place on a date of which they are certain — Friday, 25 March
421 A.D. at high noon. It is a date which Venetians continue to cele-
brate. Part of that tradition maintains that the modest church on the
square, San Giacomo di Rialto, was the first church built in Venice,
although the present building dates from about 1097,

he Rialto has often been confused with the great white

stone bridge, lined with small shops, that spans the Grand

Canal and is a favorite destination for tourists to Venice
today. That bridge, called the Ponte di Rialto, connects the Rialto
district to the other side of the city, and until 1854 — when another
bridge was finally built— remained the only possibility in Venice for
getting across the Grand Canal on foot. For some reason, it is usual-
ly—though incorrectly—assumed that Venice bankers did business
on the Ponte di Rialto, instead of in, at, or on the Rialto itself,

The bridge is high and wide — some think handsome — and
decked, stepped, and partially roofed to accommodate small shops
and vendors’ spaces. There seems to be enough room for bankers, too;
but as Brooklyn is not the bridge by which it is reached, neither is the
Rialto its bridge. In fact, for much of the sixteenth century, there was
no Rialto Bridge at all.

Its predecessors were a succession of clumsy structures made of
wood. A good likeness of the last one can be seen in the 1496 paint-
ing The Miracle of the Cross at the Rialto, by Vittore Carpaccio. This
wooden bridge collapsed into the Grand Canal on the disastrous day
of 14 August 1524. Decades were spent in debates over architectur-
al proposals, and finally, on 9 June 1588, the first stone of the now-
famous replacement was laid. The bridge was not fully completed until
1591, and in the meantime, the Grand Canal was crossed by standing
upright, with Venetian aplomb, in small ferry-boats called gondolone
da prada, similar to the large gondolas on the canals of Venice today.
If ever a date is determined for the playwright’s visits to Venice, only
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then will it be ascertained if
he saw a bridge crossing the
Grand Canal to the Rialto
with his own eyes.

Of specific impor-
tance to the story of The
Merchant of Venice, the
Rialto was the place where
the city’s nobles, merchants,
and financiers gathered
each weekday. It was a bee-
hive of activity. There, the
merchants of Venice would
transact business, gossip, re-
port news — especially ship-
ping news —and make trade
agreements, form joint ven-
tures, buy and sell cargo,
and borrow and lend money. There, each weekday morning, the bank-
ers’ benches were set up in the arcades of the Fabbriche Vecchie build-
ing, and with ledgers opened, their day began. The Rialto may wel.l
have been the most important, and certainly the most famous, fi-
nancial exchange in the western world. It was also the place to which
mercantants would come — from Mantua, for example — on their er-
rands with bills of exchange (see Chapter 4).

o

For other places in Venice where a play scene is set, the play-
wright uses dialogue to describe what sort of place it is. With A stay
in Venice, poking about with a copy of the play in hand, a sojourn-
er attempting to reconstruct the footsteps of Antonio, or Shylock,' or
Portia, might well attach to some scene or other an actual Italian
name, as is possible with the Ghetto.

The world-famous Jew of Venice is, of course, Shylock. But there
are two other Jews in the play as well: Jessica, Shylock’s eloping daugh-
ter; and a troubling man named Tubal. No Jew residing in Venice in
the sixteenth century would have been regarded as a Venetian. He, or
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The Rialto Bridge
(detail) as seen here
in the painting “The
Miracle of the Holy
Cross,” by Vittorio
Carpaccio (¢. 1465—
c. 1522). The origi-
nal Rialto Bridge
seen in Carpaccio’s
painting done in
1496 was construct-
ed of wood. In 1524
it collapsed into

the Grand Canal.
Almost seventy years
later (in 1591) the
wooden bridge was
replaced by the stone
Rialto Bridge known
today.



she, would be a foreigner, permitted residency in the city by acquies-
cence of the Venetian Senate. Jews, banished entirely from England
already in the late thirteenth century, were harassed, then chased out
of Spain and Portugal; were assaulted and bullied in Germany, and so
on. If Jews in Europe were to live with a modicum of safety, it would
be in Italy, especially in territories under the rule of the houses of the
Gonzaga of Mantua and of the Estensi of Ferrara—and in Venice.

In Venice, from the late fifteenth century onward, Jews were
welcomed, though grudgingly. Although most professions were closed
to them, banking was not. There were almost no venues where they
could put their capital to work; lending at interest became a means of
livelihood.

It is no surprise, therefore, to meet Shylock in the process of
making a large loan, at a negotiated interest rate, to a Gentile mer-
chant. The Gentile— Christian — merchants gladly accepted these
loans in order to leverage their businesses, but then came the twist:
they would complain, calling the collection of interest a sin, while ig-
noring the reality of their direct participation in that same alleged sin.
The cycle created distrust and great animosity.

Shylock first appears in Act I Scene 3. He is engaged in a con-
versation with Bassanio, and the subject of the conversation is three
thousand ducats—a very great sum of money. Bassanio, a young,
dead-broke noble, wants to pay off his many past-due debts and use
the rest of the money to make him look classy enough to win, and
wed, the very wealthy Portia, heiress and mistress of a grand villa lo-
cated somewhere in the Venetian Veneto.

In Venice, lending at interest was ordinarily forbidden both by
law, and by the Church, but a loophole, which made it lawful in some
cases, existed since the days of Moses. It is in the Bible, in The Third
Book of Moses commonly called Deuteronomy. In Chapter 23, Verses
19 and 20, as they appear today, in the Revised Standard edition,
Moses commanded:

You shall not lend upon interest to your brother, interest on
money, interest on victuals, interest on anything that is lent for
interest.
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To a foreigner you may lend upon interest, but to your brother
you shall not lend upon interest; that the Lord your God may
bless you in all that you undertake in the land which you are
entering to take possession of it.

Today, on the mere mention of Shylock, there is the widely in-
dulged temptation to expound on his depicted character and situation;
whether meant to be inflammatory against Jews, or simply intended
as a representation of matters as in fact they were in Venice, a fre-
quent conclusion has been that this play is thoroughly anti-Semitic.
Many, especially in recent years, have boycotted performances of The
Merchant. Remarkably few have been aggrieved by the fact, however,
that this sixteenth-century play is also one in which Antonio and his
ilk are bullies, liars, and thieves, without an ounce of Christianity;
and one in which Shylock, but one member of a defenseless minority,
s their selected victim, driven to the edge of madness by their numer-
ous insults and evils over the years.*

As Scene 3 of Act I begins, the conversation between Shylock and
Bassanio is much like that between any professional lender (including
a banking loan officer today) and prospective borrower— especially
a possible deadbeat — without the loan arrangements being discussed
with his proffered surety. Shylock asks: “may [ speak with Antonio?”
And Bassanio makes it conditional, saying, “If it please you to dine
with us.”

This is a snide invitation; no observant Jew would dine at a table
that was not kosher. Shylock is sure that Bassanio knows this. Aside
from all that he has already been through with these men, this re-
mark alone is reason enough for Shylock to take offense. The play-
wright understands some of these striking cultural differences, even
though, at this moment in history, there were no known observant
Jews in England. In his response, Shylock puts Bassanio straight, and
thereby the English audience is given some fundamental information
about Jewish observances as they were in sixteenth-century mercan-

tile Venice. Shylock tells Bassanio:

I will buy with you, sell with you, talk with you, walk with
you, and so following: but I will not eat with you, drink with
you, nor pray with you.
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With this, Antonio arrives on the scene, but instead of greet-

ing him, Shylock speaks an aside to the audience of his hatred for
Antonio. When Bassanio calls for his attention, Shylock says:

[ am debating my present store,

And by the near guess of my memory

I cannot instantly raise up the gross

Of full three thousand ducats: what of that?
Tubal (a wealthy Hebrew of my tribe)

Will furnish me .., (Emphasis mine)

For someone who was familiar with the Jews of Venice, a
“Hebrew of my tribe” would not be a redundancy; it reveals the play-
wright’s awareness of the differences among Jews according to their
origins. Shylock is referring to the different “nations” of the Jews in
Venice and thus to their dress, their everyday language (Hebrew was
not an everyday language), and their particular trades or specializa-
tions.

For such a small segment of the total population of Venice as the

Jews were, there was a surprising diversity among their nations. There
were the Italian Jews, of course, who were a minority, although they
were the first to arrive, and many years before the others. The larg-
est nation at the time came from either Germany or Central Europe.
These were the Ashkenazi (the Hebrew word for German). The next
largest tribe were the Levantines, principally from Turkey, but also
Syria, and other parts of the eastern Mediterranean known as the
“Levant.” The Levantines often maintained important business ties
with their homeland, along with certain features of their distinc-
tive oriental dress, such as yellowish caps made of voile. Wearing
such garments was a statement of solidarity with their compatriots.
Next, but growing, was the Spanish nation, refugees from Ferdinand
and Isabella, Charles V, and then Philip II— the lively and cultured
Sephardic Jews (Hebrew for Spanish). And there were other tribes as
well, originating from smaller nations.

In giving Shylock the comment he makes about Tubal, the play-
wright has disclosed that he knew about the “nations” of the Ghetto:
hardly everyday knowledge for an Englishman who’d never been be-
yond his native shores, or met a known Jew.

128 THE SHAKESPEARE GUIDE TO ItaLy

The author also knew about Jewish clothing in Venice. He referred
to it in Act I Scene 3, when Shylock, recounting past insults, says:

You call me misbeliever, cut-throat dog,
And spet upon my Jewish gaberdine ...

Jewish gaberdine. Gabbano was the Italian name for the garment;
gavartina or gaberdina was the material. Worn since the Middle Ages, the
gabbano was a large, loose cloak, more like an overgarment. It reached
to the feet, and was often girt at the waist. It was an encompassing and
protective form of
dress and of wide
usage, especially
for travel. While
it was unsuited for
manual labor, the
gabbano would
not be impractical
for a Jew to wear,
since he was for-
bidden by law to
engage in such la-
bor anyway. Being
conservatively at-
tached to this loose
and flowing gar-
ment, the Jews — especially the Ashkenazim — continued to wear it after
it had ceased being worn by Gentiles.

This would be enough reason for Shylock to call his gaberdine
Jewish; but there is the added probability that he called it that spe-
cifically, because two centuries before, on 5 May 1409, and again on
26 March 1496, the Venetian Senate had made it obligatory for Jews
residing in Venice to sew the rotella, the letter “O” made of yellow
cloth, onto their clothes at the breast, as stated in the statute: il signo
de tela zala in mezo del pecto.

The playwright knew about this form of Jewish dress, the
Jewish gaberdine —the distinctive and unique cloak worn by the
Jews of Venice.
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Jewish gaberdine.
Shylock would have
dressed similarly to
the figure depicted
here. This is the
banker, Norsa,
wearing the Jewish
gaberdine. The
Jewish badge, the
rotella, a yellow
circle, is displayed
prominently on the
breast. It is a detail
in the painting,
“Dedication of
Santa Maria della
Vittoria.” [From
The Ghetto on the
Lagoon: A Guide
to the History and
Art of the Venetian
Ghetto (1516-1797)
by Umberto Fortis.
Roberto Matteoda,
trans. Storti Edizioni
(1988-1993), p. 14]



he first time in The Merchant we encounter the cloistereq

Jewish district of Venice — the name “Ghetto” never hay.
ing been used by the playwright —is in Act II Scene 3
After a comic soliloquy by Shylock’s clownish servant, the irrespons;.

ble youth named Launcelot Gobbo, his nearly blind father appears o
the scene. He asks his yet unrecognized son, “Master young man, yoy
I pray you, which is the way to Master Jew’s?”

The old man is simply called “Gobbo,” which has always caused
a digression in Shakespeare commentaries, with the statement that
gobbo in Italian means “hunchback.” It is then pointed out that there

is a stone pedestal in the Campo di Rialto in the form of what is usu-

ally called a hunchback. It stands by a small flight of steps, supporting
a platform from which official proclamations were once read aloud. As
interesting as this stone gobbo can be, 1 find no connection between it
and the old drayman called “Gobbo” in The Merchant of Venice.

In fact, a gobbo is not necessarily a hunchback: this word also
means “bent,” as in “bent with a heavy burden.” Pedestals rendered
as hunchbacked, or bent, figures are not uncommon in Italy; they are
sometimes found in churches supporting basins of holy water. I doubt
Gobbo in The Merchant would be a hunchback: he is a workman with
a horse and dray, although he is partially blind. He does not immedi-
ately recognize his son, Launcelot. Gobbo is on his way to the Ghetto, to
Shylock’s house, to show a polite regard for Shylock, the employer of his
almost unemployable son, by presenting him with “a dish of doves.”

This is a dish that was not an uncommon gift in Italy, as

C. A. Brown observed in his 1838 Shakespeare’s Autobiographical
Poems. It was a thoughtful and modest Italian compliment. Modernly,
tourists exclaim over the great flocks of pigeons — one breed of
“doves” —in the St. Mark’s Square of Venice. While picturesque to
most, many Venetians find them to be a dirty nuisance. In Gobbo’s
day the birds were kept in rooftop cotes and had a legitimate purpose
as an easy and cheap source of protein in the crowded city. Now their
descendants fly around freely, depositing their droppings on pave-
ments, parapets, statues, and churches; and once in a while, on some-
one’s head.

Gobbo wants to find the way to the Ghetto, to locate Shylock’s
house, and deliver his gift. But notice Gobbo’s lines: the first time he
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§ e d time “Master
“Master young man,” and the secon

E 3 'CIOT- : : g
calls LA » He then asks the same thing twice: I pray you,

3 , Gentleman. the
ounen the way to the Master Jew’s? o .
3 discovering in other plays the significance of the play

4 s successive, almost insistent repetition of certain nanfes, sure-
j et S:;uone ought to take special note — play close attention —to
e rlfds which the playwright repeats. ) _ .
o WO‘ bbo didn’t ask for the way “to the Ghetto.” Ghetto 1s no
[J;:;t appears anywhere in the Shakespeare c.anorln. It' WEUI(LT;::;
t the word Ghetto first appeared in print in ng“

n Thomas Coryat’s Crudities, where he wrote, . Th.e
le fraternity of Jews dwelleth together, which is

which
] After

- word
" pe until 1611 tha

One first sees iti
lace where the who
called the Ghetto ...”

Launcelot’s answ
but comical, bit of Venetiana:

er to his father’s repeated question is a classic,

Turn upon your right hand at the next turning, but at the next

on your left; marry, at the very next turning,

- 11, )
turning of a wn indirectly to the Jew's house.

turn of no hand; but turn do

“By God’s sonties, *twill be a hard way to hit!”

Gobbo replies, o e

e o e
Those are the kind of directions a stranger and a native,

still be given from a local Venetian.

t
Both father and son know, once ‘ 2
by using its tangled and zig-zag streets, that someone in that sm

district will be able to point directly to Shylock’s house. There ::Z:
no address numbers on Venetian buildings then; and the ones

now make sense only to the postman.

P

e 5
he old man arrives “indirectly,

Near the end of this father-and-son exchange, Launcelot trlfﬁ
to mislead his father by turning himself around, s0 the. old n;anfv:;e
feel the shoulder-length hair on the back of his head, instead o

hair on his face. With this, Gobbo exclaims:

be. What a beard hast thou got!

.o 'd might H
Lord worshipp’d might He han Dobbin, my fill-

Thou hast got more hair on thy chin t
horse has on his tail.
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Criticisms have been made of Gobbo’s choice of words. First,
that Gobbo, a Venetian, calls his horse by an English name. This play
was written for an English, not Venetian, audience, and is no excep-
tion in the choice of names. In fact, virtually all the names given to
animals in the Italian Plays are English names, immediately recogniz-
able to English audiences.

Another criticism stems from the assertion that in Venice, there
were no horses. The facts are otherwise. In the sixteenth century,
Venetian nobles maintained their horsemanship skills, vital to their
military prowess, by practicing in the open area next to the Venice
Church of San Francisco della Vigna, where stables were nearby. As for
Gobbo’s Dobbin, a fill-horse is a shaft-horse, the work-horse harnessed
between the shafts of a dray or cart. In Venice today, one still comes
across an old bridge here and there, with risers that are gentle enough to
avoid stumbling a horse; and with two parallel tracks made of ramped
stone to accommodate the two wheels of a standard cart or dray.

P

Ghetto. Of the many guesses as to the ultimate etymology, perhaps
the most plausible is that it is an abbreviation of borghetto, dim. of
borgo. Borough. — The Oxford English Dictionary

hat is the best explanation of the word I have ever encoun-
tered, but it isn’t the one that is always given when reading
about Shylock’s place of residence.

Customarily we are told that this word is a variation of the
Italian word getto, though that is a word in which the “g,” followed by
an “e,” would be pronounced in Italian as an English “j.” Getto means
a foundry for casting molten metal. Probably by leafing through an
Italian dictionary, someone somewhere found this word and pro-
posed that at one time, a foundry “must have” existed in that area of
Venice. The logic has led to a piece of repeated disinformation. I’ve
always had trouble with this explanation; the difference between the
hard “gh” and a soft “g” in Italian is a big one, so much so that I can’t
imagine an Italian substituting one such “g” sound for the other.

The overall appearance of the Ghetto, as seen today, is much
the same as it was when Shylock lived there. The only differences are
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the higher stories of the buildings which once, and then again, were
added on in the sixteenth century as crowding increased; and, that a
few buildings at one side of the very large square, the Campo Nuovo,
were razed in order to make way for the Jewish retirement home that
is situated there today.

The Ghetto was founded by a decree of the Venetian Senate on
29 March 1516. This decree stated:

The Jews must all live together in the houses that stand in the
ghetto near San Girolamo. And so that they do not go about at
night, let two gates be made, one on the side of the Old Ghetto
where there is a small bridge, and one on the other side at the
bridge — that is, one gate for each place. And let these gates

be opened in the morning at the ringing of the Marangona
[the main bell at St. Mark’s] and locked at midnight by four
Christian gatekeepers, appointed and paid by the Jews them-
selves at a rate that our Council decides fair ...
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Aerial view of the
Ghetto Nuovo,
Venice. |Cover
photograph of The
Ghetto on the
Lagoon: A Guide

to the History and
Art of the Venetian
Ghetto (1516-1797)
by Umberto Fortis,
Roberto Matteoda,
trans. Storti Edizioni
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At the time of this decree, there were about 700 Jews in Venice,
all of Italian or German origin. It was a figure that would grow, both
from persecutions elsewhere, and the attraction of Venice as a worlq
center of business with a climate of greater freedom to Jews than any-
where else in Europe. Some Jews had lived in Venice for generations,
arriving as refugees from Central and Southern Italy around 1373,
and initially settling in scattered places throughout the city.

Until near the end of the fifteenth century, the Jews, though
heavily taxed, and their scope of business and professional activities
severely limited, were nevertheless tolerated. Rarely were they sub-
jected to physical harm. This changed with an ugly incident in 1490,
and their presence in the city became a matter of increasing con-
cern —and objection — from that time forward. Anti-Semitism in
Italy was on the rise, stirred up on the street and by monastic preach-
ers in the pulpit. Numerous proposals were advanced to the Venetian
Senate for the Jews’ segregation or ouster, resulting in that 1516 de-
cree—a compromise measure — that they must all live together in
the Ghetto.

For some perspective about Venetian segregation, it must be not-
ed that German visitors in Venice had been required to stay in a sin-
gle, though very large, building across from the Rialto. Serbs, Greeks,
and Armenians were also confined at night to designated districts, al-
though none had gates or enclosures. And in another Venetian limi-
tation, while Jews were free to conduct their religious worship in the
Ghetto, the Lutherans, far more numerous than the Jews, were forbid-
den to hold any of their ceremonies anywhere in the city.

The Jewish Ghetto is literally an island within the city of Venice.
It is surrounded by a complex of canals on all sides, and accessible by
only one, or the other, of the two iron bridges leading to its gates.

By reason of the way the gatekeepers were selected and paid, and
the fact that the gates were closed only during the darkest part of the
night, it is sometimes observed that the Ghetto had a dual purpose: on
the one hand, a xenophobic and religious separation from Gentiles;
and on the other—and perhaps more importantly —a protection of
Jews from nighttime molestations from outside thugs and bullies.

There were other special features in the Ghetto: banks making
loans to Gentiles, money-changers for travelers needing different spe-
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..., pawnshop mandated by the Senate for making l’ow—inten-zst loans
v : ile poor; and shops that catered to all Venetians, selling both
% Gcnti:]e Ew cl)othes, exotic fabrics, jewelry, prepared foods, and oth-
u "‘_” brlle things. This was a particular convenience to Gentiles be-
- des”? the differ.ent Sabbath in the Ghetto, such that stores were
e Sunday while closed in the rest of Venice. And too, ther,e
:,Ei; a(::ractive iheatrical and musical performances in the Ghetto’s

yarious squares.

In the matter of Gobbo seeking Shylock’s hc{use’in thz? Gl'%etto.
once again we find efforts to confirm the.playwrfght 8 ?talrn‘;f;i
rance. In the footnote to old Gobbo’s quesilon to his s.on 1.n; z. ‘r
edition of the play there is this outburst: Tl%e q,l’.lestmn is ludicro Id,
for 5,000 Jews could live in the Ghetto at Venice. Perhaps'the? could,
but when and if they ever did is a different matAter‘ In conmder:in;tg any
Jewish population in Italy’s history, it is essen‘tlal to know the date 0;1-
which a census was made, or a count was estimated. There we;e su
stantial fluctuations in the Ghetto populations year by year, and most

speci ut the sixteenth century.
esPem;ll:ei:;ﬁ:,oduring the long recession between 1559 and 1575,
and particularly during the long war with Turkcy, 1570‘—73, there;ver?
some severe persecutions of the Jews in Ver.uce, c.ausmg many amhl-
lies to migrate to the Levant. Following this period there wsve;f;t e
shocking reductions in population due to the pla.gue jaf 1575-76, an
outbreak so terrible that 50,000 people in the city dle.d— between
one-third and one-half of the entire Venetian populatlo'n. It was a111
event from which, as Fernand Braudel has reported, Ven‘)ce ne\.;er ;‘u -
ly recovered. As late as 1585, there were only 1,424 Jews in Venice. _
To find someone in any small and isolated, but stable,‘co.mmu
nity, then or now — even one with an alleged 5,000 people 1111 1lt—a
stranger asking a few questions here and there ccnfld easily ea‘in
where that person lived. And in that cloisten?d ]ew;sh cvfmmum 11;',
the sought person’s surname would usually indicate his natlo? as well,
speeding up the finding. With only a mode.st handful of aizls, ::-
inquiry at the appropriate synagogue or nel-ghborhood “TOUG Eb
duce the wanted location. Even in Brooklyn, it has been said, Gobbo

wouldn’t need to search very long.
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As to the ostensibly naive errand, it was prompted by the ip.
struction Shylock gives to Tubal at the end of Act III Scene 1. It is
the scene, in my opinion, that portrays the final turning point ip
Shylock’s life, It deserves to be read again and again. It is a master.
piece: the depiction of a repeatedly insulted Shylock, first being ar.
gued with by Antonio’s obnoxious friends, Salerio and Solanio; and
then told —actually goaded and humiliated — by his own country.
man about the alleged wild squandering in Genoa of his stolen money
and jewels — by his own flesh and blood. He is then wrenched to the
limit by Tubal’s report that his treasured early courtship gift from his
beloved wife, Leah, was traded for a monlkey.

Tubal either repeats false gossip, or deliberately burdens Shylock
with these painful lies. (We will only learn much later, near the be.
ginning of Act V Scene 1, that while Jessica truly is a thief, she had
not gone to Genoa, but only as far as Portia’s villa.) Having delivered
that painful stab, Tubal abruptly changes the subject. He says, “But
Antonio is surely undone.”

That harsh reality strikes home. If the debt due Shylock is not
paid on time, then at most — if one can call it that— Shylock is to get
a useless pound of human flesh, “to bait fish withal,” as he said ear-
lier in this scene.

Three months earlier, Shylock did not have enough avail-
able coin to lend out those three thousand ducats upon the bond of
Antonio, so he had borrowed it. Now, Jessica has brought him down.
And soon he must return to Tubal, his own lender, that same number
of ducats. Shylock instantly reckons, and replies to Tubal:

Go, Tubal, fee (hire) me an officer: bespeak him a fortnight
before. I will have the heart of him if he forfeit, for were he
out of Venice I can make what merchandise T will. Go, Tubal,

and meet me at our synagogue; go, good Tubal; at our synagogue,
Tubal. (Emphasis mine)

Seeking moral guidance from his rabbi at this moment would
seem to be far from Shylock’s mind, and he wouldn’t need Tubal’s com-
pany for that. Recognizing that Shylock’s immediate peril is financial,
all that I have been able to infer is that there is to be some business ar-
rangement for his relief or discharge in which a “good” Tubal’s partic-
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.__ion. perhaps along with others at their syne?gogue, is essential. [.n
g atl?l o the governing body of the community was a small council
B rabii and synagogues were places to meet, not just for re-
:1.63'23‘: ]z:l:bratio’ns‘ Perhaps here is a moment of communal solidar-
igi

one of the great strengths of the Jews throughout history.
ity —

hylock says “our synagogue,” not “the synagogue,” for a very
good reason. There was a synagogue — scola—fc.Jr every
Jewish nationality or “nation” in the ghetto. The Italla_n Jews,
the Italian nation in the Ghetto, worshiped ina 51:113.1] scola until 1?;5],
when the Scola Italiana was built. The Ashkenazi, OT G?rmaggna ; a,
had their first synagogue, the Grande Tedescha, bml't in 1529, arjfh
second smaller one, Santa Communita Canton, !.')llll.t in 15328.. z
Scola Levantina, the most elegant of all, was‘ built circa 153-t, :f;‘z}l]e
later a second one, the Scola Luzzato, was built nf.jxt.dot})lr zhl ;to e
Scola Spagnola was built in 1584. All of these are still in the Ghe oot
Venice, and two of them can be visited by anyone today. At_ﬂneU e
there were also the Scola Mesillamin and the Scc:rla Koh_amm. n
[ had visited the Ghetto with the aid of a local guide, I did not Zec‘og-
nize that the author of The Merchant was aware of what he was (c:ung
when he used that specific adjective, our, for the synagogu;—s ':;
synagogue,” which would either be the Grand Tedescha, or the Sa
i n. .
Comn’li"l}lltlchiii Shylock and Tubal were to meet there indicates
the playwright not only knew about the natu;m-s synagogu:es., hetklﬁl\:
as well that they served more than one function. Irl additl}c:n o e
prayer hall there was a complex of other rooms: a stu?iy ?;\!‘ie‘i :
place for the administration of religious and community affairs;
place for the men to meet; and other rooms for tbc needs of the con.~
gregation. Jewish men did not conduct business in homes orks.ancnf-
fied places, thus these ancillary facilities were used for the ta Tg od
oaths, the witnessing and sealing of contracts, and l.)(‘)th personal an
business conversations, particularly those of a sensm've nature.b '
This acquaintance with the interior ofa Vefeuan scola, by t e”
way, would not be limited to Jews. This was the “age ott the serm’ox;;
the period when the art of the sermon as a scholarly oration came In
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T'he Red Bank.
dttached to Shylock’s
renthouse, imme-
fiately to the left of
tin the picture, is
he four-arch arcade
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Photo courtesy of
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pLioudsiull audited tnese sermons and philosophical discourses giy.
en in Italian— particularly those of the learned Rabbi Samuel Judah
Katzenellenbogen (1521-1597).

here is a curious detail about the Venetian Ghetto in The

Merchant of Venice, and it concerns Shylock’s very own

house. Aware that it might be a fool’s errand, I was none-
theless determined to undertake an investigation. What prompted my
search was the hint of something wrongful afoot among Antonio’s
crowd. The remark comes near the end of Act II Scene 2, when
Gratiano says to Bassanio: “You shall not gauge me / By what we do
tonight.” Does this sound like it might be something evil?

On the heels of this remark, in the next scene, Scene 3 of
Act 11, Jessica is at home talking to Launcelot the clown. Like many
extra-short scenes in Shakespeare, this one is packed with meaning.
Launcelot is leaving Shylock’s employment, and Jessica gives him a
letter to deliver to her Gentile lover, Lorenzo, saying “do it secret-
ly.” Launcelot does indeed deliver the letter, in Act II Scene 4, but not
so secretly. From what little conversation there is in that same scene,
we learn that Gratiano, Salerio, and Lorenzo are planning something
that involves wearing disguises, and doing something that has to be
perfectly timed and requires “good preparation.” We have already
suspected that whatever it is, it’s not good.

Then Lorenzo discloses
the contents of Jessica’s letter:
instructions on how to rob her
father, and carry her away.
These thieves are taking ad-
vantage of the Venetian prac-
tice of frequently wearing
festive masks in public — not
just at Carnival time. Masked
revelers in costumes would
stream through the streets on
the slightest prompting, caus-
ing a grouchy Shylock to call

mes were fun, but also provided ideal cover for thieves.
tumes i ) P ' o e
Act 11 Scene 6: Two of the conspirators, Gratiano and Salerio,
pear d ressed as masquers. From their conversation we can guess
ap « mtc

here they are: in the Ghetto, Gratiano says:
W )

This is the penthouse under which Lorenzo
Desired us make a stand. (Emphasis mine)

The penthouse. There it is — that curious detail. _

In all the works of Shakespeare, “penthouse” is only used
twice, once here, and once in Much Ado about Nofhiug‘in 1ts_. Act ‘III
scene 3. The classic Eleventh Edition of The Encyc{opedm Britannica
observes, “The Mid. Eng. form of the word is pentis ... a small struc-
ture attached to, or dependent on, another building, frorr} append-
ere, to hang onto.” And happily for my need to be sure of thmg:‘%, ?'"he
Oxford English Dictionary cited a 1625 usage of the ?vord pentisin a
Manchester Court Leet Record about “Erecting cert‘am posts and cov-
ering them with large pentises”; because that is precisely what I fUl.Jl'ld
at one and only one location in the Ghetto: a second floor project-
ing from a building supported by a few col-
umns. It is the only structure in the Ghetto
of its kind.

And, interestingly, it is immediately next
door to a building that has, as its ground floor,
the four-arch arcade that was the site of those
loan banks mandated by the Senate; the “Red
Bank,” so named due to the color of its pawn
tickets.

This is the same startling precision for
an obscure place and thing in Italy that the
author knew about, and subtly described and
wove into his story, as he did for the lodg-
ing house for Lucentio in Padua, for Saint
Gregory’s Well in Milan, and for the sycamore
grove in Verona. And in succeeding chapters

more such unusual and exact knowledge of
Italy will be disclosed.
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Shylock’s penthouse.
View standing in the
Campo del Ghetto
Nuovo. The pent-
house of Shylock is
directly ahead, sup-
ported on three col-
umns. (Photo courtesy

of Sylvia Holmes)




NOTES

1.

The name resulted from the difficulty of an English tongue trying o
pronounce “Ragusa.” English shipping ledgers of the sixteenth centy.
ry variously record merchant ships calling from Ragusa as a “Ragusye,”
“Arguze,” “Argose,” “Argosea,” and so on. [The New English Dictionary,
1888, Clarendon Press.] The readily accessible Oxford English Dictionary
observes that an Argosy is “a Ragusan vessel or carack, the transposi-
tion ... no doubt due to the fact that Ragusa itself appears in sixteenth-
century English as aragouse, arragouese, arragosa.”

The World of Venice, James Morris, 1960, 1974.

Julia Coolie Altrocchi, Ships and Spears in Genoa, Shakespearian
Authorship Review, Spring, 1959.

With respect to Jews in Shakespeare, one must look entirely to
The Merchant to find any purported portrayals. No other work of
Shakespeare has the word “Jew” except for these five odd remarks:
“A Jew would have wept at our parting,” and “Thou art an Hebrew, a
Jew, and not worth the name of Christian,” in The Two Gentlemen of
Verona; “My sweet ounce of a man’s flesh! My incony [rare, fine or
delicate] Jew!” in Love’s Labours Lost; “Of colour like the red rose on
triumphal brier / Most brisky juvenal and eke most lovely Jew,” in A
Midsummer Night's Dream; and “If I do not love her, [ am a Jew,” in
Much Ado About Nothing. The word “Hebrew” is used but three times:
once in the above quotation from The Two Gentlemen of Verona and
twice in Merchant as a variation on “Jew,” one being by Shyleck himself
when referring to Tubal.

Braudel, The Mediterranean, Vol. I1, pp. 814-21.
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CHAPTER

The Merchant of Venice — Part 2

“Venice: Trouble and Trial”

e have learned of Portia, the heroine of The Merchant
of Venice, before we meet her. As described in the
preceding chapter, in Act I Scene 1, when Antonio,
the Merchant, and his kinsman Bassanio are alone,
discussing the three thousand ducat loan from Shylock,' Antonio says:

Well, tell me now what lady is the same
To whom you swore a secret pilgrimage’ —

That you to-day promis'd to tell me of? (Emphasis mine)

And Bassanio replies:

In Belmont is a lady richly left,
And she is fair ...
7

“Belmont.” For centuries, there has been an ongoing effort to
identify its Italian location. In Il Pecorone, that Italian tale mentioned
in the previous chapter, which partially inspired the playwright’s
The Merchant, there is an imaginary seaside medieval castle named
Belmont. Because of this, it is said that the Belmont of the play is situ-



ated on a coastline of the Adriatic Sea. But the playwright’s Belmont
isn’t on the sea; nor is it a castle. In The Merchant, Belmont is a coun-
try villa, and as is clear from the words of the playwright’s characters,
located somewhere not too far from the Venetian Lagoon.

When the curtain rises on Act I Scene 2, we find ourselves look-
ing into an elegant room in that very country villa. Blonde Portia is
talking to a slightly younger woman, whose hair is shining black. She
is Portia’s companion, and with that hair it is no wonder that she is
called “Nerissa.” The young women are discussing the men who have
already called on Portia. These are suitors, one of whom will win
Portia’s hand by solving the puzzle that her deceased father, Lord of
Belmont, laid down as the controlling prerequisite to becoming her
husband. Now that the period of Portia’s cloistered mourning for her
father has ended, the competition has begun. Certainly, contempo-
rary audiences would expect such a period would have been strictly
observed by a noblewoman like Portia.

At this moment in Scene 2, Portia has already received sever-
al candidates, none of whom has met the requirement of her father’s
mandate. She mocks them all, but is especially hard on Falconbridge,
the young English baron. After describing the mixed geographic
sources of his clothes, and disapproving his behavior (which is likely
a reference to his lack of savoir-faire), she adds:

You know I say nothing to him, for he understands not me,
nor [ him: he hath neither Latin, French, nor Italian, and you
will come into court and swear that I have a poor pennyworth
in the English: he is a proper man'’s picture, but alas! who can
converse with a dumb-show?

In the palazzi and villas of Venice, a fluency in the preferred
Florentine variety of Italian, plus an erudite Latin and a decent
French, would be essential for a noble seeking to be welcomed. All
three of those languages were spoken, easily read, and understood
in the sophisticated circles of Venice. Thus Portia considers the
three to be absolutely essential for any proper husband; so too, I sus-
pect, did her English playwright. The everyday language in Venice
was— and frequently still is—a dialect far different from a pure
Italian. “Venetian” Italian is peppered with ancient Lombard words,

142 THE SHAKESPEARE GUIDE To ITALY

and words adopted from the numerous foreign tongues spoken there,
such that it was —and still is— virtually a different language. Even
today, a dictionary for it can be bought in Venice, and in Verona. No
native of Venice would expect a foreigner to speak in their own com-
plex Venetian tongue. .

An Elizabethan traveler would be enchanted to discover around
and about, on the Venetian mainland, those classic villas of the farm-
ing wealthy, standing in full view, impressive and unfortified. As the
sixteenth century progressed, their numbers steadily increased, as did
the need for locally grown crops, and other necessities formerly im-
ported.

The Venetian economy was evolving, impacted by many factors,
one of which was that construction of Venetian vessels was becoming
more difficult, and Venetian merchants, such as Antonio, were find-
ing that using foreign ships involved lesser costs. Moreover, cheap-
er insurance against cargo losses was readily available. Mixed into
this, the perils of sea trafficking were on the rise —due to widen-
ing Spanish hostility —and Turkish and Barbary piracy was a con-
stant worry. But while the wide world about them was changing, for
wealthy Venetians, their own world seemed undiminished.

Nothing anywhere else in Europe was like those Venetian vil-
las. A tourist today thinks of them only as palaces of pleasure and ease,
newfound sources of escape from the crowded city, venues for enter-
tainment and lavish hospitality. All this was true enough, but there was
more to them than this. Those long wings on either side of a classically
columned center palazzo weren’t just decorative: they were essential.
The wings sheltered farm workers and slaves, ploughs and harnesses,
rakes and scythes, harvested crops, animals, wagons and carts, a new
coach or two, and all else required for a serious farming enterprise on
the adjacent wide acreage. These villas — in their singularly Venetian
way — combined sweeping beauty with hard-nosed practicality.

Wealthy Portia had inherited just such an estate from her father.
He had come to realize, like other wealthy Venetians in the sixteenth
century, that in their preoccupation with overseas shipping and trade,
the huge and sparsely farmed mainland of the Republic — which
extended into parts of Lombardy — had been genuinely neglected.
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Added to this, beginning in 1573, when the other Italian states turned
hostile to her, Venice lost important sources of foodstuff, such as
wheat from Sicily. It was in that year, too, as noted in Chapter 5, that
Venetian ships ceased their visits to England and made what was
to Venice an indispensable trade treaty with threatening and non-
Christian Turkey. The Venetian Republic, more and more isolated
externally, turned in on itself.

They began farming enterprises of their own, and a good num-
ber of the more wealthy among them turned to that brilliant architect,
Andrea Palladio of Vicenza, to replicate his magnificent neo-classical
architecture on their properties. Palladio’s was a style of architecture
that would become so enviable and so famous that it spread the world
over. In 1570, Andrea Palladio was appointed the official architect of
Venice. Buildings in his distinctive design continue to be constructed,
and almost half a millennium after his death, his style, “Palladian,”
lives on, honoring his name.

Such were the noble villas of the Venetian Veneto, which steadi-
ly rose on the disused farmlands surrounding the Venetian Lagoon.
Many of the most splendid examples are scattered along the Brenta
Canal, and specialized tourist boats today delight visitors interested
in architecture with water tours.

o’

The playwright resists giving us clues about the location of his
own Belmont until the end of Act III Scene 4. Finally, we learn a few
important things when Portia is making her secret plans. She intends
to travel to Venice disguised as a young man; present herself at the
Courts of Justice as a lawyer; and defend Antonio from Shylock’s
dreadful demand of a pound of Antonio’s flesh.

In that scene, with only her companion Nerissa present, Portia
instructs her reliable aide, Balthazar:

Now Balthazar,

As I have ever found thee honest-true,

So let me find thee still: take this same letter
And use thou all th’endeavour of a man

In speed to Padua, see thou render this
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Into my cousin’s hand (Doctor Bellario),

And look what notes and garments he doth give thee, —

Bring them (I pray thee) with imagin’d speed

Unto the Tranect, to the common ferry

Which trades to Venice; waste no time in words

But get thee gone.— I shall be there before thee.
(Emphasis mine)

Then, after Balthazar has left, in the closing lines of that scene,
Portia turns to Nerissa:

... 'l tell thee my whole device

When I am in my coach, which stays for us
At the park gate; and therefore haste away,
For we must measure twenty miles to-day.

To do this, Portia says she is first going “Unto the Tranect, to
the common [i.e., public] ferry / Which trades to Venice.” They will
wait nearby, prudently keeping to their coach, until Balthazar delivers
the materials from Doctor Bellario. Portia and Nerissa will then leave
the coach, embark at the Tranect, and go across the water to Venice.

Portia’s landing
place, called “il
Molo,” situat-

ed in front of the
Ducal Palace and
near the Courts

of Justice. (From
Le Prospettive di
Venezia: Dipinte
da Canaletto ¢
Incise da Antonio
Visentini, Pars
Secunda, no. 11,
Edito dalla Vianello

Libri, 1984).
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The Brenta Canal
as it appears today,
just as it would
have looked in

the 16th century.
(Author’s photos)

Tranect? What is this? In the First Folio, “Tranect” is capital-
ized; it is considered a proper name, most likely because it is some-
thing unique. In modern editions of The Merchant, the word is written
“tranect.” As we have seen before, and will see again, spelling for this
playwright is of critical importance. Word meanings are significantly
altered if a capital —as opposed to a lower case — letter is used in this
playwright’s plays. Editors seem unaware that the author capitalized

146 THE SHAKESPEARE GUIDE TO ITALY

certain nouns to indicate that he was referring to a specific thing, one
thing among a general class. He did this for accuracy and emphasis,
but also for those who might read, rather than see, his plays.

P

The assumption can be made from the lines in The
Merchant — visualizing Portia’s and Balthazar’s trips and meet-
ings — that since Balthazar will be coming from Padua to the Tranect,
and Portia will be coming from Belmont on the Brenta Canal to the
Tranect, this Tranect needs to be where one can transfer casily to the
ferry to Venice.

From this, it would follow that the Tranect needs to be someplace
both near or on, dry land — where a coach could stand; and near or by,
water — where the Venice ferry could dock. Was there such a place?

Indeed there was. But its name is not “Tranect”; the Italians call
it “Fusina.” No such word as Tranect appears on any map of the area
of Venice, modern or antique, although Fusina does.

If the playwright can be relied on (and by now we should trust
him), this Tranect — where Portia and Balthazar are to rendez-
vous — would have to have been at Fusina. (I doubt, however, that
Balthazar would use the Padua-Fusina ferry; being in such a hurry, he
should gallop to Fusina on the then-existing causeway alongside the
Brenta Canal, since called Highway S11.) Carefully examining the ge-
ography around the Lagoon, I saw no other possibility than Fusina;
and Portia’s total mileage calculations fit— as we will see. From
Fusina, the distance across the Lagoon is exactly five miles to the
landing place called “il Molo,” which sits in front of the Ducal Palace
and Courts of Justice; the spot where Portia intends to go (see map
in Chapter 5).

Portia’s phrasing also suggests that the vessel going between
Fusina and Venice was not the same kind of vessel as the one that
went between Padua and Fusina. Her suggestion is correct. There
were different means of water communication in the Venice of this
sixteenth-century story. While the large public vessels on the Lagoon
were powered either by sails or helmsmen using sweeps, the public ves-
sels on the canals were towed by horses or mules (and also, where ap-
propriate, powered either by oarsmen or helmsmen using a sweep).
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Of all the presumptions in analyses of the Italian Plays, the
“explanation” given for the Tranect is one of the most uninformed.
Stratfordians have held that the word “Tranect” is a corruption of the
Italian word traghetto, which can mean either ferry boat or ferry land-
ing, depending on the context. For example, the Signet Classic edition
of the play has a lower case “tranect” (though it was specifically capital-
ized by the playwright), and it merely notes, “tranect: ferry.” The New
Penguin Shakespeare edition uses the other frequent substitution of “tra-
ject” for “tranect” in a peculiar attempt to anglicize traghetto:

traject. Q [symbol for the First Quarto edition of the play] and
F [symbol for the First Folio] read “tranect”; probably from
Italian traghetto, a ferry, found in Florio’s World of Words
(1598); and [Thomas] Coryat notes the “Thirteen ferries or
passages [in Venice] which they commonly call Traghetti.”
Twenty miles from Padua, on the Brenta, is a dam to control
the waters short of the Venetian marshes; this may have con-
stituted a ferry or bridge, known to Shakespeare by travelers’s
hearsay. (Emphasis mine)

The Arden Shakespeare edition of the play footnotes its substi-
tute word “traject” as follows:

Q’s “Tranect” is probably a misreading of “traiect”; this would
represent It. traghetto, a ferry, which is found in Florio’s World
of Words (1598). Steevens [George Steevens (1736-1800),
Shakespeare scholar and editor] identified “Tranect” with It.
tranare, to draw, pass aver, swim, but the sense is strained and
the “-ect” ending is not explained.

George Steevens was right. ..

These are some typical “explanations” that ignore the fact that
by their own tardy dating for The Merchant, i.e., 1596-97 (with which
I do not agree), the play was written before both Florio’s and Coryat’s
materials were published. John Florio’s book was published in 1598;
Coryat’s in 1611.

Discarding all conjectures as spurious, I renewed my own search
for answers. I arrived at the work of Violet M. Jeffery, a scholar who
published her findings on the subject in the January 1932 edition of
The Modern Language Review. Ms. Jeffery’s documentation is thor-
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h. and irrefutable: the place where Portia and Nerissa wait in the

oud : wptios Fusing.”
ach was a real place, with a known name. It was the “Lizza Fusina,
CcO«

simplified over the years to just “Fusina.” Fusina means “spindle,”
and Lizza, in this context, seems to refer to “the place of” or “entry.
usina would translate into something like “the place of the

Lizza F : :
spindle”; and later simply “the spindle.
Jeffery has this to say about Lizza Fusina:

This remote and tiny village is recorded by travelers solely on
account of the dam and the ingenious contrivance for trans-
ferring boats from the canal to lagoon. But so remarkable fiid
they find it that hardly one omits to make mention of it in de-
scribing the approach to Venice. And since the natural route
for travellers coming from France, England and Flanders was
through Padua, of necessity many passed over on the carro ...
(Emphasis mine)

Jeffery found important parallel accounts in Latin, too, noting:

The anonymous author of the Itinerarium Italae Totius, pub-
lished in 1602, speaks of Lizza Fusina and the remarkable con-
trivance: “Hic pulchro artificio navigator non mari, sed terra.

And elsewhere she writes:

In Hercules Prodicius [Hercules Prodicius, seu Principis
Inventutis vita et Peregrinatio, per Stephanum Vinandum
Pighium Campensem, Antwerp, 1587] it is spoken of as a
Machina Traductrix, and is alluded to in much the same terms
by Andrea Scoto and Paul Hentzer in their [tineraries.

Jeffery also listed preceding ownerships dating from 1444, cit-
ing the numerous documentations that are in the State Archives of
Venice,

Both Jeffery and I had taken note of the travels of the great
French essayist Michel de Montaigne, who made a long trip through
Italy beginning in September 1580. Jeffery quotes Montaigne’s French
(and I from an English translation). Montaigne came to Italy, primar-
ily to visit some of its famous spas, but also to spend time in some of
its magnificent cities, such as Rome, Florence, and Venice. On his trip
in 1580, almost daily, Montaigne made a record of his experiences and
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observations. When he was indisposed, his secretary made the diary
entries. The entire record, Montaigne’s Travel Journal, has surviveq
the years, and still makes very enjoyable reading today.

On 3 November 1580, Montaigne arrived in Padua, where he
stayed until November fifth. His Journal entry reads:

We left there Saturday morning early by a very fine causeway
along the river [the Canal], having on either side very fer-

tile plains of wheat, very well shaded with trees sown in or-
derly rows in the fields where they have their vines, and the
road furnished with plenty of beautiful pleasure houses, and
among others a house of the Contarini family, at the gate of
which an inscription states that the king [Henri III of France]
lodged there on his way back from Poland. We came to Fusina,
twenty miles, where we dined. This is only a hostelry, from
which one embarks for Venice. Here all the boats along this
river [Brenta Canal] land by means of machines and pul-

leys turned by two horses in the manner of those that turn oil
mills. They transport these boats, with wheels that they put
underneath, over a wooden flooring, and launch them into
the canal that goes into the sea [Lagoon] in which Venice is
situated. We dined here [at Fusina], and having got into a gon-
dola, we came to sup at Venice, five miles.

Another account is the Itinerary by Fynes Moryson (1566-1630),
English traveler and writer, published in 1617:

In the spring of the yeere 1594 ... I began my journey to see
[taly, and taking boat at the East gate of Paduoa, the same
was drawn by horses along the River Brenta [actually the
Canal]; and having shot two or three small bridges [a ref-
erence to locks, with which he was unfamiliar], and passed
twenty miles, we came to the Village Lissafusina, where there
is a damme to stop the waters of Brenta, lest in processe of
time, the passage being open, the Marshes on that side of
Venice should be filled with sand or earth, and so a passage
be made on firme ground to the City ... Heere while our boat
was drawne by an Instrument, out of the River Brenta, into
the Marshes of Venice, wee the passengers refreshed ourselves
with meat and wine ...
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Moreover, Thomas Coryat (c. 1577-1617), another English trav-
eler, included in his 1611 Coryat’s Crudities, a like description of the

its operation.
carro and its op .

“Tranect” is a Latin word, and Latin was the lingua franca of
Europe, and a language of great importance to any traveler. ]us't as
connect means “join with,” tra-nect means “join across.” A variant
would be “transect,” which has two different definitions available in
almost any English dictionary. Both meanings are applicable, but in
different ways, to the place where Portia and Nerissa wait in their
coach. As a verb, it means to cut across, to go athwart, to make a short-
cut, i.e., to cross or to join across. As a noun, it is a narrow strip of
land; a section or slice of land. The playwright has simultaneously de-
scribed both the thing and the action that would be found at Fusina:
a strip of dry land and machinery to pull boats across it.

The development of more advanced engineering techniques
sealed the fate of the Lizza/Tranect. Sometime in the seventeenth cen-
tury, the sliver of land —the “dam” — that separated the fresh wa-
ter of the Brenta Canal from the salt water of the Lagoon was sliced
through, and locks were installed. Thus a direct water connection for
vessels going between the Lagoon and the Brenta Canal was opened,
and the Lizza (spindle), Portia’s “Tranect,” her “common ferry,” be-
came obsolete. But all this happened long after our playwright set
down his own troubled tale. gy

After Portia has instructed Balthazar (in Act III Scene 4) to go to
Padua, get the garments and notes from her cousin, return, and meet
her at what we now know was the Tranect at Fusina, she and Nerissa
go there themselves in her carriage to wait for Balthazar’s arrival. The
two young women will then board the next ferry to cross the Lagoon
to il Molo, the landing place adjacent to the Ducal Palace.

Portia has been clear about how long this trip will take. She told
Nerissa, “we must measure twenty miles to-day.” (An English mile is
the same as an Italian moglio.) Now we have some information with
which to locate Belmont.

It is five miles from the Tranect to il Molo in Venice. If it were
also five miles from the Tranect to Belmont, the combined distance
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Portia’s “Belmont.”
This grand palace on
the Brenta Canal,
the Villa Foscari-
Malcontenta, was
designed by Andrea

Palladio (1549-1563).

(Engraving by

I.E. Costa, 16th cen-
tury. From Die
Wunderschone
Riviera del Brenta by
Paolo Tieto, Panda
Editiori, 1987, p. 12)

would result in ten miles. After her defense of Antonio, Portia promises
to return to Belmont directly. This would mean the mileage of her trip
would be doubled. If my calculation is accurate, Portia’s round trip is
going to add up to exactly those twenty miles of which she speaks.

Is there a stately villa that could be the Belmont we’re looking
for, five miles from the Tranect? There is, indeed, and it is one of the
most magnificent villas on the Brenta Canal. It is the “Villa Foscari,”
sometimes called the “Villa Malcontenta,” due to its proximity to the
small town nearby of that name.

One of the most famous of all Palladian buildings, the Villa
Foscari-Malcontenta, constructed around 1560 and reflected in the
waters of the Brenta Canal, remains in the Foscari family hands. The
interior rooms are richly decorated with frescoes reminiscent of the
paintings of Giulio Romano, and the villa was known for its grand re-
ceptions such as that given in honor of Henri 111 of France (1574—1589)
in 1574. Though now the central seat of the University of Venice, the
Villa Foscari-Malcontenta can be visited today. It was an easy reach to

Venice and a fitting “Belmont” for an heiress, such as Portia, whose
hand was sought by princes far and wide.
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In reading The Merchant again and again, my eye caught an odd
remark Portia makes to Nerissa after Balthazar hurries off on his er-
rand. Portia is describing to her companion how both of them will
dress when they board the public ferry on their way to Venice, “both
accoutred like young men,” although she herself will “prove the pret-
tier fellow of the two.” She adds: “And wear my dagger with a braver
grace ...” Portia is not going to wear a sword, that dangerous weapon
;hat many men all over Europe habitually wore in public; she intends
to carry a dagger.

A sword was considered a weapon of aggression; while a dagger
was more often thought of as defensive. Carrying a sword in the City
of Venice was strictly against the law. Musing on this, I turned to
The Harvard Concordance to Shakespeare and found something inter-
esting. Of all the thirty-six plays in the First Folio, thirty-five have
men with swords. Only one Shakespeare play has no sword whatsoev-
er: The Merchant of Venice. Although Scene 2 of Act I of Othello is
also set in Venice, and both Iago and Roderigo have swords, theirs is
a permitted exception, since both are officers of the Venetian army

while in uniform.

CuAPTER 6 * THE MERCHANT OF VENICE— PART 2 153

Portia’s “Belmont,”
the Villa Foscari,

as it appears today.
{Author’s photo)



When Scene 3 of Act [l arrives, we know Antonio has default-
ed in repaying Shylock’s loan. The borrowed money has been spent
by Bassanio to pay off his creditors, and he has used the rest to im-
press Portia and her people. Bassanio had calculated using marriage
money from Portia to pay Shylock on time, but his marriage to the
heiress becomes a reality a little too late. Under the literal provisions
of the bond, it is already in default by the time of the intended mar-
riage. Antonio is now to yield a pound of flesh to Shylock: the bond
provides no alternative. In this brief scene, we learn that Antonio is
to be jailed, pending trial on the issue of whether such a dread pen-
alty is legally enforceable.

The substantive—as distinguished from procedural — Jaw that
would be involved here, is a part of that international body of rules,
customs and usages adopted by merchants, traders, and their bank-
ers, called the “law merchant,” or “mercantile law.” Today it is often
called the “commercial law,” or the “commercial code.” It was in dai-
ly use in sixteenth-century England as well as in Venice, cities in the
rest of Europe, and places along parts of the Mediterranean coast-
lines. The playwright merely calls it “the law”; and his English audi-
ence would know what law he meant. Many would also know the part
of the law merchant that was concerned with the terms and enforce-
ment of bonds.

Shylock, beside himself before leaving the scene, can only utter
over and over:

I'll have my bond; speak not against my bond,
I have sworn an oath that I will have my bond ...

Solanio, alone with Antonio, remarks:

I am sure the Duke
Will never grant the forfeiture to hold.

Antonio responds in a surprisingly reasoned way:

The Duke cannot deny the course of law;
For the commodity that strangers have
With us in Venice, if it be denied,

Will much impeach the justice of the state,
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Since that the trade and profit of the city
Consisteth of all nations. Therefore go,—
These griefs and losses have so bated me
That I shall hardly spare a pound of flesh
To-morrow, to my bloody creditor.

Well, gaoler, on,— pray God Bassanio come
To see me pay his debt, and then I care not.

In Il Pecorone, there is a similar passage, which in English would
read something like:

The Jew replied that he did not want the money since it was
not paid at the appointed time, but that he would take a
pound of flesh; and this brought about a great controversy,
and everyone blamed the Jew; but since Venice was a place
where the law was enforced and the Jew had his right fully and
publicly, no one dared to speak against him, they could only
entreat.

~

When the forms and provisions for mercantile papers, such as
bills, bonds, notes and checks, and mercantile procedures prescribed
by the law merchant, were properly followed, vagaries of testimony,
tracery of titles, other evidence, and oral contentions were not allowed
into evidence. The paper, the bond agreement, was to speak for itself;
it stood alone. Something as bizarre as a bond penalty of a pound of
flesh, to be excised from the promissory’s person, should create an un-
acceptable problem which, it’s safe to say, was never contemplated by
the dispassionate law merchant, even in those often brutal times.

In Act IV Scene 1, the Duke* of the Republic of Venice— whom
Venetians in their dialect called the “Doge” — has been squarely pre-
sented with this unprecedented problem. In point of fact, the Duke
would not have presided personally at any trial; here he is a symbol for
the Republic as a whole. This strange trial is pure theater, having noth-
ing to do with either Venice or the Kingdom of England. As for tech-
nical criticisms, the playwright had intended that his The Merchant be
performed in front of an English, not a Venetian, audience.

The trial of Antonio, a dramatic tour-de-force, has been criti-
cized by many. Some base their criticism on the reasoning that the
playwright has not followed the proper practices and protocols of
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mercantile law, as they in fact were during the late sixteenth century;
others criticize the trial for its abuses of admissibility, reason and re-
sult. Portia’s plea for mercy for Antonio would never be permitted un-
der mercantile law. It should be noted that although she is allowed to
do her lawyering in the play, her eloquent words fall on deaf ears. The
procedure—a farce of mercantile law— actually turns on a “strict in-
terpretation” of the bond, being construed to allow for flesh only, and
barring the loss (taking) of blood.

Whatever the playwright may have intended in writing the
trial scene — on the one hand, so famous for Portia’s speech about
the mercy she claims for Antonio, and on the other, the fines and
forfeitures she demands of Shylock — this singular episode in The
Merchant of Venice, as one Shakespearean scholar has observed,® is
the “most ingenious satire on justice and courts of law in the litera-
ture of the world.”
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NOTES
Ironically, Shylock himself is short of cash and must borrow the ducats
from Tubal in order to lend them.
Readers or audiences remembering this when Bassanio arrives
at Belmont in Act [1I Scene 2, might well guess that this “secret
pilgrimage” — never mentioned again in the play — was made to Portia
at Belmont, there to seal their future and to learn which of the three
caskets he is to choose.
In Italian, the word for “blackness” or “darkness” is nerezza.
He is consistently referred to in the Italian Plays as “duke,” since “doge”
was the unique title of the rulers of Venice and Genoa. The playwright
substituted it with “duke” in order to impart some English apprecia-
tion of his high rank as a ruler of a “republic” of sorts, even though
these titles symbolized very different sets of power and authority.
Sinsheimer, H., Shylock, p. 139.
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CHAPTER

Othello

“Strangers and Streets, Swords and Shoes”

11 of the first act of The Tragedy of Othello, the Moor

of Venice, is set in Venice. The rest of the play, Acts 11

through V, is set on the island of Cyprus. As the scope of

this book is the knowledge and experience of the play-
wright concerning Italy, only a few lines from those later acts are
mentioned in this chapter.

For the plot of Othello the playwright drew upon one of a col-
lection of stories by the Italian scholar and writer, Giovanni Battista
Geraldi, called “Cinthio” (1504-1573). The collection is entitled Gli
Hecatommithi, and was published in Venice in 1565. Ostensibly, each
story was told by one of a group of ten gentlemen and ladies on a sea
voyage in 1527. Other than being identified as the seventh novella of
the third decade, the story itself has no title. Typical of his Italian
Plays, the playwright altered and deepened the source; and with his
own superb dialogues as the vehicle, his version, his play, emerges
as one of the world’s great pieces of both literature and drama. No
English translation of Cinthio’s work, by the way, appeared before 1753,
resulting in speculation over the years about how the playwright got
hold of Cinthio’s story. Here, with my emphases added, is an extract
from Appendix 3 of the Arden Shakespeare Third Edition of Othello:

i ‘Oenice




A French translation by G. Chappuys appeared in 1583, and
the first extant English translation not until 1753. Chappuys
kept close to the Italian version except for a few details, and
Shakespeare could have read one or the other, or perhaps a lost
English translation ... Yet a lost English version, one that per-
haps made use of both the Italian and the French texts, cannot
be ruled out.

(Emphasis mine)

This “lost English translation” proposition pervades nearly all
analyses of the Italian Plays when the analyst cannot find an English
version of the Italian, or Latin, source materials. It demonstrates the
conviction that the playwright had “little Latin and less Greek,” ac-
cording to Ben Jonson's ambiguous remark in the First Folio. After
advancing that “lost text” notion, the Arden continues:

... whether we consider Cinthio or Chappuys or a lost English
version as Shakespeare’s original, a surprising number of ver-
bal parallels found their way into the play from Cinthio, with
or without intermediaries ...

The Riverside Shakespeare in its commentary says:

Such verbal evidence as can be found tends to show that he
looked at Cinthio’s Italian.

Looked? Heaven forbid it be suggested that the playwright could

read Italian!
7

The Cinthio story begins with a brief recital about a Moor (un-
named) in Venice, who was personally valiant, had given proof in
warfare of great prudence and skillful energy, and who was held in
high esteem by the Venetian Signoria (the ruling body of the Venetian
Republic). The recitation continues that a virtuous lady of wondrous
beauty, called Disdemona [sic], impelled “not by female appetite
but by the Moor’s good qualities,” fell in love with him and he with
her. Despite the efforts of Disdemona’s relatives to dissuade her, she
married him. Then, the Cinthio story goes on, the Moor was sent to
Cyprus as Commandant, and Disdemona went with him; and with
this, the source story switches its action from Venice to Cyprus.
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Published in 1565, the source does not involve the Turkish inva-
sion of Cyprus in 1570 as its background, as does Othello. All of the
details about Venice, its people and places, which are addressed in
this chapter are those reported or alluded to in Othello. Nothing spe-
cific about Venice is contained in the Cinthio story.

e

As Othello opens on Act I Scene 1, it is night. There are two men
on stage: Tago, the famous twisted sociopath, and Roderigo, the fool-
ish romantic and Iago’s constant dupe. Roderigo doesn’t seem to be a
Venetian; and Iago isn’t. Except for those two, along with Othello and
Cassio, who appear later, all the other figures in the play are Venetian.

It could have been that Iago, as a sixteenth-century Spaniard
conditioned by his country’s history, would automatically nurture a
hatred for any Moor. Iago is a Spanish name, a version of “James” in
English, “Jacques” in French, and “Giacomo” in Italian. The name
has been familiar over the centuries to religious pilgrims coming to
Spain, to Compostela, the town near its northwestern corner, where
the huge pilgrimage basilica is dedicated to Sant’lago, commonly
written as Santiago.

By his own description of himself at the beginning of the play,
Tago is a professional soldier and has served under Othello in other
places before he came to Venice. There is a brief allusion to his coun-
try of origin in Act II Scene 3, at about its halfway point. There, when
a bell happens to ring, lago exclaims: “Who’s that which rings the
bell? Diablo, ho!” Diablo, “devil,” is Spanish; the Italian equivalent
is diavolo.

Roderigo is also in the military service of Venice, although his
capacity isn’t described. As in both medieval and Renaissance times,
and long afterward, many armies were largely made up of merce-
naries from all over Europe. It is clear, however, that Roderigo has
been in Venice for a while, at least long enough that he is known to
Desdemona’s father, who tells him early in Act I Scene 1:

I have charged thee not to haunt about my doors:
In honest plainness thou hast heard me say
My daughter is not for thee ...
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Portrait of a
Venetian Senator
wearing his sena-
torial black gown.
16th century.

When this same scene opens, the conversation going on be-
tween lago and Roderigo mainly consists of lago complaining about
Othello, who has been designated to command the Venetian mil-
itary forces going to Cyprus. lago claims he deeply hates Othello
because Othello has declined to appoint him as his lieutenant at
Cyprus. A “lieutenant” in a sixteenth-century army would be the
second in command: literally, a “place-holder.” Instead, Iago has
been named as Othello’s “ancient,” a lesser military title meaning a
standard-bearer in the field, although during the sixteenth century,
the position involved some administrative duties as well.

lago and Roderigo are
standing on a street in front of
the house of a Venetian Senator
named Brabantio, who, in order
to hold that prestigious office,
is a nobleman. Most impor-
tant, Brabantio is Desdemona’s
father, and as yet unknown to
him, his daughter has eloped
with Othello. Bent on creat-
ing as much trouble for Othello
as he can, but intending when-
ever possible to stay unidenti-
fied, Iago instructs Roderigo
to shout the bad news at one of

Brabantio’s upstairs windows. P i et ]

When Brabantio opens the window shutters above, he is prob-
ably standing there in his night clothes, because lago brazenly hollers
at him: “Zounds, sir, you’re robbed, for shame put on your gown!”
This insubordinate rascal, out on a public street, has shouted out this
impudence so that anyone in the area can hear it, making it a double
insult to Brabantio’s dignity.

With regard to this “gown” of Brabantio’s, Iago is referring not
to a dressing gown or a bathrobe, but to Brabantio’s Senatorial gown,
the specific garb that all Senators in Venice were required to wear in
public. The Senatorial gown, a distinctive long black robe —lined

with linen in summer and ermine in winter — was worn by Senators
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on the streets of Venice, causing people to be pointedly and routinely
aware of their government’s presence, day in and day out, as each of
the numerous Senators went about his affairs in the city, donned in
his gown of office. This practice was entirely foreign to England and
the rest of Europe. It is interesting to ponder how the author could
compose such a precise line in his play about a Venetian Senator’s
gown unless he'd personally seen, and noted, its particularity.

lago next proceeds to shout vulgar remarks about Desdemona
equally demeaning to her father, saying such things as “You’ll have
your daughter covered with a Barbary horse.” And “Your daughter
;md the Moor are now making the beast with two backs.” To these
broadcasts, Roderigo joins in with an embellishment of his own, say-
ing Desdemona has not only gone, but that she was:

At this odd-even and dull watch of the night,
Transported with no worse nor better guard
But with a knave of common hire, a gondolier ...

Confident that Brabantio will insist on finding Desdemona im-
mediately, Iago slips away, but as he does, he instructs Roderigo to
“Lead to the Sagittary the raised search ...” By this brief instruction,
he has effectively told Roderigo exactly where Othello and Desdemona
are to be found. Brabantio then arrives downstairs with servants and
torches, ready, as expected, to begin the hunt for his daughter.

I

When Brabantio joins Roderigo down on the street, their anx-

ious conversation includes the following:

Brabantio: Do you know
Where we may apprehend her with the Moor?

Roderigo: I think I can discover him, if you please
To get good guard, and go along with me.

Brabantio: Pray you lead on. At every house I'll call,
I may command at most: get weapons, ho!
And raise some special officers of night.'
On, good Roderigo, I'll deserve your pains. (Emphasis mine)
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Being admonished that he must “get good guard,” Brabantio
turns to his servants and orders them to “get weapons.” Those weap-
ons would have to be miscellaneous household items, since the bear-
ing of arms in Venice was restricted to authorized officials in uniform.
He also instructs them to “raise some special officers of night.”

That simple direction Iago gave to Roderigo to “Lead to the
Sagittary the raised search” is something Roderigo will be able to
carry out promptly; he knows the city well. But for the rest of the
world, the Sagittary is a place which is still being sought. Where is
this Sagittary? What, exactly, is it?

The lines of the play haven’t been read attentively. Instead of
precisely following them for their literal accuracy —as all lines by
this playwright should be — different interpretations have been pro-
posed, such as the following:

In the current Arden edition of the play, the footnote to “the
Sagittary” says it is:

An inn or house with the sign of Sagittarius (= the Centaur:
a mythological figure, with head, trunk, arms of a man and

lower body and legs of a horse. Alluding to Othello’s “divided
nature”?) ... (Emphasis mine)

The Riverside edition says it is:

an inn (so called because its sign bore the conventional figure
of Sagittarius, the Archer —a Centaur shooting an arrow).

The Shakespeare Name Dictionary, after a similar explanation,
adds this:

Some critics asserted that the Sagittary was the residence, at
the arsenal, of the commanding officers of the navy and army.
It had supposedly an archer over the gates, a statue, but not
of a centaur. Most critics dismiss this claim. Lists of inns of
Othello’s time do not mention a Sagittary, either, though that
may mean Sh. [sic] borrowed it from something more contem-
porary, as he often does.

“Borrowed it from something” isn’t information; it’s an admis-
sion of not knowing.
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The playwright’s lines have deserved better attention than this. In
Brabantio’s anxious conversation with Roderigo — the one wherein the
“officers of night” are called up, and Roderigo says of Othello, “I think I
can discover him” — Brabantio says: “At every house I'll call.” (Emphasis
mine) The subject matter has to do with houses, not with inns.

The next episode in Act I takes place in Scene 2 on a street at
the Sagittary. lago is warning Othello that Brabantio is coming in an-
ger. But almost at the same moment, Cassio arrives from the Ducal
palace to beckon Othello to an audience with the Duke (the Doge of
Venice), and other Senators. They have just learned that the Turkish
invasion of Cyprus has begun. Cassio refers to the urgent search un-
derway to find Othello, saying “Being not at your lodging to be found.”
(Emphasis mine) In the face of this plain statement by Cassio, I find it
surprising that the Pelican edition of Othello has an editor’s footnote
for Scene 2 which says it takes place “Before the lodgings of Othello”
in direct contradiction to Cassio’s words.

There is more. Othello tells Cassio:

"Tis well I am found by you:
I will but spend a word here in the house
And go with you. (Emphasis mine)

Can it not be inferred from this that Othello is going inside a
house to take leave of Desdemona? With Othello absent for a mo-
ment, Cassio questions lago, “Ancient, what makes he here?” And af-
ter a typically nasty remark about Othello, Iago says: “He’s married.”
One more time, then, the playwright has indicated, has told us, that
Scene 2 must be necessarily set at “the Sagittary,” — where the search
is now completed, and where Othello is found at a house there. The
Sagittary must then be a street or a square, or perhaps a district, lined
with houses, and not an inn with a sign and not a military lodging. It
is, in fact, if the playwright can be trusted, a specific place in Venice
that has this unusual name, “Sagittary.”

7

Only a tiny portion of the place names and street names of
Venice describe literally what can, or once could, be found there.
They are names that would be immediately helpful to strangers. Such
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names identify the things most commonly sought by using the es-
sential noun onto which “-eria,” or “-ria,” — meaning “place of” or
“workshop of” —is attached. Thus: Corderia (rope); Erberia (veg-
etables); Fonderia (foundry); Merceria (dry goods); Pescaria (fish);
Spadaria (swords); and Spezieria (pharmacist or grocer). There is no
“Sagittary” in any modern map listing, but there is a Frezzeria, the
name for arrows and arrowsmiths, those arrows being enough reason
for coming to Venice to obtain them in quantity. And being made in
that famous and sophisticated city, those arrows very well could have
had superior qualities.

In the seventh Arden edition of Othello, the one prepared by the
prominent scholar M.R. Ridley, his footnote to “the Sagittar” [sic] has
this, in part, to say:

Miss V. M. Jeffery, in MLR [Modern Language Review]

for January 1932, advanced the view that the word was
Shakespeare’s equivalent for the word Frezzeria, the street of
the arrow makers. But the trouble with that prima facie attrac-
tive explanation is that the locality to which Iago is thereby
made to indicate is not specific enough. (Emphasis mine)

From Violet M. Jeffery’s incisive 1932 work,* I offer the follow-
ing quotation from her Shakespeare’s Venice. Ms. Jeffery found that
the Sagittary:

... is none other than the Frezzeria [the Venetian version of the
Italian word frecciaria|, a narrow dark street which runs from
the Salizzada San Moise just off Piazza San Marco (5t. Mark’s
Square), takes a right-angle turn, and ends on the Ponte dei
Barcaroli near Campo San Fantino. The Frezzeria was so
called because the makers of arrows had their shops there. In
1271 the guild of smiths was divided up into distinct and spe-
cialized groups, arrow-makers, armourers, sword-makers,
cutlers, makers of scabbards and smiths proper, and their
workshops gave their names to various streets in the city.

Earlier in her article, Jeffery noted:

Nor is this identification of the Sagittary with a streetin
Venice mere conjecture. Records show that the street [by that
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name] existed in the thirteenth century, [and] Marin Sanuto
noted in his diary that a fire broke out there [calling it the
Sagittary] during the night of 12 July 1518, causing great dam-
age. The street was a busy thoroughfare in Shakespeare’s time,
and Giacomo Franco, the celebrated engraver, had his shop
there at the sign of the Sun.

And subsequent to the above quotations, Jeffery states:

In Shakespeare’s time the word arrow could be expressed in
two ways in Italian. One is frezza, and the other is sagitta.

It is true that Shakespeare would have the authority of Marco
Antonio Sabellico for his Latinized adaptation of the name, for
in the De Situ Urbis Venetae this very street is spoken of as the
vicus sagittarius.®

~

The location of Senator Brabantio’s house (no doubt a palazzo)
isn't given, but it’s safe to assume that Desdemona boarded that gon-
dola very close to (if not a part of) her residence. It was an unusual
Senator’s home that did not have its own landing. The other end of
her secret trip, where she would disembark, ought to be a place right
by her destination, the street which now we know has three versions
of its name: Frezzeria in Italian, Sagittarius in Latin, and when the
latter is englished, “Sagittary.”

Was there a suitable place for Desdemona to arrive in her gon-
dola at the Sagittary? Could I continue to trust the playwright for
Venetian accuracies? | went to have a look. The Frezzeria-Sagittary
is not on a canal but, to be sure, there is a canal parallel to it and
only a few steps away: the Rio Orseolo, with its own landing, the
Fondamento Orseolo. The Rio now flows into a large turning basin,
the Bacino Orseolo, where gondolas from a number of “rios” congre-
gate to serve tourists coming from the adjacent St. Mark’s Square; but
in the sixteenth century there was no Bacino, only a simple right-angle
turn that is now called Rio del Cavaletto. It was easy for me to picture
Othello waiting for Desdemona on the Fondamenta Orseolo, then
bringing her safely the remaining few steps to the house of their ren-
dezvous.
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rezzeria-Sagittary.
“he Venice street
alled Frezzeria,
vhich in Othello is
alled the Sagittary.
“he house where
Jesdemona and
Jthello rendezvoused
/as on this street.
Author’s photos)

he first measure of Othello, the man, is provided as soon

as he appears on stage in Act I Scene 2. Here Cassio is

speaking to him in front of that house in the Frezzeria-
Sagittary, just as Roderigo arrives along with Brabantio, his servants,
and some officers of night. Those servants would be armed with
“weapons” of various sorts, which would likely be clubs, hatchets, and
kitchen knives: swords were against the law. On arriving, Roderigo
says to Brabantio, “Signior, it is the Moor,” and Othello, seeing them
all fitted out and coming his way, commands them: “Holla, stand
there!” With this, however, the furious Brabantio shouts, “Down with
him, thief!” And here in many modern editions we find the unfortu-
nate stage direction: They draw on both sides. (Emphasis mine)

The playwright did not furnish this stage direction. It does
not exist in either the Quarto or the First Folio. It was added to the
play’s text in the eighteenth century by Nicholas Rowe, the man usu-
ally called the first editor and first “authoritative” biographer of
“William Shakespeare,”
meaning, of course,
William Shakespeare of
Stratford. Rowe, unlike
the playwright, was ig-

BN
i
i
g .
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L

norant of the rule in
Venice against the car-
rying of swords. Only
persons of privilege or
authority were permit-
ted to do so, and then
only on defined occa-
sions. Persons autho-

rized to carry swords
included military offi-
cers, when in uniform, as both Iago and Roderigo are. Rowe inserted
his stage direction in the wrong place, and for the wrong people.

If Rowe’s instructed action were to complement the playwright’s
lines, it should have been in connection with a subsequent line: the
one snarled at Roderigo by the tricky Iago, who wants to appear hotly
loyal and quick to defend Othello. Iago says: “You, Roderigo! Come,
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sir, I am for you.” This is a clear challenge to a duel. It is here where
swords would be drawn.

By the playwright’s dialogue, the persons to “draw” are but
two: Iago and Roderigo. lago’s declaration to Roderigo is something
a sixteenth-century adult, English or Continental, would instantly
recognize: a challenge to death, and a challenge made to Roderigo
alone, not to anyone else. Iago draws his sword to verify the challenge,
whereupon Roderigo reflexively responds by drawing his, too.

Rowe’s stage direction, if followed, makes the Sagittary-
Frezzeria into the site of an impending general melee, and makes
Othello appear to be a sword-drawn and willing participant, when
that is exactly what Othello is not. The direction deprives him of the
dignity and composure that the playwright has afforded him by the
lines he wrote for him. Unarmed and in command above the rash
dramatics of Iago and hence Roderigo, as Gerald Eades Bentley, editor
of the Pelican Othello has observed, Othello says to lago and Roderigo,

like a veteran to excited boys, “Keep up your bright swords, for the
dew will rust them.” What Elizabethans meant by “keep up” we now
mean by saying “put away.” And calmly, Othello continues, turning
in a respectful manner to say to Brabantio:

Good Signior, you shall command more with years
Than with your weapons.®
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When Brabantio is told at the beginning of Act I Scene 1 th

Desdemona has run off, his first utterance is “How got she ou;:t:,
Pesdcmona, only daughter of that Venetian nobleman, was Inckc;i
In at night, an accepted practice that the author knew. Regardless of
what fathers did in other places, or on other social levels, this ‘:\’as
done in Venice, at least in its noble households: especially in a Venic,
with its libertine ways, a worry to parents.® If there was a COmmay
denominator in the lives of Venetian women, especially those of the
upper classes, it was boredom: physical confinement; the compan
of no one but family and servants; chaperoned outings to church Fni
prayers; and supervised visits by approved nominees for a possible
marriage to one of those fellows whom Brabantio describes in Scene 2
as “The wealthy, curled darlings of our nation.” The author knew
that the Venetian young men had their hair curled with a lock falling
onto their foreheads. And who else to come visit? Tutors, dressmal-
ers, and visiting relatives. Surely, fathers thought, this was more than
gmugh to keep “the little dears” content, and usually it was. But not
for Desdemona, not for Jessica, and not for a few others. Desdemona
would have long since devised a way to escape.

t least one other real life Venetian daughter, the scan-

dalous Bianca Capello (1548-1587), was one. She was

the daughter of Bartolomeo Capello, a member of one
of the richest and noblest Venetian families. She was famed for her
beauty, especially for her remarkable blue eyes. At age fifteen Bianca
fell in love with a young Florentine clerk employed at that time in
Venice. They eloped to Florence, but soon she became the mistress of
Francesco, son and heir apparent of Grand Duke Cosimo I de’ Medici.
Ultimately, with the deaths of Cosimo | and then of Francesco’s wife,
and of course, her husband, Bianca, in turn, became the Grand
Duchess of Tuscany (see Chapter 12).

Rather than Bianca Capello, I see Desdemona’s exact counter-
part in the younger of the two Venetian noblewomen in the painting
by Vittore Carpaccio (c. 1465—c. 1522) done about 1520. In the nine-
teenth century, John Ruskin mistakenly thought this painting to be
the picture of two courtesans, a label that persisted for a long time.
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Rather recently, however, it was determined that the two women de-
picted carry all the signs of nobility and wealth. Indeed, from the
coat-of-arms on the vase on the balustrade, the name of their no-
ple family has been identified. In Venice Art and Architecture, the art
historian Augusto Gentili has this to say about Carpaccio’s painting
(translated here from his Italian):

Their clothes and hairstyles are elegant and fashionable, not
showy or ostentatious, and their demeanor is suited to the bal-
cony, a place in a noble home of honest rest and leisure ... Apart
from the reality represented — the double portrait, clothes, bal-
cony, and crest—the painting is arranged using deliberate sym-
bolic codes, following a consciously mapped-out itinerary that
clearly outlines the stereotypical morality for women: chastity
for single and widowed women, restraint for married women,
modesty and shyness for all, and a discreet vigilance regarding
the irrefutable facts of desire, to be converted immediately into
virtue ... The younger woman, with a melancholy gaze straight
in front of her, is either about to be or recently was married;
only such as she can wear pearls around her neck.

(The older and milder-featured woman in
the foreground is considered to be the mother.)

As informative as the above extract is, I
found it remarkable for what Gentili does not
say. It is a graphic portrait of the crushing idle-
ness, isolation, and boredom to which Venetian
noblewomen were made subject. It is no wonder
that they might yearn for excitement, sometimes
taking a secret vengeance through peccadilloes
of one sort or another, even —though rarely — of
running away.

I include this picture here for anoth-
er reason: these women have their very blonde
hair — perhaps bleached —done up in that same
Venetian style described for Portia’s hair by
Bassanio in The Merchant of Venice at the end of
Act I Scene 1:
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Due Dame Veneziane
by Vittorio
Carpaccio (c. 1465-
c. 1522). Rendering
(on wood) of a bored
mother and daugh-
ter of a Venetian no-
ble house passing
the time on the roof-
top terrace of their
palazzo. The paint-
ing confirms the ad-
age: “An idle mind
is the Devil’s work-
shop.” The painting
depicts the circum-
stances in which
Desdemona lived.




... her sunny locks

Hang on her temples like a golden fleece

Which makes her seat of Belmont Colchos’ strond,
And many a Jason come in quest of her.

And again, the style is described in Act III Scene 2, of The
Merchant, in the midst of Bassanio’s speech about false beauty:

... Look on beauty,

And you shall see 'tis purchased by the weight,

Which therein works a miracle in nature,

Making them lightest that wear most of it:

So are those crisped snaky golden locks,

Which maketh such wanton gambols with the wind ...

~

In Scene 3 of Act I of Othello, once Othello and Desdemona
have explained to the Duke, Brabantio, and the assembled councilors
that their marriage deserves acknowledgment, Brabantio surrenders
his wrath, if not his heartbreak. In his speech, which begins with the
line: “God be with you, I have done,” he turns to Desdemona to say:

... For your sake, jewel,

I am glad at soul I have no other child,
For thy escape would teach me tyranny
To hang clogs on them ...

Clogs. It is a word with several different meanings. In The
Oxford English Dictionary, the sixth definition is “a wooden-soled
overshoe or sandal worn (chiefly by women) in some localities to pro-
tect the feet from wet and dirt.” For people, then, a clog is a wooden
shoe, a sabot, a patten. For cattle, however, it is a fetter, a shackle, a
pastern, to impede the movement of grazing livestock, as in an open
pasture, for example. The Italian word for this animal shackle is pas-
toia, but the name of the clog— the wooden or otherwise elevated
shoe worn by a person — is zoccolo (zoccoli, plural), having nothing
to do with herdsmen and cattle. Clogs for people don’t ordinarily im-
pede movement, but in Venice they did. They were extraordinary. For
Desdemona they would be both an impediment and elevated.
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Zoccoli had been introduced sometime in the fourteenth cep-
tury due to the mud and standing puddles in the many streets and
squares that were then unpaved, including St. Mark’s Square. The
zoccoli grew to absurd heights and continued to be worn well into
the seventeenth century, becoming an item of ostentation among the
wealthy. The wealthier the woman, the higher her clogs, some so high
she couldn’t walk in them without placing her hands on the shoulders
or heads of servants walking along on either side of her. Examples
of zoccoli can be seen today in the Museo Correr in Venice, Zoccoli
eighteen and even twenty inches high were not uncommon.

Even as late as June 1645, when John Evelyn began a stay in
Venice and described many things in his Diary, one of his descriptions
is of these extraordinary shoes which he calls “choppines.” Evelyn

wrote:

It is ridiculous to see how these ladies crawl in and out of their
gondolas, by reason of their choppines [clogs]; and what dwarfs
they appear when taken down from their wooden scaffolds; of
these I saw nearly thirty together, stalking half as high again as
the rest of the world.

Horatio Brown in his Studies in Venetian History, in comment-
ing on the continuing use of these high clogs observed:

The story in St. Didier’s La Ville et Ia

Republique de Venise ... appears to throw light on
Shakespeare’s intention in this passage. The French traveller
relates that the Ambassador of France, in conversation with
the doge, remarked once that shoes would be much more con-
venient; whereupon one of the ducal councillors broke in se-
verely, “Yes. Far, far, too convenient.”

'

Using an event of recent history, or current events on which to
base a fiction tale, lends it credibility. The playwright uses this device
in Othello, in a way that grows out of events about Cyprus in 1570,
soon after Cinthio’s earlier story was published in 1565. The story of
“the Moor” in Cinthio’s collection thus had an immediacy to it that is
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Ladies on terraces
bleaching their hair,
with their zoccoli at
their feet.
(Watercolor)

often unrecognized. A Venetian reader of Cinthio in 1565 would be
aware of the reason for the Doge and Signoria to send a military com-
mander, along with troops and war galleys, to their island colony of
Cyprus. There had been steady Turkish advances in Europe, North
Africa, and the Mediterranean ever since Siileyman the Magnificent
(1494-1566) had become Sultan of the Ottoman Empire.

For Venice to add new forces to its garrisons on Cyprus, not far
from the western coast of Turkey, was only prudent. Or so it seemed,
especially when exactly one year later, the great Siileyman was dead.
He was succeeded by his son, Selim [T, who had the reputation of be-
ing a drunkard and was often referred to as “the Sot.” Early in 1570
an ambassador of Selim IT’s departed from Istanbul for Venice. On
arriving in Venice on 28 March 1570, the ambassador requested an
audience with the Doge and his six councillors, called the Collegio,
and delivered this message from the Ottoman Sultan. The message
opened with a typical oriental flourish:

Selim, Ottoman Sultan, Emperor of the Turks, Lord of lords,
King of kings, Shadow of God, Lord of the Earthly Paradise
and of Jerusalem, to the Signory of Venice:
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We demand of you Cyprus, which you shall give us willingly
or perforce; and do not awake our horrible sword, for we shall
wage most cruel war against you everywhere; neither put your
trust in treasure, for we shall cause it suddenly to run from
you like a torrent.

Beware, therefore, lest you arouse our wrath ...
— from Norwich, A History of Venice

In a matter of months, this crisis would have been heard of
in faraway England. It was the promise to clip the Venetian impe-
rial wings, the outcome of which might make Cyprus more freely ac-
cessible for trade. And so it did in 1573, when English trading ships
began coming through the Straits of Gibraltar, after an absence of
twenty-five years. Using this background, and weaving in his own ad-
aptations, the playwright begins his Othello with the time when the
Turkish fleet appeared off the coast of Cyprus on 1 July 1570, and two
days later, dropped anchor at Salines — modern Larnaca—and the
attack on Cyprus began.

This segment of Cyprus history in fact occurred five years af-
ter Cinthio’s publication. It is one of the author’s methods to take a
recognizable event in history —just distant enough in both place and
time—and embellish and compress it in order to impart an urgent
air for his own plays.

Now, four centuries later, the playwright’s anachronistic tech-
niques have laid him open to charges of historical ignorance, his alleg-
edly “doctored”
events being
condemned as
inaccurate. But
like so many in-
cidents in the
Italian Plays (for
example, the
date of the vis-
it of Charles V
to Milan), this
one looks very
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Zoccoli. The elevat-
ed shoes, or “clogs,”
worn by Venetian
noblewornen or
womén of fashion in
16th-century Venice.
(Photo courtesy of
Sylvia Holmes) [See
also the previous two
illustrations. In Due
Dame Veneziane
note the pair of red
zoccoli at the middle
left of the painting. ]



like many Italian affairs that happened not in, but near that signifi-
cant year of 1573. In any case, by that year, English merchant ships
had begun touching the Cyprus shore.

P

Cyprus had been so harshly ruled by its Venetian governor
that the Greek population, although Christian, widely welcomed the
Muslim invaders, in hope of a more lenient, less avaricious, rule. It
so happens that Venice actually gave its ruler of Cyprus the title of
“Lieutenant.” In Othello it will be remembered that lago was quite bit-
ter that Cassio, a “foreigner,” was appointed Lieutenant to serve on
Cyprus, and to be second in command in case of Othello’s absence,
But Cassio may have worn two hats: both a military hat and an eco-
nomic hat, the latter of greater importance to the merchant princes
of Venice.

lago criticizes Cassio as unfit to make war, complaining in
Scene 1 of Act I:

And what was he?

Forsooth a great arithmetician,

One Michael Cassio, a Florentine,

A fellow almost damned in a fair wife

That never set a squadron in the field

Nor the division of a battle knows

More than a spinster—unless the bookish theoric,
Wherein the toged consuls can propose

As masterly as he. Mere prattle without practice

Is all his soldiership ...

It just may be that by a Venetian policy — which seems hinted
at in Iago’s lines—someone with the sixteenth-century equivalent of
an MBA or CPA would be a Lieutenant more capable of looking after
imports, exports, taxes, and so on at Cyprus, rendering Cassio a far
better candidate for the post there than a mercenary soldier such as
Iago. Through Iago’s carping, the playwright had taken the trouble to
describe just where Cassio’s talents lay.

On Cyprus, Lieutenant Cassio shows himself to be both guile-
less and without direction, easily deceived by lago, vacillating, and
crippled by his adoration of the beautiful Desdemona. The real life
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Lieutenant of Cyprus at the time of the Turkish invasion was, in fact,
one Niccold Dandolo, whom John Julius Norwich describes in his
History of Venice as “Uncertain, timid, forever vacillating between
bouts of almost hysterical activity and periods of apathetic inertia.”

And so, the tragic Othello helps us realize that the playwright
was fully aware of the complex affairs that could affect England’s
Mediterranean plans for trade and power.

NOTES

. “Officers of night” were authorized protectors of property who would
sometimes extend their services to aid individuals. It is the First Folio
that has this quoted phrase, the one now used in most modern edi-
tions; though in a few others the Quarto is followed, where the erro-
neous phrase is “some special officers of might.” Stratfordian scholars
have found a description of those singular officers of Venice in The
Commonwealth and Government of Venice, published in England in
1599, being a translation by Sir Lewis Lewkenor of Della Republica et
Magistrati de Venetia, written by Cardinal Gasparo Contarini (1483~
1542), and published in Venice much earlier on. These officers were
stationed in all six of the sestieri (districts) of Venice for the protection
of property—and incidentally of persons —during hours of darkness.

2. Modern Language Review, Vol. XXVIL

3. Jeffery’s footnote to the above statement informs that: “Marco Antonio
Coccio Sabellico da Vicovaro wrote his history of Venice in 1487...", her
quotation being from the 1560 edition of Opera Omnia, Basilea, IV.

4. Those weapons being that odd equipment his servants have brought
to brandish. After seeing the remarkable care the author took in The
Merchant of Venice in allowing Portia no more than a dagger to wear
while in the city, I do not believe I have suggested more here than to ex-
pect he would consistently exercise the same attention to the wearing
of swords in Venice, in his masterly Othello, as he had in the story of
Portia going to defend Antonio, in The Merchant of Venice.

5. In contrast to Desdemona’s gilded prison, when Shylock goes off to a
supper in Act II Scene 5, of The Merchant of Venice, he hands his daugh-
ter, Jessica, the keys to his house, telling her to “Lock up my doors.” But
then, as it turns out, Jessica was even less trustworthy than Desdemona,
stealing her father’s ducats.
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CHAPTER

A Midsummer Nights Dream

“Midsummer in Sabbioneta”

n my way from Verona to Florence, I made a stop-over

for a few days in Mantua, to see the many great works

of Giulio Romano (c. 1499-1546)." It was a kind of pil-

grimage: Giulio Romano is the only Renaissance art-
ist ever named by the playwright. His name is spoken by the Third
Gentleman in The Winter’s Tale, Act V Scene 2:

No: the princess hearing of her mother’s

% Statue, which is in the keeping of Paulina, —
2 A piece many years in doing and now newly
e } Performed by that rare Italian master, Julio
N o \ : Romano, who, had he himself eternity and
£ g = =~ Could put breath into his work, would beguile
G g E - b3 Nature of her custom, so perfectly he is her ape ...
£ 2 g £0 8
Q& g & = "E ﬁ“ rj.iﬁ >
au = = [¥]
H% z %H g F‘é 2 E On a Sunday morning, a few days later, when ready to contin-
g § E 'nE & e -%0 ue on to Florence, I was chatting at breakfast with another traveler.
G 5F g B He asked me if I had yet visited the unusual small city near Mantua
A = £ called Sabbioneta. T had never heard of it. He said it was well worth

a visit, being a showcase of idealistic architecture, and completely




The walls of
Sabbioneta and the

moat. The design
and strength of its
bastions represented
the state-of-the-

art in defensive
techniques for the
veriod. (Author’s
photo)

constructed in only one architectural style, the late-sixteenth-centu-
ry style called “Mannerist.” Moreover, it was entirely built during the
reign, and under the personal supervision, of its sixteenth-century
duke, Vespasiano Gonzaga, a man of singular erudition.

He mentioned this to me, he said, because on Sundays, this
very day, escorted tours were offered to the visiting public, since
Sabbioneta had recently been restored to be almost as it was when
originally built in the sixteenth century. I was intrigued. It would
be only a bit of a detour, and though I assumed Sabbioneta wouldn’t
have anything to do with the Italian Plays, I realized it would have
been under construction, with some of it completed, at the very same
time—around 1573 or 1574 — when many events described or allud-
ed to in the Italian Plays were hap-
pening. In any case, I thought, no
matter what, I could experience
being in a perfect chunk of what
had become my favorite Italian
century. So I went there.

~

Sabbioneta is about for-
ty kilometers— only twenty-five
miles — southwest of Mantua,
on Highway 420, and is still sur-
rounded by its massive walls. I eas-
ily drove through the handsome fortified gate, Porta Vittoria, which
stood welcoming on its western flank, noting the attractively paved
interior streets, as | entered the little city. Straight ahead, I saw a small
crowd of people standing in front of a building. I parked nearby. From
the sign on the front of the building, T knew it was the local tourist of-
fice, and a smaller placard said this was the very hour for which a city
tour was scheduled. I bought a tour ticket and was given a brochure
entitled La Piccola Atena— “Little Athens.” I also purchased a tour-
ist guide in English, with full color pictures and a descriptive text of
more than seventy pages.
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Our guide explained the carefully planned layout of the city’s
streets and plazas, and she told us about the wealthy, enlightened
duke who had built the city. He was Vespasiano Gonzaga Colonna
(1531-1591), a member of the cadet branch of the powerful Gonzaga
of Mantua. Vespasiano was born on 6 December 1531, in Forli, in the
Papal State of Romagna. His father, Luigi Gonzaga, was an illustrious
condottiere in the service of Emperor Charles V. Luigi, usually called
“Rodomonte,” died when Vespasiano was only one year old.

As a teenager, Vespasiano was sent to the Royal Court of Spain,

there to acquire an education in both academics and military disci-
plines. In service to Philip II, he rose in rank to become experienced
in warfare, then a commanding general, a viceroy, and builder in both

Europe and North Africa. Vespasiano was an avid student of Vitruvius,
the Roman architect and engineer who wrote De Architectura—the
only surviving Roman treatise on the subject— which he carried with
him at all times, even during battle.

long our guided way, we visited the interiors of a number
of impressive buildings, including the once-elegant ducal
palazzo, the summer palace, and other structures hous-
ing the duke’s galleries, museum, personal church and ducal mauso-
leum, an elegant small theater, and even his long gallery for exercise,
traditional for noblemen of his day. I remembered that in other ducal
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Left: Vespasiano
Gonzaga Colonna,
1st Duke of
Sabbioneta,
attributed to Antonio
Moro. The portrait
hangs in the Museo
Civico, Como. (Fram
Sabbioneta: Guida
alla visita della citta.
Il Bulino edizioni
d’arte, 1996, p. 68)

Right: The Ducal
Palace is the oldest
of the buildings
constructed by
Vespasiano Gonzaga.
The front of the
building overlooking
the square, pictured
here, has retained
part of its original
appearance.
(Author’s photo)



Equestrian statues
of the Gonzaga.

Of the original ten
statues completed
by Venetian artists
in 1589, only four
full figures on
horseback remain.
Fire in the early part
of the 19th century
destroyed The Hall
of the Horses (in
the Ducal Palace)
where the statues
were displayed. All
Gonzaga figures

in the series were
rendered wearing full
armor to emphasize
Vespasiano’s descent
from a long line of
military leaders.
(Author’s photo)

or royal palaces I had visited, such facilities were included as part of
the palace. Here, however, the city itself was largely the palace of the
duke. Indeed, his guards, physician, aides, and servants were accom-
modated in various edifices within the city. In every case, all designs,
materials, and the details of their execution had been subject to the
approval of Vespasiano Gonzaga. His walled town was his brainchild
and a one-of-a-kind masterpiece.

Some of the buildings in Sabbioneta were originally commodi-
ous quarters for the duke’s invited guests, his pleasure having been in
inviting the erudite among both Italy’s, and other western Europe’s,
nobility and intelligentsia for a visit to his model city. While there,
they would admire his rich collections of paintings and sculpture and
take part in the festivities, salons, and scholarly lectures that he spon-
sored during his lifetime. Thus, in addition to the name “Sabbioneta,”
Vespasiano Gonzaga’s guests—and then its steadily increasing num-
bers of visitors— gave it a second name, La Piccola Atena— “Little
Athens” —not because of its architecture but because of its immedi-
ate reputation as a hospitable gathering place for scholars and intel-
lectuals.

With Vespasiano’s passing in 1591, all this ended. Only since the
latter half of the twentieth century—a hiatus of some 400 years— have
many of these same kinds of events been offered again, with prominent
Italian scholars of relevant arts, histories, and literature participating.

Toward the end of
the tour, as we stood in
the shade of the arched
Porta della Vittoria,
the architectural main
gate of Sabbioneta,
our guide explained
that this passageway
was also known as “il
Quercia dei Duca.”
Not understanding
the word “Quercia,” 1
questioned one of our
group. “Oak,” he said,
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“the Duke’s Qak.” I gasped in disbelief. Thinking I had misunder-
stood, he repeated, “The guide said, ‘the Duke’s Oak.”” My breath
nearly left me, and I steadied myself against the wall. The Duke’s Oak?
Could this be true?

Midsummer Night's Dream! The playwright had been in

Sabbioneta! A world of understanding burst in my brain.

Of course. It made so much sense. I reached my parked car
and collapsed. T grabbed my dog-eared paperback of Dream and quickly
leafed through it. Indeed, the play was set in Athens. It was so designat-
ed, not only at the beginning of Act I, but I counted more than thir-
ty references throughout the play to “Athens” or “Athenian”— though
tellingly, no references to Greeks, Greece, Grecians, Attica, or Atticans:
only “Athens” and “Athenians.” It was no accident. The playwright
had wanted his Dream to take place only there, in “Athens.” But it
was increasingly clear that there was actually here—in Sabbioneta, La
Piccola Atena— “Little Athens.” Here in Italy.

And the Duke’s Oak? Gears clicked into place.

In Act I Scene 2 of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in admiration
of its own Duke Theseus and his beautiful bride, Hippolyta, six of its
rustic characters—Quince, the carpenter; Snug, the joiner; Bottom,
the weaver: Flute, the bellows-mender; Snout, the tinker; and
Starveling, the tailor—decide to put on a play. It is to be their rendi-
tion of Pyramus and Thisbe, an ancient love story. They meet to discuss
their preparations and to be assigned their roles:

Bottom: We will meet, and there we may rehearse
Most obscenely, and courageously. Take
Pains, be perfit: adieu.

Quince: At the Duke’s Oak we meet.

It has been assumed over the years, that the Duke’s Oak, as men-
tioned in Dream, is some mighty oak tree on the outskirts of Athens,
in Greece. What little commentary there has been merely suggest it is
an oak tree in the wood close to a town of such characteristics as to
merit being named for the Duke. But by now, having seen in preceding
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Porta della Vittoria
was, for many years,
the sole entryway
into Sabbioneta.

It was also known

as the Duke’s Oak
since it opened onto
an oak forest which
in the 16th century
was the Duke’s
hunting ground. The
name does not refer
to a specific door but
to the passageway.
(Author’s photo)

chapters the playwright’s allusions to unusual things in Italy, this ref-
erence to the Duke’s Qak should, especially since it is a proper name,
give thoughtful pause. Tt should never have been dismissed in such an
offhanded way. Indeed, the playwright has gone a bit out of his way to
bring attention to it.

No ransacking of the legend-history of the hero Theseus reveals
such a place or name. Nor were there any dukes, per se, in ancient
Athens, Chaucer notwithstanding.? “Duke” (due in French; duca in
Ttalian; Herzog in German) is a Western European title. In French and
Italian “Duke” is derived from the Latin word duzx, and while there
were none in Greece, there were plenty of them in Renaissance Italy.

=’

The second and only other allusion to something that is unique
in Dream (and located in “Little Athens”) is not recognized as note-
worthy in modern editions of the play, due in large part to the zeal of
modern editors. But it is significant, and one further piece that fits
perfectly into the puzzle of the setting for Drearm.

This unique reference — the word “temple” with a lower case
“t” —appears in Act IV Scene 1 of Dream, in the wood. Near the end-
ing of this scene, “temple” appears in typical modern editions, in the
following lines:
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Theseus: Fair lovers, you are fortunately met.

Of this discourse we more will hear anon.

Egeus, I will overbear your will,
For in the temple, by and by, with us
These couples shall eternally be knit ...

Shortly afterward, the following exchange occurs:

Demetrius: Are you sure
That we awake? It seems to me
That yet we sleep, we dream. Do not you think
The Duke was here, and bid us follow him?

Hermia:  Yea, and my father.

Helena: And Hippolyta.

Lysander: And bid us follow to the temple.

n both the Quarto and First Folio editions, the word “tem-

ple” is capitalized. There it is spelled accurately, “Temple.”

It is a small matter, to be sure, but as was demonstrated in
Chapter 3 and will be demonstrat-
ed again in Chapter 9, it is a matter
of no small significance when seek-
ing to confirm the true location
of the playwright’s “Athens.” In
Sabbioneta, “Little Athens,” there
exists a “Temple.” It is the church
abutting Vespasiano Gonzaga’s
mausoleum, known as La Chiesa
dell’ Incoronata (The Church of
the Crowned Virgin). More sim-
ply, however, that little church was
referred to only as “the Temple.”
With capital “T.”
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In the Duke’s Oak.
This modest studded
door leads up to the
loggia above the
central archway and
crest of the Porta
della Vittoria, the
Duke’s Oak.
(Auther’s photo)




Opposite page:
Right: Vespasiano
Gonzaga’s
mausoleum
(interior), abutting
La Chiesa dell’
Incoronata. The
design, the work of
Giovanni Battista
della Porta in
1592, is considered
ill matched

with the overall
architectural style
of the remainder
of the church. It
was Vespasiano
himself, however,
who selected the
rare marbles and
ordered that his
large bronze statue
be placed above

his tomb. (Photo
from Sabbioneta:
A Tourist Guide to
the City, Il Bulino
edizioni d’arte, 1992,
p. 25)

t would come as no surprise if, during his travels, the play-
wright was captivated by this perfectly designed little town,
Sabbioneta. He may well have been invited here. Giving free
reign to his imagination, it would have been a short leap to create a
dream sequence with a title describing what he had written.
Moreover, it is commonly acknowledged that the playwright’s
education included Greek language and history, so perhaps he was re-
membering the ancient Greek love story of Pyramus and Thisbe, and
the legendary hero of ancient Greece, a king named Theseus who cap-
tured the queen of the Amazons, Hippolyta, and made her his wife,
Perhaps. But it is abundantly clear that the romance in A Midsummer
Night’s Dream is a romance between two people who are very differ-
ent from heroes who are Greek.

By “cracking the codes” of three small elements — Little Athens,
the Duke’s Oak, and the Temple —it is certain that the playwright
visited Sabbioneta. Through complete serendipity, I had come upon
yet another Italian setting for a Shakespearean play; and it was in
Italy, not Greece, as the world has supposed.

NOTES
1. Though best remembered historically for his paintings, Giulio Romano
was also a celebrated sculptor and architect in Mantua during his day,
demonstrating, yet again, that the playwright knew more than is ac-
knowledged by orthodox academia.
2. In his The Knight’s Tale, Chaucer also entitles his Theseus “Duke,” but
for a different reason.
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Left: “The Temple,”
la Chiesa dell’
Incoronata (the
Church of the
Crowned Virgin).
One must pass
through this

modest church to
reach Vespasiano
Gonzaga’s octagonal
mausoleum, which
was built up against
the church in order
to be on hallowed
ground. (From
Sabbioneta: A
Tourist Guide to
the City, Il Bulino
edizioni d’arte, 1992,
p-23)
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CHAPTER

All’s Well That Ends Well

“France and Florence”

II’s Well That Ends Well begins and ends in France, with

four scenes set in Paris and eleven in a place the play-

wright calls “Rossillion” (an earlier English spelling of

Roussillon). There are eight scenes in or near an Italian
city, however; in this case, supposedly intriguing Florence.

There are no topographical details for the places in France, and
seemingly none for Florence either, but that will change as the lines of
the play are carefully read. Indeed, an alert reading— while keeping
in mind that the author was devious and ingenious at double mean-
ings and had a quirky way of alluding to places in Italian cities—
demonstrates his deep personal knowledge of Florence and its environs.
It is knowledge he deliberately wove into his story, and for this reason I
have counted All’s Well That Ends Well among the Italian Plays.

As to France, while it can be assumed that the four scenes set in
Paris take place in the Louvre, the geographical location of the play’s
Rossillion is less certain. Commentators have said the Rossillion of
the play is an old province in the southwestern part of France, next
to the Pyrenees Mountains. This Spanish province, however, would



not become part of France until 1659," which is about seven decades
after this play was written. The Shakespeare Name Dictionary has re-
marked that “Sh[akespeare] overlooks the Spanish orientations of the
Roussillonais,” which simply furthers the myth of a geographically
ignorant playwright.

Searching for some clue as to where the playwright’s Rossillion
actually might be, I turned to his source for All’s Well, the story of
Beltramo de Rossiglione and Giglietta de Narbone in The Decarmeron
of Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375). Although Boccaccio did not
furnish a specific location for Rossillion either, he did write, at the
story’s opening:

In the kingdom of France there once lived a nobleman
who was called Isnard, Count of Rossiglione ... (Italian for
Rossillion or Roussillon)

Thus, Boccaccio’s Count of Rossiglione was a resident of France,
not Spain. This was a good start. But other than eliminating Spain,
Rossillion, Roussillon, or Rossiglione’s location still remained unde-
termined. I needed more facts. I knew that there are now, there were
when this play was written, and there were even when Boccaccio’s tale
was composed, three places with that same name: indeed, a territory
which was then part of Spain, and two towns which were solidly in
France. Boccaccio had helped me cross off Spain altogether, so my in-
vestigations then focused entirely on France.

At the very beginning of All’s Well, the playwright tells us that
Bertram, the young Count of Rossillion, is a vassal of the King of
France, because Bertram’s father, the old Count of Rossillion, has
just died and Bertram, heir to the title, hasn’t yet reached his ma-
jority. Consistent with the feudal law that still obtained in the play-
wright’s day in both England and France — as well as other parts of
Europe —Bertram has automatically become a ward of his overlord,
the King of France. He will remain so until he is at least twenty-one.
At the beginning of Act I Scene 1, Bertram says to his mother, the
dowager Countess of Rossillion:

... I must attend his majesty’s command,
To whom I am now in ward ...
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With this, Bertram departs for Paris to begin his mandatory
wardship. Through these lines of the play, we indirectly glean some
cubstantial, though perhaps inconclusive, information about just
where Rossillion might be; Bertram’s journey alone hints at a better
fit with one of the two towns in France, rather than any territory in
Spain. Fortunately, a bit of outside research, along with a little travel,
can help narrow the field even more.

One of the French Roussillons is a strikingly situated medieval
village in the region of Vaucluse, in a mountainous area north of the
[uberon, not too far from the town of Apt. This Roussillon is built in
red and ochre stone quarried from the cliffs on which it is perched.
The village is dazzling in the sunshine and a very pleasant tourist
destination. Its former ruler, however, would have been a Count of
Venaissin, not a Count of Roussillon: not a good fit.

The other of the two French Roussillons is in the Department
of Isere, and once it did have counts with the correct name. Those
Counts of Roussillon existed as early as the tenth century, although by
the time All’s Well was written, the line had died out. This Roussillon
is on the east side of the Rhéne River, about forty kilometers south of
Lyon, on the ancient highway that in more modern times became the
National Route N7.

Today, the high-speed Autoroute A7, which is parallel to N7, has
physically cut the old town in two: the western section — adjacent to
the Rhéne — is now called Le Péage-de-Roussillon, and the other sec-
tion, on the east side of the Autoroute, is simply Roussillon.

It is in this eastern section that both the old castle ruin and the
existing Chateau of Roussillon, now the Hotel de Ville (City Hall), are
situated. The chateau was not built by a count, but by the Cardinal
of Tournon. He acquired the estate of Roussillon by purchase, after
there were no longer any Counts of Roussillon, and constructed the
chateau in 1552.

Attractive and commodious, the chateau was frequented by trav-
eling royalty and nobility, both French and foreign. Henri III stayed
there on his way from Avignon to Paris in 1574. Ten years prior to that,
on 16 July 1564, Charles IX, on a grand tour of France as its new king,
lodged in the chateau for a month, along with this mother, Catherine
de’ Medici. While there, Charles IX issued the important Edict of
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Roussillon, which proclaimed that thenceforth, the civil year in France
would begin on the first day of January of each year. This was eighteen
years before the reform published by Pope Gregory III would institute
the Gregorian Calendar to the same effect. By the king’s edict, France
had proudly reformed the old Julian Calendar, a major event that took
place in this Roussillon and was widely noted abroad. The Edict gave
the town a taste of fame that would linger for years.

The final piece of evidence that this Roussillon on the Rhéne
is the very best candidate for the Rossillion of All’s Well comes near
the end of the play, where the King of France is reported to have been
in Marseilles (called “Marcellus” in the play). The King has left that
city and can be reached at “Rossillion,” the town, this town, direct-
ly en route from Marseilles to his capital, Paris. Neither a digression
to the distant Pyrenees region in a less-than-friendly Spain made by
a French king for a social visit, nor a detour to a tiny and out-of-the-
way village in a mountainous Vaucluse where its counts had another
name, makes any sense. This King is on his way to his capital, and this
Roussillon is on his way.

~’

Helen,? the heroine of All’s Well, is a commoner and the or-
phaned daughter of a learned man named Gerard de Narbon, who g
had been physician-in-residence to the old Count and Countess of
Rossillion. On her father’s death, Helen came under the guardian-
ship of the dowager Countess, Bertram’s mother. As the Countess says

192 THE SHAKESPEARE GUIDE TO ITALY

in Act I Scene 1, Helen was “bequeathed to my overlooking.” Thus,
Helen and Bertram have grown up in the same household, with Helen
quietly in love with Bertram most of her young life. ' .

Before Helen’s father died, he taught her some of his medical se-
crets. One of these was how to cure an affliction called a “fistula” —in
those days meaning a severe tubercular abscess — fatal unless treated.
True to one of those happy coincidences frequently encountered in The
Decameron and other medieval tales, it just so happens the King has one,
and no physician, no matter how skilled, has been able to heal him.

Early in Act I, Bertram, now a ward of the suffering King, |ea?!es
for Paris. By Act IT Scene 1, Helen has arrived there as well, coming
to offer her secret fistula cure to the monarch, though she admits to
herself that her motive in coming is not wholly without self-interest;
after all, Bertram is present and that’s not exactly a coincidence.

In Act II Scene 3 Helen’s treatment has been a success. As her
reward, the King gives her the right to marry any unwed noble at his
court. No surprise to the audience, Helen selects Bertram who ex-
claims: “A poor physician’s daughter to my wife! Disdain / Rat.her
corrupt me ever!” At the King’s command, despite Bertram’s objec-
tions, the marriage takes place. Bertram is furious, and at the end of
this scene he vows: “I'll to the Tuscan wars and never bed her.”

~

The Tuscan wars. What are these? What does Bertram mean?

At the beginning of Act I Scene 2, before the happy cure and the
unhappy marriage, there is a conversation between the King and two
of his nobles, where we learn more about these “Tuscan wars” —and

get a history lesson, too.

King:  The Florentine and Senoys are by th’ears;
Have fought with equal fortune, and continue
A braving war.

1 Lord: So ’tis reported, sir.

King: Nay, 'tis most credible; we here recelive it _
A certainty, vouch’d from our cousin Austria,
With caution, that the Florentines will move us
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For speedy aid; wherein our dearest friend
Prejudicates the business, and would seem
To have us make denial.

1 Lord: His love and wisdom,
Approv’d so to your Majesty, may plead
For amplest credence.

King:  He hath arm’d our answer,
And Florence is denied before he comes.
Yet for our gentlemen that mean to see
The Tuscan service, freely have they leave
To stand on either part.

2 Lord: It well may serve
A nursery to our gentry, who are sick
For breathing and exploit.

Using contemporary language, the King might have said that
the Florentines and the Sienese are going at each other and have
fought to a standstill, but they continue with their defiant war. In
what would seem odd, or even traitorous today, the King remarks that
it is all right with him if some of his nobles enter the war, even if they
fight on opposing sides.

In the King’s day, such conduct was, in fact, not all that unusu-
al. Taking part in foreign wars was not regarded as disloyal; indeed,
it was considered a glorious learning experience for young men, “a
nursery,” which later could be useful in service to their own ruler.

The Second Lord says the young nobles are “sick” (hungry) for
“breathing” (excitement) and “exploit” (adventure). But notice the
sarcasm with which “cousin Austria” is described. It is a powerful clue
to the identity of that “fictitious person” when some real history is
added to the pot. It was the practice of Europe’s rulers to refer to each
other as “cousin,” and sometimes they really were. More to the point,
however, when “our cousin Austria,” the ruler of Austria, is described
by the French King as “our dearest friend,” and First Lord speaks of
his “love and wisdom,” Elizabethan audiences might chuckle, know-
ing that these mouthed compliments were sarcastic. The King and his
lords roundly fear this “Austria,” and so did the English. Who is he?
History will tell us, but sooner so will L.
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here were so many skirmishes, battles, and all-out wars

over the centuries between Florence and Siena that it is

quite impossible in a practical way to count them all.
Hostility began with a dispute over their common boundary —the
carliest of the recorded conflicts dating to 1129 —resulting in a
feud that was protracted and hopeless. Grievances were made more
complex by outside alliances, such as those involving France and
Spain— or Austria. Spasmodic truces were inevitably broken, creat-
ing a cycle of destruction and suffering. Finally, four centuries af-
ter that first confrontation, during the reign of Cosimo I de’ Medici
of Florence (reigned 1537—1574), the Florentine-Sienese feud was re-
solved. By April 1555, Siena had been completely subjugated.

One cannot say with assurance that this was the “Tuscan war”
the playwright had in mind for Bertram, but it seems to fit. By now
we are familiar with the author’s propensity to allude to events that
were just beyond the fringes of an audience’s accurate recollection,
5o it would not be a stretch if the war in All’s Well is indeed this final
Tuscan war of 1555. After all, it took place only a mere generation be-
fore the play would have been written.

There is additional historical evidence for this view. The mid-
sixteenth-century histories of Siena and Florence, mixed with that of
France and Austria, better explain the undercurrent in the conversa-
tion between the play’s King of France and his lords.

“Austria” refers to the Austrian Archduke and Holy Roman
Emperor, Charles V (reigned 1519-1556), his Duchy of Austria being
only one of the numerous Habsburg domains (see Chapter 3). It was
this monarch, more than any other, whose vast power rendered both
the English and the French apprehensive of his policies.

England had several “issues” with Charles V (see Chapter 3),
which carried over to his son and heir, Philip 11 (1527-1598);* and
as for France, it had some, too. Its kings had long been engaged in
military adventures in Italy, all to the irritation of Austria and the
Holy Roman Emperors who had ambitions there of their own. Added
to the conundrum were the personal antagonisms of Francis I (reigned

1515—1547) toward his “cousin,” which began in 1515 when Francis I
renewed the French expeditions in Italy, one of which was the capture
of Milan. Then in 1519, to the ire of Francis I, who was competing
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for the title, Charles V won the majority of the Electors’ votes to
become Holy Roman Emperor, In 1525 Charles V defeated Francis I
at Pavia and had him imprisoned. And there was more: Francis [ held
the duchy of Burgundy, which Charles V claimed by descent from
Charles the Bold; Francis I revived the French claim to Charles Vs
Netherlands provinces of Flanders and Artois; Francis I held Milan,
which Charles V claimed as a fief of the Empire; Charles V ruled the
kingdom of Naples, which Francis I claimed as the heir of the house
of Anjou—and so on.

Wars continued, treaties were made and broken. When Francis |
died, his son, Henri II (reigned 1547-1559) continued the hostile be-
havior —and this brings us to the final Tuscan war of 1555 during the
reigns of both Henri II* and Charles V— the one which seems to fit
best Bertram’s comment about going off to “the Tuscan wars.”

~

It also fits best when we listen again, more attentively, to that
conversation between the King and his nobles in Act [ Scene 2. Listen
carefully as the King speaks:

... A certainty, vouch’d from our cousin Austria,
With caution, that the Florentine will move us
For speedy aid; wherein our dearest friend
Prejudicates the business, and would seem

To have us make denial.

The King is speaking about the “caution” (the threat) in the
message he has received from “Austria.” “The Florentine,” in this
case, would be Cosimo I de’ Medici. The message would be Charles V
(“Austria”) saying to Henri IT (model for the French King in the play):
“If Cosimo asks you for troops or money, you’d better say ‘No.””

In effect, the message was a warning to the French king to stay
out of this war. In giving his nobles leave to join either side, the French
king in the play is politically feigning neutrality, but if wisdom is the
better part of his nobles” valor, they would never side with the Sienese.
(In reallife, the situation was even more complicated: the French king,
Henri II, was married to Catherine de’ Medici, who was born and
raised in Florence and was a genuine blood cousin of Cosimo 1.)
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The bits and pieces of history that have been laid out here are
not, by any means, a fully rounded accounting of the hostilities and
the bewildering side-changing of the Houses of Valois and Habsburg
in the sixteenth century. While history can serve to bring the Tuscan
war that ended in 1555 into focus as the probable war of the play, it
is only my opinion that its events serve, in fact, as the basis for All’s
Well, updated from the Tuscan war in Boccaccio’s Decameron. All’s
Well was not printed or published until its inclusion in the First Folio
in 1623, and there is no record of any public performance of it dur-
ing the reigns of either Elizabeth I or James I. Moreover, it probably
includes parodies of, and allusions to, certain Elizabethan nobles and
courtiers. This suggests it may have been privately performed — per-
haps only for Elizabeth I and her court.

~

By the time we reach Act 111 Scene 2, Bertram has gone off to
Florence in a huff and has sent two letters to Rossillion—one to his
mother, the Countess, and the other to Helen. To his mother he writes,
“] have wedded her, not bedded her, and sworn to make the ‘not’ eter-
nal.” To Helen, he writes:

When thou canst get the ring upon my finger, which
Never shall come off, and show me a child begotten of
Thy body that [ am father to, then call me husband; but
In such a “then” [ write a “never.”

Here it is: Bertram’s challenge to Helen. It is the foundation of
the play. Now Helen knows what she has to do to call Bertram “hus-
band.” She says Bertram’s letter is her “passport” — for indeed, it is
her authorization to set out. At the end of this scene, as though speak-
ing to him, she says, a little wistfully (and we worry about what she
means by invoking “angels” and “paradise” and being “gone”):

.. come thou home, Rossillion,

... I will be gone;
My being here it is that holds thee hence.
Shall I stay here to do’t? No, no, although
The air of paradise did fan the house
And angels offic’d all, I will be gone.
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he next scene, Scene 3 Act I1I, has only ten lines. It is

somewhere in Florence. In it, the Duke of Florence, in

front of the assembled soldiers, declares to Bertram: “The
general of our horse® thou art.” Bertram has been in Florence at least
long enough to present his credentials to the Duke and offer himself
and his men for service.

As Bertram has not reached his majority and therefore, is “un-
der age,” this appointment has sometimes been criticized as unre-
alistic. However, age alone did not impede such decisions in the
sixteenth century. When quite young, nobles in that period became
skilled horsemen and were often schooled in warfare. As related in the
Eleventh Edition of The Encyclopedia Britannica, concerning Robert
Devereaux, second Earl of Essex (1566-1601):

In 1585 [aged nineteen] he accompanied his stepfather,

The Earl of Leicester, on an expedition to Holland and great-
ly distinguished himself at the battle of Zutphen. ... In 1587
[aged twenty-one] he was appointed master of the horse and
in the following year was made general of the horse and in-
stalled as a knight of the Garter.

There were several like careers on the Continent, such as that of
Gaston de Foix, Duc de Nemours, a contemporary of both Francis I
and Henri I1. By the time Gaston reached his majority, he was already
an outstanding military commander.

'

In Scene 4 Act III, Helen has left a message for the Countess that
reads, in part:

I am Saint Jaques’ pilgrim, thither gone.
Ambitious love hath so in me offended

That barefoot plod I the cold ground upen
With sainted vow my faults to have amended.

Her message has an ominous ending:

He is too good and fair for death and me,
Whom I myself embrace to set him free,
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From these lines it could be assumed that Helen has gone on a
pilgrimage from Rossillion to Santiago de Compostela in Spain, the
great shrine there dedicated to Saint James the Greater (Santiago in
Spanish, Saint Jacques or Jaques in French, and San Jacopo in Italian).
There is no evidence in the play, however, that she did so, no matter
how briefly, and we can soon doubt that she would have had enough
time to make such a lengthy journey.

In fact, as soon as Bertram goes to Italy, Helen goes there too;
on an undercover, fact-finding mission and determined to resolve her
marriage. It will not be long before she will re-surface, having learned
everything she wants—and needs— to know; and she will have sur-

prises for everyone.
~

The many subtleties, circuitous descriptions, and allusions
about Florence found in Scene 5 Act I1] are what persuaded me to in-
clude All’s Well in my listing of the Italian Plays. It is in this scene,
especially, where the playwright displays his most precise knowledge
of that city. His descriptions are a first-person testament to his hav-
ing walked its streets, visited its sites and learned of its colloquial-
isms—and also of having acquainted himself with a most ordinary
local building located near a most ordinary square, which itself once

had a particularly local name.

But before investigating that local building, there is something
bothersome in this scene. In two instances, early in Scene 5, there are
stage directions for a “tucket.” Directions state: “Florence. Without
the walls. A tucket afar off.” Or something similar. A second tucket is
indicated at Line 7 “[Tucket].” A tucket®is a run of tuneful notes, gen-
erally on a trumpet.

We can comfortably accept this first tucket, not only because of
the actors’ verbal response to it, but because it is indicated in the First
Folio. The second tucket, as we will see, is, however, problematic.

As that first tucket’ sounds, four women — Widow, her daugh-
ter Diana, one named Violenta and another named Mariana—along
with other folk, have made or are making their stage entrances. The
playwright has neatly postponed giving his audience any clues as to
where the group is standing because there has only been the sound
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of this “tucket afar off.” While the meaning of a tucket would es-
cape a modern audience, it would get the immediate attention of
Elizabethans—and Florentines, too. They, like all medieval and
Renaissance peoples, were conditioned to react to a tucket because
they knew exactly what the sound of one meant, and they would sus-
pect that this was the tucket of the young Count of Rossillion, now of
reputation in Florence.

Since his tucket is not followed by a trumpeted military com-
mand of any sort, it would indicate to the Florentines — Widow and
the others— that Bertram is probably at a Florence gate where his
harbinger,® according to custom, has announced his arrival.

In all modern editions of the play, there is another tucket at
Line 7. This “tucket” is the disputed second tucket. It is misleading.
Worse, it is incorrect. [Tucket] was added to the play 145 years after it
was written, by the industrious Edward Capell, and has been repeated
by editors ever since. There is no such stage direction [Tucket] in the
First Folio. The scene’s second trumpet sound is not a tucket: it is a
trumpeted “signal,” a military command; and there is a sea of differ-
ence between the two.

The Oxford English Dictionary describes a tucket as “a flour-
ish on a trumpet; a signal for marching used by cavalry troops.”
(Emphasis mine) The OED also supplies the definition of a “flour-
ish.” It states: “In music, a flourish is the execution of profuse but
unmeaning ornamentation.” (Emphasis mine) The problem with
these OED definitions is that no trumpet sounding can be simul-
taneously a signal with a meaningful message and an unmean-
ing ornamentation. These two definitions are mutually exclusive.
The OED is incorrect—a statement that many will consider a
sacrilege.

A “signal” on a trumpet is a brief, identifiable series of notes or
tune that broadcasts a specific command. Nearly always it is a military
command directing soldiers to mount, march, charge, retreat, etc.

The trumpeted tune called a tucket, on the other hand, was a
musical declaration sounded by a harbinger to announce a person-
age of high rank at a city gate or castle or palace. Each personage had
his or her own distinctive, personalized tucket (sometimes called a
“touch”).
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On hearing the distant tucket (or trumpet touch) at the begin-
ning of Scene 5, the audience would guess that Bert'rf'xm was nearby.
And since his tucket is not followed by a.tru mpeted military command,
they would infer that the young Count is p.r(}babi){ a.t a Florence gate.
Diana gives credence to the idea that indeed it is Bertram who has
been announced by his harbinger when she says, “'I‘hley s‘?y Fhe French
count has done most honorable service.” Widow rcphc.s, ]t- is reported
that he has taken their great’st commander, and that w1th“h‘1‘s owz hand
he slew the duke’s brother.”® Her verb tense (“report.ed, slew”) tells
us that the events are past. Widely known and victorious Bertram has
thus returned to Florence, and on hearing his tucket, everyone knows

they’ll be seeing him soon.

~

After the tucket sounds, Widow says:

Nay, come; for if they do approach the city,
We shall lose all the sight.  (Emphasis mine)

«___ if they do approach the city ...” What does Widow m,ean?
If the stage directions are correct, Widow need not have said “if,” be-
cause the men are approaching the city. Aren't they?

Ever since Edward Capell’s 1768 tinkering with the play, editors
have concluded — erroneously — that Widow and the others are stand;
ing “Outside the walls of Florence.” We think so, too; after all, that’s
what it says in the stage directions. But in fact, Widow and the. oth-
ers are standing well inside the walls of Florence. The editorial inser-
tion, “Without the walls of Florence” stems from ignorance about what

Widow’s “city,” in reality, was.
~

In the First Folio, Widow’s wording has a capital “C” for “city.”
There it is written “the City,” not “the city.” The early spelling should
be restored. It makes more sense for Widow to be saying “if they do
approach the City,” because that’s what she means. A capitalized “C”
alters the sense of Widow’s remark — indeed, a capital “C” alters ev-
eryone’s understanding of the history of Florence, and what Widow is

fretting about so much.
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For Florentines, “the City” has a specific meaning. Even to-
day the expression “la Citta” (the City) can be overheard from con-
versations, in a context that does not refer to Florence as a whole.
[ts meaning in the play is erased by the editorial reduction of the
First Folio capital “C” to a lower case “c.” A proper name has been
changed into an ordinary noun making it mean all of Florence when
it does not.

Capitalization can be of significance in Shakespeare. In
Chapter 3, for example, concerning the north gate of Milan,
“North-gate” in the First Folio should not have been capitalized.
(The hyphenation there was to indicate that “north-” was an adjec-
tive describing where, among all the gates of Milan, that particu-
lar gate stood.) “North Gate” or “Northgate” was never its proper
name. The opposite treatment should be used in Widow’s case.
The First Folio capital should be resurrected. “The City” refers to
a specific district which was—and still is— within the walls of
Florence.

The City, in Florence, is a delineated area north of the Arno
River which had once been the walled Roman colony of Florentia.
Consistent with Roman design, Florentia was rectangular, with
straight streets laid out on a grid pattern. It included a large cen-
* which today is the “Piazza della Repubblica.”
With some relatively minor modifications during the Middle Ages,
this nucleus of Florentia expanded into the Florence of today’s mod-
ern Italy. The perimeters of that original settlement, though, can still
be discerned today. They are defined by Via de’ Cerrentani on the
north, Via Tournaboni and Via Rondinelli on the west, and Via del
Proconsolo on the east. On the southern perimeter there was a wall

tral plaza or “forum,’

which was close to, but set back from, the Arno River to allow space
for ships to dock and load and unload their cargoes. This is “the City”
of which Widow speaks.

Just as “the City” in London is capitalized for the proper name
that it is— defining London’s origins much like those of Florence — so
too, the word should be capitalized in Italy, where the Florentine
“la Citta” speaks of the very same thing.

I
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When she hears Bertram’s tucket, Widow says she fears they
may not be in the right place to see “all the sight.” But from Diana’s
remark about “the French count,” combined with Widow’s comment,
the audience would be certain that Bertram and his cavalry had al-
ready arrived at one of the gates to the city.

Where would this gate be? Where are the men coming from
and where could they be heading to in Florence? Because Diana and
Widow speak of Bertram’s past service, he and his men are most like-
ly coming from the direction of Siena, seventy kilometers — forty-
odd miles— to the south. This would mean that they will be entering
Florence through its southernmost gate, the Porta Romana, which lies
on the outskirts of Florence on the ancient road from Siena. The mas-
sive portal is still there.

But Widow is worried. She says, “if they do approach the City,”
which we now understand to be within the walls of Florence, she is
telling us that she feels she might be standing at the wrong place.
If Bertram goes to the City, the parade will march from the Porta
Romana, over the Arno on the Ponte Vecchio and into the City; while
Widow is waiting two bridges away. She is standing near the Ponte alla
Carraia (the Bridge of the Carts). If the procession heads to the City,
Widow will indeed miss the exciting spectacle.

Again Widow frets:

We have lost our labor; they are gone a contrary way.
Hark! You may know by their trumpets. (Emphasis mine)

Widow hears the trumpeted fanfare. This is not a tucket. The
procession is coming; the men are somewhere not far off. But where
are they? She exclaims: “Hark!” (Listen!) — to enlist the ears of the
people around her to determine in which direction the warriors are
marching through Florence.

[t is easy to understand Edward Capell’s stage direction
here — [Tucket] — when Widow speaks of hearing trumpets. But at
this point in the story, were the trumpeted sound truly a tucket, it
would be a second declaration that Bertram has arrived at the city
gate — and the Elizabethan audience already knows this. Even though
Capell’s is an “honest mistake,” his addition to the text is very confus-

ing to those who are familiar with tuckets.
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The Porta

Romana. This is the
southern entrance
(exterior shot) to
Florence from the
Via Romana, the
principal road
between Florence
and Rome. It is the
gate through which
Bertram entered the
city with his cavalry
on their victorious
return from Siena.

The Porta Romana
seen from the interior.
(Photos courtesy of
Sylvia Holmes)

here are Bertram and the

men going? Why would

they go to the City? If they
headed into the City — to today’s Piazza
della Repubblica— for an “official wel-
come,” we can imagine the soldiers dis-
mounting, going across to Piazza San
Giovanni, and entering the great Florence
Duomo, Santa Maria del Fiore, for a
stately ceremony of thanks. Then what?
These men are tired, filthy, hungry, and
thirsty—and so are their mounts. Surely
there is a better place in Florence for them
to go — to rest, to wash, to nourish them-
selves, to change their clothes — before
going to any official welcoming event by
the Duke.

Indeed there is, and it would be
the colossal Fortezza da Basso, the enor-
mous citadel in the north of Florence. The
citadel was constructed in 1534 under
Alessandro de’ Medici, and with its stables, kitchens, armory, hospi-
tal, barracks, officers’ quarters, etc. —all facilities battle-weary sol-
diers of any era require — Bertram and the men would find rest, water,
food, wine—everything they desired, following their long April day
of riding and marching. And it was all in one spot.

It would be a fairly straight shot for the weary warriors mak-
ing their proud progress back to Florence. Entering the city through
the monumental Porta Romana, the cavalcade would march straight
up the Via dei Serragli, cross the Arno on the Ponte alla Carraia, jog
slightly left on the Borgo Ognissanti at Piazza Goldoni," then con-
tinue straight as two arrows into the main entrance of the Fortezza
da Basso, first along the Via dei Fossi and then along the slightly lon-
ger Via Valfonda. The route was pretty much a direct path. Is this the
route they took? It is indeed. And it is the shortest possible route from
Porta Romana to the most sensible goal in Florence for exhausted sol-
diers and their tired steeds.
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ut there

is more:

mu c h
more. There is solid
evidence that Piazza
Goldoni, by whatev-
er name it had in
the sixteenth centu-
ry, is not only where
Bertram will pass by,
but is where Widow,
her group, and the
other onlookers are
standing. Widow
may already know
from experience that
military parades
through Florence
used this route, but

more concretely, the
spot where she is
standing is only a short distance from the lodging place she sometimes
calls her “house.” Soon, Widow will clarify why this exact location is the
one in the story; but first, we get a surprise.

=

A pilgrim arrives on the scene. We quickly recognize that it’s
Helen, dressed in pilgrim garb. Neither is she in Spain nor is she dead.
Helen’s arrival at this moment in the play—and at this exact spot
where Widow is standing — is often thought of as a happy coinci-
dence fashioned by the playwright in the trusty old way of folk tales.
But it is not. For one thing, a stranger such as Helen pretends to be,
with a plan to execute, is better served by striking up a conversation
in a public place than by knocking on a local door to chat.

Of far greater significance for the events of this play, however,
Helen has been in Florence long enough to do a thorough sub rosa
investigation of Bertram’s whereabouts and local behavior. In this
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The Fortezza da
Basso. This vast
military complex
built by Alessandro
de’ Medici in 1534
was the destination
of Bertram and his
cavalry when they
arrived in Florence.
(Photos courtesy of
Sylvia Holmes)



and ensuing scenes, what Helen has found out becomes apparent. It
was only after she had acquired the information she sought that she
donned her pilgrim outfit and made her way to Piazza Goldoni —to
“bump into” Widow and Diana. Helen already knows what Bertram
has been up to, who Diana is, what Widow does for a living, and other
facts necessary to trick Bertram.

Her plan for him is called “the bed trick.” It is not new with the
playwright; it is a ploy that was known and had already been used in
medieval and Renaissance stories. Since this bed trick does not in-
volve the author’s knowledge of Italy, it will not be pursued further in
this chapter. Suffice it to say, Helen knows it and is going to use it to
prevail over Bertram’s angry challenge.

~

When Widow sees Helen, she says:

Look, here comes a pilgrim. I know she will lie at my house:
thither they send one another. I’ll question her: God save you
pilgrim! Whither are you bound?

Helen replies,

To Saint Jaques le Grand."
Where do the palmers' lodge?

Widow’s answer is the most important, and consistently the
most misunderstood, line in the entire play. Widow responds:

“At the Saint Francis here beside the port.”  (Emphasis mine)

~

The port. What is Widow talking about now? A port in
Florence?

There was indeed a kind of “port” in Florence, Once again, though,
its capital letter in the First Folio needs to be restored. The correct spell-
ing is “Port,” and it makes a very important difference in the play.

While I've emphasized only part of Widow’s remark, every sin-
gle word in her one quoted line should, in fact, be emphasized. If
there is one sentence in this play that demonstrates definitively that

206 THE SHAkESPEARE GUIDE TO ITaLy

the setting of the Italian portion of All's Well truly is Eln:?rence; if there
is one sentence that reveals the playwright’s quite amazing l}n@\fledge
of this particular Italian city—not just its topography, but its history,
too — it is this one line spoken by Widow in Act III Scene 5.

“Port,” with a capital “P,” is the ancient name for an area that was
located between the southern wall of Roman Florentia and the Arno
River. The word lost its capital because of ignorance about just what the
Port in Florence was. Nor did I know until I was rescued by my learned
friend Professor Gino Corti of Villa T Tatti, The Harvard .Cemer for
Renaissance Studies in Florence. It was through Dr. Corti’s tutelage
that I learned exactly what “the Port” was—and “the City,” too.

In Ttalian, in simplest terms, porta’ means “gate” or “door,” and
porto’ means “port” or “harbor.” It has already been discussed else-
where in this book (Chapter 2) that a port does not need to be on a
seacoast—a decent-sized river in Italy will do very nicely. In'Roman
days, Florence was also quite near to the coast of the Tyrrhenian Se-a.
When these two different words — porta’ and porto’ — are used in
English, their ending vowels disappear, and ambiguity arrives, ready
for the playwright’s clever use.

In modern English, again in simplest terms, we do not usually
use “port” to mean a gate or a door, though it’s possible. In fa[it, the
playwright used the word in this, and in other ways, and ofte'n. ”Here
in All’s Well, his use of “Port” recalls his use of “time,” “tide,” and
“tied” in The Two Gentlemen of Verona (see Chapter 2) where, as hern.?,
he takes pleasure in introducing not just a double, but a triple, ambi-
guity. To wit: gate, port, and the Florentine Port.

In Roman times, an area between the City’s wall and the Arno
River was the port of Florentia. Its principal purpose at that time was
for deliveries of iron ore shipped from the mines on the island of
Elba. Trees on the slopes above Florence were cut to make charcoal
for smelting.

By the Middle Ages, the principal import had become raw wool,
there to be beaten, picked, de-greased of its lanolin, washed, combed,
carded, and spun. It was then woven, burled, shorn while still damp,
and stretched out to dry in huge sheds. Next the wool might be dyed,
using the excellent dyes made by the Franciscan monks." The indus-
try continued to expand.
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The raw wool came from everywhere in the Mediterranean, but
the finest came from faraway England. By standing agreements with
the monasteries in the English Cotswolds, an entire year’s wool might
be bought in advance, sight unseen. By far, woolens were the most
important commodity in the Florentine economy, and the founda-
tion of its wealth. At one time, one-quarter of the population of the
city was involved in the wool industry, and it was the powerful Wool
Guild of Florence that commissioned — and paid for — Brunelle-
schi’s colossal dome crowning Santa Maria del Fiore, the Duomo of
Florence. Arriving raw from all over Europe, the wool was worked by
the Florentines into the world’s best cloth, then sold as far away as the
Middle East. The industry grew so large that another open space, the
Piazza Cestello, almost directly across the Arno from the Port, was
made available for the waol trade.

Carts were everywhere, moving products and tools for crafts-
men and merchants, shifting wool and woolens to and from each
place of processing, and, at the large paved area that had been the
old Roman port, receiving each year’s bales of raw product while de-
livering bolts of finished cloth for export. The name of the bridge,
Ponte alla Carraia (the Bridge of the Carts), where Widow is waiting,
speaks of this city-wide activity. So vital was the Port to Florence and
the surrounding towns—so deeply stamped on the psyche of its citi-
zens — that ever after, even when vessels could not always ply the riv-
er all the way up to Florence, it continued to be called — or one might
say “nicknamed” — the Port.

Both the Port and the Ponte alla Carraia were overseen for several
centuries by monks of a Benedictine Order called the Umiliati. In 1256,
the Order constructed a large church, a monastery, and other facilities,
beside the Port. The monks named their church “Ognissanti,” meaning
“All Saints.” It is still the name of the church today. As the Port fell into
disuse, the name of the church, Ognissanti, came to encompass the ad-
joining area, and thus the Port acquired what is its official name now,
the “Piazza Ognissanti.” But all through the centuries, to local folk
anyway, the area continued to be referred to as “the Port.”

With this in mind, I went again to investigate the area— Piazza
Ognissanti as well as the nearby Piazza Goldoni, the small piazza
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presently graced by the statue of the [talian dramatist Carlo Goldoni
(1707—1793), reached by the Ponte alla Carraia.

From the Piazza Goldoni there radiate six streets. Of special
importance is the one named “Borgo Ognissanti,” which leads into
Piazza Ognissanti. I already knew that Bertram and his cavalcade
would pass through the Piazza Goldoni on their direct way to the
Fortezza da Basso, so 1 asked myself, “Where would Widow and her
company stand so Widow could both watch the parade and easily in-
dicate to Helen the location of the Saint Francis pilgrim lodge?”

I positioned myself around the Piazza Goldoni and looked this
way and that. Then I had it. All the elements fit. Were Widow to stand
at the corner of the Piazza Goldoni and the Borgo Ognissanti, she
could both view the oncoming parade and direct Helen. In that exact
spot, by pointing her index finger, Widow could accurately inform
her that the pilgrim lodging was “here beside the Port.” And it was,
indeed: that ordinary local building near that ordinary local square

mentioned many paragraphs ago.
<

For reasons lost in time, Cosimo I began to dislike the Umiliati.
In 1561, he banished them from Florence, whereupon the Franciscans
acquired the Ognissanti Church, its monastery, and all its other parts
and privileges. Still today, Ognissanti belongs to the Franciscans.

When only a few people could read, signs and symbols were
used to identify places —such as a coat of arms, a crown, a rose,
an elephant, and so on. You could tell someone to meet you, for ex-
ample, at the sign of the Crown, at the Blue Boar, at the Elephant,
or, in Florence, at the Saint Francis. When Widow says “at the Saint
Francis,” “at the sign of” is implied.

Before traveling to Florence, I attempted, without much success,
to research ways to identify “the Saint Francis,” if I actually managed
to locate it at the Port. I searched high and low to see what such a sign
would look like until it dawned on me that all I needed to do was ask a
Franciscan. I telephoned a Franciscan monastery not far from where I
live in California, and graciously in the next day’s mail, I received a small
stylized sketch of the sign of Saint Francis. On my next trip to Florence,
as soon as | learned from Professor Corti that “the Port” was an ancient
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Above: The Piazza
Ognissanti, called
the Port, showing
the Ognissanti (All
Saints) Church, To
its left is the entrance
to the cloister, and
farther down the
street (in obscurity)
is the entrance to the
St. Francis pilgrim’s
hostel.

Right: Entrance
portal to the St.
Francis pilgrim’s
hostel. Note the sign
of St. Francis directly
above the door.
Helen stayed here
dressed as a pilgrim.
(Photos courtesy of
Sylvia Holmes)

name for Piazza Ognissanti, I hurried there to track down my prey.
I looked systematically and carefully at all the buildings facing

Piazza Ognissanti, worrying that mine had been razed to make way
for one of the two grand hotels. Frustrated in my fruitless quest,
[ opened my companion paperback copy of All’s Well to check, yet one
more time, Widow’s lines. Widow does not say “here within the Port”;
she says: “here beside the Port.” (Emphasis mine) “Beside” also means
“next to.”

Could the playwright have been so precise about something so
far away and foreign? I widened my search. A few steps beyond the
far corner of the Piazza Ognissanti, just past the Franciscan mon-
astery’s wall, there was a plain building with a large door—and
my eyes popped when I saw what was embedded directly above
it. There was the sign of Saint Francis, exactly where it had been
since the building changed hands in the late sixteenth centu-
ry. The carving was far more realistic than the modern symbol
[ had brought with me, but the schema was exactly the same: a cross at
the top and beneath it, two crossed arms. In the foreground, Christ’s
unclothed arm displays the wound of his crucifixion. Behind Christ’s
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arm is the arm and hand of Saint Francis, bearing the stigmata.

Four centuries ago the author of All’s Well That Ends Well stood
in front of this same building where 1 was standing now. He may not
have known that the sign was placed above its door only about six
years after “the Tuscan wars” had ended and the Franciscans had set-
tled in; but I knew that that would not matter at all. More than once
the playwright had pushed events together to tell a good story —and
did it whenever it pleased him.

s soon as Widow tells Helen where the Saint Francis is,

a distant trumpet sounds. It’s a military order, “A march

afar,” and the stage direction for it in the First Folio has
resisted tampering over the years. Widow, no doubt with relief, says to
one and all, “Hark you! They come this way.” Bertram is indeed head-
ing straight for the Fortezza da Basso through the Piazza Goldoni.
As the stage direction instructs: “Drum and colors. Enter Bertram,
Parolles, and the whole army” —and so they appear, marching past ex-
cited Widow and the expectant crowd, in all their triumphant glory.
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Line drawing
clearly showing

the Franciscan
“stemmee.”
(Courtesy of the St.
Joseph of Cupertino
Friary, Conventual
Franciscans, Arroyo
Grande, California)

Left: The Sign of
St. Francis. This

is the plaque above
the entrance to the
St. Francis pilgrim’s
hostel beside the
Piazza Ognissanti,
It shows the symbol
of the Franciscans,
the “stemmee,”
composed of the
crucified hand of
Christ (foreground),
crossing the hand of
St. Francis (sleeved
arm background)
with its stigmata.
(Photos courtesy of
Sylvia Holmes)



16th-century
soldiers on parade.
This cavalcade of
fully armed horses
and knights decked
with festive plumes is
how Bertram and his
troops would have
looked as Bertram’s
tucket sounded and
the men paraded
through Florence,
victors over Siena.
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NOTES
By the Treaty of Pyrenees.
The First Folio edition of All’s Well That Ends Well calls her Helena
once, Helen once, and Hellen in all the remaining fourteen instanc-
es. Modern editions almost always change Hellen in the play’s text
to Helen, but not to Helena, although in all scholarly commentaries,
critiques, and such, she is consistently referred to as Helena, instead
of Helen, despite its solitary use in the play’s text. Barbara A. Mowat
and Paul Werstine, editors of All’s Well in The New Folger Library
Shakespeare, are the only ones know of who call her Helen. To me,
modernized “Helen” is the more fitting name; she is a very different
kind of person than the Helena in A Midsummer Night's Drearm.
Becoming Philip II of Spain in 1556.
It is much to be doubted, though, that Henri Il ever had a fistula.
The word “cavalry” does not appear in Shakespeare; the military word
was simply “horse.”
“Tucket” is the English version of the Italian word toccata, from toc-
care, meaning to touch. In Renaissance Italy a “toccata” was also the
royal or noble declaration. Its attention-getting style—so tuneful and
attractive—was soon to be adopted in the early seventeenth century, in
compositions of music, such as those of Corelli and Bach.
The word “tucket” appears only once in Shakespeare dialogue, in
Henry V, Act IV Scene 2, a scene in the French camp where the lead-
ers, including the Dauphin, are present and his Constable orders two
successive trumpet calls: “Then let the trumpet sound / The tucket
sonance (sound, i.e., the tucket tune, to inform the listener that some-
thing royal or noble is about to be announced) and [then] the signal
to mount.” (Emphases mine) It seems that these lines in Henry V have
been interpreted as describing one single thing, instead of two, upon
which the definition for “tucket” in The Oxford English Dictionary,
may have been based. Constable’s instruction to the trumpeter was for
a tucket (to identify the royal or noble who is issuing the ensuing mili-
tary order), and then the specific order itself —in this case to the cav-
alry to mount up. The signal to mount would be only one particular
cavalry order out of a number of possibilities. This difference is made
clear in All’s Well since the tucket and the command — in this case,
to march— are separated by thirty lines of text. The First Folio itself
makes the distinction by a stage direction in The Merchant of Venice
(Act V Scene 1): “A tucket sounds,” whereupon Lorenzo says to Portia,
“Your husband is at hand; I hear his trumpet.” It is information, and
contains no order in and of itself. This is identical to the stage direc-
tion at the opening of Scene 5 of Act II1 of All's Well.
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Church of San
Jacopo sopr’Arnoe
(“St. James
overlooking the
Arno”). This was
the church and
hostel in Florence
Jor the pilgrims of
St. James— pilgrims
from southern

Italy en route to
Spain and pilgrims
en route to Rome,
The cockleshell-
shaped windows in
the photo are located
at the rear of the
church. They can be
seen clearly from the
Piazza Goldoni when
looking diagonally
across the River
Arno. The cockleshell
(“Coquille St.
Tacques”) is the
symbol of St. James.
Until today, only
those who have made
the long pilgrimage
to Santiago de
Compostella in
Spain on foot have
the right to display
it on their clothes.
The author of

All’s Well clearly
understood which
hostels in Florence
welcomed which type
of pilgrims. (Photo
courtesy of Sylvia
Holmes)

10.

11.
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8. Asan example of a har-
binger being considered es-
sential to a noble entourage,
when Edward de Vere, the
seventeenth Earl of Oxford,
went to Paris in Jan uary 1575,
he took a remarka bly small
company for such a wealthy
nobleman: two gentlemen,
two grooms, one payend, a
housekeeper, a trencherman,
and a harbinger. This was
the bare minimum of atten-
dants.

9. According to Blue Guide
— Northern Italy, Cosimo I
“entrusted the final suppres-
sion of the Sienese to the
bloodthirsty Marquis of
Marignano, who took the city
in 1555 after a disastrous siege
of 18 months.” Did the play-
wright have the marquis in
mind in writing Widow’s lines about Bertram? Widow means here not the
brother of the Duke of Florence, but rather, a brother of & duke in Siena.
In those times, there was no boulevard called Lungarno along the edge
of the river that passed the Piazza Goldoni, as the modern Lungarno
Amerigo Vespucci does today. The walls of buildings along the north
side of the Arno from Piazza Goldonj extended right to the water’s edge.
If one wanted to see from a public place a parade that was approaching
from across the bridge (the Ponte alla Carraia), it could only be seen
from the Piazza Goldoni, For an idea of why Widow is so anxious to see
the parade, visitors to Florence today can get an excellent impression of
one from the life-size cavalcade ofsixteenth-cenmr}' soldiers and their
horses— fully armed, armored, and plumed —in the Great Hall of the
Stibbert Museum, located in the Montughi District of Florence, a pho-
tograph of which has been included in this chapter.

There is more here than might be realized and Helen’s appearance as
a pilgrim of “Saint Jaques le Grand” has, for someone standing where
these women are, a redoubled credibility. Looking across the Arno from
Piazza Goldoni, at an angle of sight to one’s left (south-southeast), the
apse of a Romanesque church can be seen above the river’s edge. Its
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CHAPTER

Much Ado About Nothing

“Misfortune in Messina”

Part 1

wch Ado About Nothing is set in Messina, a city
in northeastern Sicily facing the important strait
which bears its name. The harbor at Messina is one
of the deepest and safest in the Mediterranean, and
it has been a resource for merchants and mariners throughout the
centuries, both for the transit of cargoes, and as a haven for ships and
sailors when the Mediterranean is angry. Yet Much Ado About Nothing
has no scenes at Messina’s famous harbor: all but one take place in
the city, and the lone scene that does not is set somewhere on the low-
est slopes of the Peloritani Mountains —a natural barrier separating

Messina from the rest of the island.

In March 1282, a time when Sicily was ruled by the French king,
Charles T of Anjou, brother of Saint Louis, a harrowing event took
place in Palermo, almost as though prearranged by the island’s in-
habitants. This event, remembered in Italy even today, came to be

“Sicilian Vespers,” as it broke out at the hour of Vespers
the

as it was in

Much Ado cAbout Nothing

B

cMessina

known as the
on Easter Tuesday. All at once, the entire population of Palermo,

island’s splendid capital, rose up to slaughter their French oppressors.
The uprising then quickly spread throughout the island. And though

This schematic map is from G. Braun and F. Hogenberg’s Citates Ordis

Tmm. I siws the layout of Messina as it was when Much.Ado About
=) Nothing was written. Subsequent earthquakes completely oblirerated the

be.nkm and merchants settled. The schematic representation of s large church
there indieates the ancient location of 1l Tiempo di San Giovanni Battista

the area which surrounds the unusually large square was where the Florentine
detto di Fiorentini, “the Temple”

city which was rebuilt in an entirely different pattern. In the upper right,




never confirmed, it is said that thousands of French men, women, and
children were butchered to death. It was a frightening, violent event.
By the end of April, the whole of Sicily was in the hands of the insur-
gents, who proclaimed a republic.

The widening rebellion was thorough, but the new free com-
munes of the Republic were so inept that a vacuum in Sicily’s govern-
ment rapidly developed. To restore some type of administration, the
parliament at Palermo offered the crown to Peter (Pedro) I1I (1240~
1285), King of Aragon and Catalonia, who had a distant, though le-
gitimate, claim to the Sicilian throne.' Pedro I1I arrived immediately
and proceeded to drive out the French. Once the island was sub-
dued, Aragonese rule commenced, and from 1296 to 1402 the Sicilian
branch of the Aragon dynasty retained power —which devolved to
the Spanish crown and lasted until 1713.

Messina figured strategically in all this, While Pedro IIT had
begun his campaign against the French in Sicily’s west, Messina, well
to the east, was their last remaining stronghold. The city was Pedro’s
ultimate battleground, and the site of his final victory over Charles I
and the French oppressors.

'

This is a very generalized description of the events surrounding
the “Sicilian Vespers,” but it is the atmosphere in the tale of Timbreo
and Fenicia, a story set in Messina. This tale is in the collection com-
posed by Matteo Bandello (1480-1562) entitled La Prima Parte de le
Novelle del Bandello, first published at Lucca in 1554. In Bandello’s
story, a young noble, Timbreo, is a favorite of King Pedro, and Fenicia
is the daughter of a Messina nobleman named Lionato de’Lionati.
The young people are in love but there is trouble afoot. Scholars have
pointed out that from ancient days forward, there have been numer-
ous stories such as Timbreo and Fenicia, where a virtuous young wom-
an such as Bandello’s Fenicia (and the playwright’s Hero), is made to
appear involved in an affair with a man other than her betrothed.

Scholars have also compared Bandello’s tale to the playwright’s
Much Ado About Nothing. It is clear that the playwright, in crafting
his play, was inspired by Bandello’s story, but not surprisingly, he ex-
panded his own story into something more complex and nuanced.
Though the playwright’s young heroine in Much Ado, Hero, is com-
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parable to Bandello’s Fenicia, and young Claudio in Much Ado com-
parable to Timbreo, the playwright added elements to his story not
found in Bandello, such as the ever-amusing love war of the feisty pair
Beatrice and Benedick, and the comic speeches of Messina’s bumbling
constables.

The fathers of the wronged Fenicia, and the wronged Hero, also
have similar names — Lionato and Leonato— though they lead quite
different lives. Bandello’s Lionato is an impoverished nobleman, while
the Leonato of Much Ado, far from being impecunious, is the impor-

tant Governor of Messina.
) Y

For much of history, most of the island of Sicily has been in-
volved in extensive agriculture and fishery, with its capital at Palermo.
The Arabs, who arrived in the ninth century, had brought with them
superior irrigation techniques and introduced many new crops to the
island — plants now closely associated with Sicily, such as date palms,
melons, oranges, lemons, sugarcane, and even rice — all of which
thrived in the island’s rich soil.

The economy of Messina, unlike the rest of the island, howev-
er, focused almost entirely on maritime commerce and naval activi-
ties. For this reason, Messina was separately governed for the Spanish
kings? by a different kind of nobleman than those appointed elsewhere
on the island. The “Governor of Messina” was (at least) supposed to
have experience in administrative and financial affairs. In Much Ado,
its Governor holds the office in the last half of the sixteenth century,
three hundred years after the Governor in Timbreo and Fenicia held

that same post.
~'

The opening scene of Much Ado is set where most editors have set
it that is, in Messina, in front of the Governor’s palace. No such palace
exists today, but if it did, it would have been the “Royal Palace,” which
did exist. That Royal Palace faced onto the square still called “Piazza
del Governolo,” at the confluence of the Corso Garibaldi and Viale del-
la Liberta, and overlooked the entrance to the harbor and the Lanterna,
the ancient lighthouse there. Today, the Prefettura’ of the District of
Messina occupies the spot where the Royal Palace once stood.
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Unlike the playwright’s other settings in Italy, where many of the
buildings and places can still be found, Messina today has few traces
of the city as it was in the playwright’s day. Over the years, Messina
has been subjected to several severe earthquakes, and in 1908 one of
them almost completely destroyed the entire city. That earthquake,
one of the most astounding earthquakes in recorded human histo-
ry, shook the city into a pile of rubble twenty feet deep. The disaster,
compounded by fire, brought swift death to 84,000 people. Only the
Cathedral and a few other landmarks remained, all of them heavily
damaged. Restoration — what could be done — was almost hopeless,
and Messina to this day has never really recovered from the shatter-
ing event.

Thus, although nearly all of the places alluded to in the play-
wright’s Much Ado About Nothing no longer exist, for the purpose of the
present chapter their actual sixteenth-centu ry locations, nonetheless,
have been fully verified.*

~’

While the “unidentified background event” in Bandello’s tale
(the Sicilian Vespers ) took place in 1282 in Messina the similarly “un-
identified background event” for Much Ado took place in 1573 —in
Tunis. (It will be described in detail in Part 2 of this chapter.) When
the latter event drew to a close, the participants in it in the play made
their way to Messina.

Neither Bandello, nor the playwright, would need to detail what
we would call the “back story” of their tales, because their audiences
would already know, or have heard, what happened. For modern au-
diences, however, the back story of Much Ado is somewhat murky, and
one of the reasons the play’s meaning is poorly understood.

Italians today are still aware of the historical Sicilian Vespers;
but for the Elizabethan English, the events behind Much Ado — and
their potential consequences — were of immediate concern. As noted
in the examination of The Merchant of Venice (Chapters 5 and 6), 1573
was a defining year for the English. In that year, the English renewed
their mercantile ventures in the Mediterranean, with far-reaching re-
percussions. The moment that Act I Scene 1 of this play begins, when
the playwright makes an oblique reference to “this action,” he has
prompted his audience to keep those interests firmly in mind.
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~

In that Scene 1, the individuals on stage are Governor Leonato;
his daughter, Hero; his niece, Beatrice; and a man simply called

“Messenger.” Leonato is holding a piece of paper, and this is what is said:

I learn in this letter that Don Pedro of Aragon® comes this night

Leonato:
to Messina.

Messenger: He is very near by this, he was not three leagues off when T left
him.

Leonato:  How many gentleman have you lost in this action?

Messenger: But few of any sort and none of name.

These lines — generally overlooked — are not spoken without
purpose. What the audience understands by them —albeit a little
vaguely —is that some sort of battle or war® has taken place some-
where, but that Leonato and Messenger are not too concerned about
it. A modern paraphrase of Messenger’s remark about losses might
sound something like: “Hardly anyone of whatever rank, and no
one worth mentioning.” But by now we should be familiar with the
playwright’s methods: we should pay more, not less, attention to the
Governor's words, for indeed, he is telling us something important.

Leonato’s almost offhand reference to “this action,” downplayed
as he remarks on Don Pedro’s pending arrival and inquires about the
casualties, is, in fact the back story of this play. Moreover, the play’s sub-
sequent outcome largely explains the behavior of a person— seemingly
a minor character—who will be entering the stage momentarily with
his brother, Don Pedro. This is the man called “John the Bastard.”

~

The next conversation in this opening scene takes place between
Messenger and Hero’s cousin, the sassy Beatrice. We learn about
some of the men who are “of name,” all of whom are safe and sound,
and who will soon arrive as part of Don Pedro’s entourage. One of
them is Claudio, a young Florentine count upon whom— pointedly
mentioned — Don Pedro has bestowed “much honor,” and who is
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destined to become Hero's betrothed. Another young gentleman is
Benedick, a noble from Padua. We can conclude that these two young
men are representative of the young nobles of that age, who left home to
seek glory ina foreign war.” Also present is a commoner named Balthasar,
a professional singer, who provides Don Pedro’s entertainment.

'

Throughout Much Ado, as in his other Italian Plays, the au-
thor has woven elements into his story which demonstrate firsthand
knowledge of places, things and comportment unique to Italy.

For example: “pleached alley.”® The playwright has sprinkled
this unusual garden feature all over his play, referring to it many
times, as though it had been something in Messina that had especial-
ly caught his fancy. Indeed, the author uses a pleached alley more than
once to further his storyline in Much Ado.

In Act I Scene 2, Leonato’s brother Antonio, reveals to Leonato
the young Count Claudio’s love—and pursuit plans — for Hero. In
Antonio’s description, he mentions the “thick-pleached alley in mine
orchard,” where he overheard Don Pedro and Claudio — who were
unseen inside it — discussing this personal matter. Later, in Act 11
Scene 3, the playwright again refers to this dense arbor, when Benedick
says, “I will hide me in the arbour,” which he does to eavesdrop on
the deliberately staged conversation just outside it among Don Pedro,
Leonato, and Claudio —a prearranged conversation where Benedick is
supposed to “overhear” about Beatrice’s love for him.

Again in Act III Scene 1, Beatrice is tricked to hide in a pleached
alley to eavesdrop on a different invented conversation, this time be-
tween Hero and Ursula (affectionately called “Ursley”). As Hero says
to Margaret:

... And bid her [Beatrice] steal into the pleached bower
Where honeysuckles, ripen’d by the sun,
Forbid the sun to enter ...

The women stroll outside the arbor conversing loudly, while Beatrice is
unseen inside and “by chance overhears” their gossip about Benedick’s
love for her. Hero also calls it “this alley,” and Ursula refers to it as “the
woodbine coverture.”
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In Much Ado, the author has brought this leafy outdoor fea-
ture — indeed it is impressive and he certainly has his fun using
it — to our attention no fewer than five times: “the thick-pleached
alley” in Act I; “the arbour” in Act II; and then three more referenc-
es to it in Act I1I: “pleached bower”; “this alley”; and “woodbine co-
verture.”

Both on the Continent and in England, gardens commonly in-
cluded arbors— and still do— on which roses, honeysuckle (or wood-
bine), or other attractive vines climb. Climbing vines afford beauty,
fragrance, and a mottled shade — all very desirable on a summer’s
day. In Messina, where the summer sun can be brutal, such arbors are
a dark and cool refuge. In Messina, vines were “pleached,” that is, wo-
ven together in such a dense manner to “forbid the sun to enter,” as
Hero says.

Not only were pleached arbors made of vines, but often of trees,
too. The trees were planted in two rows, with a walkway in between,
and their branches were bent and intertwined overhead again and
again to make a dense construction looking like a large green tunnel.

Such thick-pleached alleys, an example of which is pictured
above at the University of Messina, are striking. As Father Santino
Buontempo, Director of its Central Library, said to me, “I love them,
the coolest possible places in the summer, but there are not too many

of them left in Messina anymore.”
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In some of the conversations in Much Ado, especially those of
Hero, Margaret, and Ursula, the author simulates a singularly Italian
style of master-servant interaction. Such easy banter as we witness
among these three females would, in Elizabethan England, never have
been tolerated. Margaret and Ursula would have been considered im-
pertinent. The easy relation between classes observed in Italy was
comportment unusual for travelers from the north, where class rela-
tions were far more formal.

Who are Margaret and Ursula? Designated as “gentlewomen” in
the Quarto edition — though not so in the First Folio— a theatre di-
rector would understand they be cast and costumed as serving wom-
en; but women both of good family and decent upbringing. It would
be made quite evident, however, that they were not the same social
class as Hero, their mistress.

In Act II Scene 1, first Margaret has a conversation with
Balthasar, the singer, which implies social equality. Then a little later
Ursula has a brief, rather impudent chat with Hero’s Uncle Antonio,
an important noble. Her comportment, too, implies social equality.
Who is whose “equal?”

The two women also appear in Act 111 Scene 1, in Leonato’s orchard,
and though Margaret exits the scene early on, Ursula chats at length with
Hero around the “pleached bower.” In that scene, both attendants con-
verse in a surprisingly frank way with a governor’s daughter, but Hero
doesn’t seem to mind at all. In fact, it seems quite natural to her.

Then there is the dialogue in Act I1I Scene 4, a scene that takes
place in the private apartment of Hero. Hero, with Margaretand Ursula’s
assistance, is dressing for her wedding. Listen to their conversation:

Hero: Good Ursula, wake my cousin Beatrice,
And desire her to rise.

Ursula: 1 will, lady.

Hero: And bid her come hither.
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Ursula:  Well. | Exit]

Margaret: Troth, 1 think your other rebato were better.

Hero: No, pray thee, good Meg, I'll wear this.

Margaret: By my troth, s not so good; and I warrant your cousin will say so.
Hero: My cousin’s a fool, and thou are another; I'll wear none but this.

Margaret: I like the new tire within excellently, if the hair were a thought
browner; and your gown’s a most rare fashion, i’faith. I saw the
Duchess of Milan’s gown that they praise so.

Hero: O, that exceeds, they say ...
What kind of behavior is this? Isn’t Margaret a little cheeky?
Of the demeanor and remarks of Margaret and Ursula, Charles
Cowden Clarke (1787-1877), a prominent Shakespeare scholar
and author of Shakespeare’s Contrasted Characters, Chiefly Those
Subordinate, and other works — which include his own edition of the
plays—had this to say:

These two [Margaret and Ursula] may come under the denom-
ination of “pattern waiting women,” — that is, the patterns

[of behavior] somewhat surpassing the order of the women.
Margaret has, perhaps, too accomplished a tongue for one of
her class; she, however, evidently apes the manner of Beatrice,
and like all imitators of inferior mind, with a coarse and exag-
gerated character. She forms an excellent foil to her mistress
from this very circumstance; and both domestics are samples
of that menial equality that exists between mistress and depen-
dent still common in Italy. (Emphasis mine)

Margaret and Ursula’s interaction with Hero is the kind of com-
portment between master and attendant that would surprise a class-
conscious Englishman visiting in Italy, as it did Charles Clarke in the
late nineteenth century. A playwright, on the other hand, might view
such unusual local manners with interest and, in fact, even make a
few mental notes. Incorporating such singular Italian behavior in his
story would lend yet more credence to a play set in Italy.
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nother item of dress in this same Scene 4 of Act [l is

described by Hero when she says: “These gloves that

Count sent me, they are an excellent perfume.” There is
only one other reference to perfumed gloves in Shakespeare. It is in
The Winter’s Tale, Act IV Scene 4. It is the scene set in front of the
Shepherd’s cottage in Bohemia, and where that peddler, pickpock-
et, and rogue Autolycus enters —after the first two hundred twenty
lines or so—singing of his merchandise for sale, including “Gloves as
sweet as damask-roses.” At the end of his song, Clown, old Shepherd’s
son, decides to buy a pair for his love, Mopsy, who calls them “sweet
gloves.”

~

In 1576, Edward de Vere, the Earl of Oxford, returned to
England after a lengthy visit in Italy. At the time, it was much noted
that one of his gifts for his young queen, Elizabeth 1 (1558-1603), was
a pair of perfumed gloves. It was a rare gift, yet elegant enough for the
most important lady in the land. At that period in England, perfumed
gloves were a singular novelty.

Then, as today, people loved fashion, and among the privileged
wealthy, word of this enviable, elegant gift would have spread, and the
desire to own such a pair of perfumed gloves like the queen’s would
have mushroomed.

I see something wrong with dating here. According to scholars of
Shakespeare, Much Ado was not written before 1598, which is twenty-
two years after Elizabeth I would have been given her perfumed
gloves from Italy. By 1598, however, possessing such gloves was com-
monplace, as demonstrated in The Winter’s Tale. The juxtaposition of
these two, and very different, allusions to perfumed gloves, with the
Queen’s gloves thrown into the equation, suggests that Much Ado was
written nearer to 1576, perhaps 1578, at a time when perfumed gloves
were still a happily received “luxury item” and would still have been
a gift worthy of the noble Hero. By 1598, however, such perfumed
gloves were commonplace, and even a shepherd clown could afford to
purchase a pair from a roving peddler.

<
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Near the end of Act I1I Scene 3, the drunkard Borachio,” says
Hero’s wedding will take place, according to the spelling of modern
editions, “next morning at the temple.”

In the First Folio, and in the Quarto, however, Borachio’s “temple”
is capitalized; it is spelled “Temple.” In some of the other Italian Plays in
the First Folio and the Quarto, the word is sometimes capitalized, and
sometimes not. We have addressed the playwright’s use of spelling else-
where in this study and have seen that it requires a specific knowledge
of Italian cities to realize the importance his spelling makes.

For example, when a word such as “temple” is used as a syn-
onym for “church” or “chapel,” the word has not been capitalized,
neither in the First Folio, nor the Quarto, and should not be today."
But when the word refers to a specific building, such as the Temple in
Messina, it is a proper noun, and its capital “T,” as originally written,
should be retained.

This difference between “t” and “T” according to context is
particularly significant in Much Ado. In Messina, there was an an-
cient—and throughout many succeeding centuries —important
place of worship. It was built in Doric style by the Greeks in 98 B.C.,
if not earlier. Intended for the worship of Hercules, it was so perfectly
executed that it became famous throughout the known world. Called
the “Temple of Hercules Manticles” (Tempio di Ercole Manticolo),
when the Roman author Marcus Tullius later wrote of its virtues, an-
cient visitors came from as far away as Britain, Flanders, France, and
Germany to admire it.

When the first Christians took possession of the Temple of
Hercules Manticles, they dedicated it to Saint Michael and designat-
ed it as a parish church. Some centuries later, when Florentine bank-
ers and merchants came to do business in Messina, they settled in
the precincts of that Saint Michael’s parish, located in what was then
the northernmost sector of the city. To appeal to these important
Florentines, and garner their wealthy support, the Church compli-
mented them by renaming the parish church in honor of their own fa-
vorite saint, John the Baptist.!! Services were conducted in Florentine
Italian, rather than the Italian of Messina.

The building’s renown continued to expand. In 1572, Prince
Marco Antonio Colonna, distinguished commander of the Papal forces
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at the Battle of Lepanto, was appointed Viceroy of Sicily. Because of the
Temple’s great beauty, the Prince publicly declared that the Temple/
Church of St. John the Baptist in Messina, though admittedly not as
large, was comparable to the Pantheon of Rome. The pronouncement
of the Viceroy was noted far and wide.

In 1580, again in deference to the Florentines, the parish
church of St. John the Baptist was elevated in importance from a
parish church to a full-fledged Florentine —as distinguished from
Messinan — church. It was officially renamed “Il Tempio di San
Giovanni Battista detto di Fiorentini.” The meaning of this is not eas-
ily translated into English, but would be something like “The Temple
(Church) of Saint John the Baptist so-called of the Florentines.”

For the intended marriage between the noble Hero and
Claudio — a Florentine count —it is singularly noteworthy that the
playwright selected Messina’s most appropriate church for their union
ceremony.

But no matter to whom the building belonged, throughout its
entire pagan and Christian history Messinans have referred to it sim-
ply as il Tempio, the Temple. In spite of all successive name changes
over the centuries, the word of its original name was retained. It was
a designation that continued throughout the Christian era as well,
when, in fact, the name it had been originally given, Tempio di Ercole
Manticolo, lived on. No other church in Messina has had the word
Tempio — Temple —as part of its name.

'

Act IV Scene 1 opens inside that very Temple. The most impor-
tant members of the cast are assembled for the marriage of Count
Claudio and Hero, with Friar Francis officiating. When the friar asks
the traditional question, whether cither of the pair knows of “any in-
ward impediment why [they] should not be conjoined,” Claudio bursts
out with his litany of insults aimed at Hero, and her alleged lack of
virtue, “.. she knows the heat of a luxurious bed,” he exclaims, for all
to hear. Claudio has been completely taken in by the counterfeit tryst
planned by Don John, earlier in Act ITT Scene 2, which was staged on
the night before this wedding. Unfortunately, even tragically, Leonato
believes Claudio’s terrible accusations.
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Stunned by this rain of falsehoods, Hero collapses and appears
to have dropped dead. In a huff, Claudio, Don Pedro, and Don John
stomp out of the Temple, leaving Hero and her family, along with Friar
Francis and Benedick, to regroup. Hero is then revived, and a plan of
recoupment is arranged at the recommendation of Friar Francis, who
is certain of Hero’s innocence.

The calming friar says, in part, to Leonato:

Pause awhile,

And let my counsel sway you in this case.

Your daughter here the princes left for dead,

Let her awhile be secretly kept in,

And publish it that she is dead indeed;

Maintain a mourning ostentation

And on your family’s old monument

Hang mournful epitaphs, and do all rites

That appertain unto a burial. (Emphasis mine)

This is to be done, as the friar next counsels, to convert Claudio’s
anger toward Hero into remorse.

Traditional rites of Hero’s passage to the next world would in-
clude posting notice of the funeral mass at the church, the mass itself,
the procession to the burial place, and the ceremony of interment,
a process as well known to the English by their prayer books as was
known to the Messinans by theirs. Since Hero is the daughter of the
Governor of Messina who had died under unusual circumstances, her
death, and the formalities surrounding it, would be widely known.
But the playwright gives us more when he writes “your family’s old
monument.”

~

“Your family’s old monument ...” What could this be? It must
be something Friar Francis knows about — possibly all Messinans
know about. The friar may even have seen this “old monument” him-
self, so it must be somewhere in Messina. What is Friar Francis talk-
ing about here?

In both England and parts of Italy, a notable person might
have a special monument or tomb in a churchyard, or even inside a
church, but generally they would be buried ina single grave. In Italy,
the tradition was the family tomb or monument, where all family
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members would eventually find their eternal rest together. A single
grave, with headstone, was not customary.

Of course, graves and tombs everywhere are most often locat-
ed in sanctified places, but in Messina, they were built at one sin-
gle place: an enormous burial place that throughout history has been
especially noteworthy. This is the immense walled enclosure called
the Cimiterioc Monumentale, the Monumental (or Great) Cemetery,
located just outside the southwestern boundary of the old city, on the
slopes above ancient Via Catania.

The Cimiterio Monumentale was, and still is, so extraordinary,
that a visit to Messina today is not complete without spending a lit-
tle time there. The Blue Guide for Sicily, for example, describes the
Cimiterio as “a luxuriant garden built in terraces on the slopes of the
hill, commanding a lovely view of Calabria.” It is filled with row upon
row of impressive and old family monuments.

Little damage to the Cimiterio was done in the colossal earth-
quake of 1908, save for its now restored “Pantheon”; and almost all
of the family tombs there have remained intact. Over the centuries, it
has grown larger, coming to embrace not only thousands of victims of
the 1908 disaster, but graves transferred from the former British cem-
etery nearby, which had been established during the Napoleonic wars.
The transfer took place, ironically, in 1940, just after World War II
had begun.

This ancient and unusual cemetery is neither named for any
saint, nor is it exclusive to any religious doctrine. As its name implies,
the Cimiterio Monumentale is entirely ecumenical, and has been a vi-
tal part of Messinan life—and death—throughout the ages.

Just outside the gates of the Cimiterio are a variety of vendors
hawking flowers, religious articles, food, drink, and other necessi-
ties for a visit to family inside. Even on an ordinary weekday, there is
much coming and going, not just by one or two come to honor their
dead, but entire families who've made the journey to pass part of their
day at the family’s collective final home. The Cimiterio is virtually
the Messina common, and the family tomb there is the essential place
to post epitaphs, tributes, and poems to the deceased, not only in
their memory, but also because it is the place where most Messinans
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can be expected to see them. Thus, in accordance with ancient cus-
tom, the playwright has Friar Francis advise Leonato, “And on your
family’s old monument / Hang mournful epitaphs.” All of Messina

will know of Hero’s death.
—

At the close of this sorry Scene 1 of Act IV, after Friar Francis,
and the horrified attendees have left the Temple, Benedick and a dis-
traught Beatrice remain together on stage. The lovers share an im-
portant, almost hurried, conversation. Trying to soothe his weeping
sweetheart, Benedick implores her: “Come, bid me do any thing for
thee.” Beatrice responds without hesitation: “Kill Claudio.”

In neither the Quarto, nor the First Folio, is there an exclama-
tion point after these two startling words. Most modern editions have
adhered to this punctuation, but occasionally an editor, unaware of
the “tradition” of blood vengeance in Messina, embellishes Beatrice’s
words with an exclamation point. The playwright appears to have
been aware of this cultural phenomenon, perhaps even personally
overhearing such a shocking order expressed in such a businesslike
way. To be taken seriously, such a nefarious deed —basically an execu-
tion —would be neither spoken loudly nor with any kind of emotion.
This type of murder — eliminating another human being— was to be
taken care of as swiftly as possible, and without drama of any kind.

It is only a little later, when Benedick has responded, “Ha! Not
for the wide world,” that Beatrice’s rage boils over. She cries out:

... O that I were a man! ...
O God, that I were a man!
1 would eat his heart in the market place! (Emphasis mine)

When I read these lines to a native Messinan, he explained that
such an utterance was a variation on the most dire of Messinan ex-

pressions:

“No, not an expression, more like a threat—an event that is
bound to happen. It wouldn’t need to be done ‘in the market-
place,’ but it would not be done in secret, either. This is how it
is said in our dialect: “Ti manciu 'u cori: T will eat your heart.”
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PART 2

oward the beginning of Act I Scene 1 of Much Ado, in the

playwright’s stage direction for the order of entry onstage

of the returning warriors, something odd would have
been noticed by sixteenth-century readers of the play (though not
by an audience, who would not hear any of those stage directions).
In both the First Folio and the Quarto, this stage direction pres-
ents the entering company in an order which is somewhat disturbing:
Don Pedro first, then Claudio, Benedick, and Balthasar; and last-
ly, “John the Bastard.” (Emphasis mine) It is the playwright himself
who has ranked “John the Bastard” last—and without any title. In
the Dramatis Personae, “John the Bastard” has also been listed after,
meaning beneath, the commoner Balthasar. Who is this person? We
only know, at this point in the story, that John is a bastard (meaning
born out of wedlock).

Elizabethans, either upon reading the play, or attending a per-
formance, would have sensed early on who this John the Bastard, in
the real world, is meant to be. They would assume, correctly, that here
was a personification of the historical Don John of Austria (1547-
1578). Knowing this, the events and people portrayed in Much Ado
About Nothing begin to come into focus, suggesting a much larger di-
mension to the story that otherwise is not revealed through the char-
acters’ spoken words.

The deprecation of Don John originates in the Quarto, is repeated
in the First Folio, persists in one form or another throughout the entire
play in both these editions,” and is faithfully repeated in subsequent
editions of the play even today. It would be difficult in the sixteenth
century to contrive a more thorough debasement and personal insult of
any individual, much less a person of royal blood, especially when re-
peated again and again, as it is in the stage directions of Much Ado.

For anyone so widely admired on the Continent —as well as by
many in England — these affronts toward Don John of Austria would
be astonishing, notwithstanding the unfortunate sixteenth-century
notion that bastards were synonymous with evil. Apart from the stage
directions regarding the order of scene entry, there are only two ver-
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bal insults for him in the play’s text itself. They occur late in the play,
when Benedick, furious with Don John for the harm he has caused
Hero in Act IV Scene 1, refers to him as “John the Bastard.” And in
Act V Scene 1, again it is Benedick, speaking to Don Pedro, who refers
to John as “your brother the bastard.”

There are other slights to Don John in Much Ado, but they arein-
direct. For example, at the very beginning of the play, in Act I Scene 1,
following his entry onstage with the others, John is not included in
the conversation. And when Don Pedro announces “Signior Claudio
and Signior Benedick, my dear friend Leonato hath invited you all,”
he includes Don John in no such nicety. It is Leonato who attempts
a tardy effort to mend this violation of protocol —and simple cour-
tesy — by turning to John and saying, “Let me bid you welcome, my
Lord, being reconciled" to the Prince your brother: 1 owe you all duty.”
(Emphasis mine) Only in these lines given to Leonato is John’s pres-
ence acknowledged.

If John hadn’t already come to despise all these people for their
constant snubs beforehand, at this point in the play he couldn’t be
blamed for detesting them now. And if Elizabethan readers and view-
ers of Much Ado hadn’t already figured out who this “Don Pedro”
represents, they would —or should—have deduced it from the words
spoken by Leonato: Don Pedro is a thinly disguised personification of
Philip 11, King of Spain—half-brother of Don John of Austria.

~’

Don John of Austria was the illegitimate son of Holy Roman
Emperor Charles V (1500-1558), also King of Spain (from 1519 until
1556). Charles, “every inch an emperor” and “a model of continence,
temperance and moderation,” who had “tenderly loved his wife,”" fa-
thered John well after his wife’s death. The Emperor had difficulty
recognizing the boy as his child, but made sure John was well cared
for. John was brought to Spain when quite small, and Charles had him
looked after and educated by guardians who did not know who he was.

But as the Emperor aged, he put his affairs— both state and per-
sonal —in order. Two years before his death, he handed his Spanish
crown and its world-wide domains — which, not incidentally, includ-
ed the Lowlands— to his only legitimate son, Philip, who, as Philip II,
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Don John of Austria
(left), Supreme
Commander of the
fleet of the Holy
League at the Battle
of Lepanto 7 October
1571. With Don
John are two of his
lieutenants, Marco
Antonio Colonna,
Viceroy of Sicily
(center), and Doge
Sebastiano Veniero
of Venice (right).
The third lieutenant,
Gian Andrea Doria,
Commander of the
Genoa squadron, be-
cause of his unseemly
conduct at the battle
was not included in
this painting. Artist
unknown.

reigned over Spain and his Spanish empire, until his own death in 1598.
Charles V also publicly recognized John as a member of the royal fam-
ily, ordering that henceforth, John be known as “John of Austria.”

A mature John, while living in Spain at the court of his half-
brother, was increasingly admired for his outstanding military and
naval successes on behalf of Philip. But this was just the beginning.
On 7 October 1571, John became world-famous. On that date, Don
John, now twenty-four and Supreme Commander of the entire fleet
known as “the Holy League,” became heralded as the victor of the
Battle of Lepanto,' and the savior of Christendom from the suprem-
macy of the Turks. John’s command consisted of the combined squad-
rons of Spain, the Papacy, Venice, and Genoa. The battle was waged
against the Turks, under the command of Ali Pasha.

The Battle of Lepanto is considered one of the most famous na-
val triumphs in all of history, and the last great battle in which both
sides used vessels propelled by oars. The Turks were completely rout-
ed, losing their entire fleet with 25,000 of their soldiers killed, while
the Holy League lost fewer than 8,000 men. Naval historians have
ranked the Battle of Lepanto alongside Octavian’s victory over Mark
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Antony at nearby Actium in 31 B.C., and Horatio Nelson’s victory
over the French off Cape Trafalgar in 1805.

Less than twelve months after Don John’s success, the grateful
citizens of Messina, where the forces of the League had assembled be-
fore the battle, commissioned a bronze statue in his honor. The statue,
with Don John holding the triple truncheon of the Holy League, stands
in the piazza facing the now-restored twelfth-century church of Santa
Maria Annunciata. Even now, Don John of Austria is remembered as a
hero, and his handsome statue, though its gilding has disappeared, can
still be admired in Messina today.”

Gregory XIII, who became Pope in 1572, eight months after
Lepanto, spoke of John in this unrestrained accolade:

That young chief has proved himself a Scipio in valor, a
Pompey in heroic grace, an Augustus in good fortune, a new
Moses, a new Gideon, a Samson, a new Saul, a new David,
without any of the faults of these famous men; and I hope to
God to live long enough to reward
him with a royal crown."

Many shared this hope. But
even long before Lepanto, Don
John was ambitious, dreaming of a
throne of his own. It was a dream
that became an obsession.

'

Prior to the great battle of
Lepanto, the military prowess of
Don John had come to the atten-
tion of Rome —and of London,
too. Early in 1570, Pope Pius V
(1566-1572), Gregory’s predeces-
sor, developed the idea for an in-
vasion of England. It was to be led
by Don John, with his half-broth-
er, Philip II’s support. The plan was to rescue Mary Queen of Scots,
Elizabeth I’s prisoner, the notion being that John would then become
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Don John of
Austria, victor of
the Battle of Lepanto
(1571). This statue,
once gilded, by
Andrea Calamech of
Carrara, was erected
in Messina in 1572
by its grateful
citizens. An exact
copy was erected

in Regensburg
(Ratisbon) in
Bavaria between the
house of Don John's
fathér, Emperor
Charles V, and the
house of Don John's
mother, Barbara
Blomberg. (Photo
courtesy of Sylvia
Holmes)



King of England and make Mary his queen. In February of that year,
Pius excommunicated Elizabeth T and purported to depose her, two ac-
tions obviously intended to set this scheme in motion. Philip IT opposed
the whole idea, and John’s hopes for a crown of his own were dashed.

A similar plan called “the Ridolfi Plot” was also advanced in
1571. That scheme was concocted just after Lepanto, but by then, John
already had a new plan in mind.

The decimation of the Turkish fleet at Lepanto did not signal
the end of Turkish ambitions. Replacement of the destroyed Turkish
military vessels was promptly undertaken, and by the spring of 1572,
the Grand Vizier could boast 150 galleys and eight galleasses, ready
for battle. The Holy League’s plan for this resurgence was simple: de-
stroy the rebuilt Turkish fleet. The newly constructed warships, an-
chored at Nauplia, on the eastern side of the Peleponnesus, gave John
the idea of carving out a kingdom of some sort for himself in Greece.

The Holy League was misnamed: though it was a league, it
was never holy. Its members were self-centered and bickering, and
Philip IT constantly equivocated. Finally, regarding this new plan
against the Turks in Greece, Philip made a decision: he withdrew
from the Holy League. Philip claimed he had no interest in profiting
Venice at the expense of Spain. With this, Don John's dream of a king-
dom in Greece evaporated.

Though now truly bitterly disappointed, yet another possi-
bility for a kingdom for Don John appeared. This time, concerned
that the expansion of Turkish power westward in the Mediterranean
would eventually connect with the large population of disgruntled
Moriscos residing in Spain, Philip ordered John to set about assem-
bling a Spanish invasion force to conquer Tunis. The assembly point
for the Spanish force was not Messina, however; it was to be closer to
North Africa, on Sicily’s southern shore, ninety miles across the sea
from the target.

John'’s orders were to destroy Tunis completely. In Philip’s view,
only total destruction of the city would deny the Turks a base from
which to operate. Don John set to work. Some thought his assemblage
of vessels on Sicily’s southern shore was astonishing, especially given
that Spain already had possession of Goletta, the port for Tunis; but
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John gathered together 104 galleys, 44 large ships, 12 barges, 23 frig-
ates, and 12 feluccas, creating a fleet about the size of the enormous
combined fleet of the former Holy League. In addition to the mari-
ners, there were to be some 20,000 infantry. It was an enormous show
of force. On 7 October 1573, John set out on his mission. It was an es-
pecially auspicious date for him: the second anniversary of the Battle
of Lepanto.

On the evening of October eighth, Don John's force landed at
Goletta, and two days later, Tunis capitulated. This was the result of
the bloodless “action” that Leonato asks about at the opening of Much
Ado About Nothing.

Philip 11 knew what John had in mind. Not only had John land-
ed an unnecessarily powerful force in Tunis, he proceeded to disobey
Philip’s order to raze the city to the ground. Although John had prom-
ised Philip that he would do as commanded, instead he proceeded to
strengthen Tunis’s fortresses and bastions.

In the play, there is no mention of any of this, but the frosti-
ness between Don Pedro and Don John, from the outset of Much Ado,
demonstrates there’s a serious problem between these two brothers;
and Leonato’s remark about John “being reconciled to the Prince” is
pure presumptiOn.'

In point of fact, there was an ongoing exchange of letters be-
tween Don John in Jtaly and “the Prince” (Philip II) in Spain (never
actually in Messina). The correspondence reveals the serious dis-
agreement between the siblings on strategy: John insisting Tunis be
a permanent military and naval barrier to Turkish expansion; Philip
replying that the destruction of Tunis would deny the Turks an essen-
tial springboard at much less cost, and so on. John sought unsuccess-
fully to persuade his half-brother to his point of view; they reached
an impasse. -

Pope Gregory shared John’s opinion that a permanent barrier to
Muslim expansion in Tunis was a good idea. Trusting to John’s proven
prowess, he sent a memorandum to the papal nuncio in Spain, which
was finally delivered to Philip in January 1574. In it, the Pope suggest-
ed that the monarch reconsider the razing and abandonment of Tunis.
Concerning John, he wrote:
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It might be well to consider whether it would not add to his
power and authority were he invested with the title of King
of Tunis, so that Your Majesty might evince your gratitude to
God for the conquest, after the manner of your ancestors, by
founding a new Christian realm."

The Pope’s advice was not well received. Instead, Philip assured
him that he need not concern himself that Don John’s services would
go unrewarded. He added that the Pope’s proposed reward of a king-
dom for Don John was not good enough; and besides, Philip asserted,
even if it were, he didn’t have the power to grant it.

It was only a matter of time. The Turks attacked again, captur-
ing the neglected Goletta. Finally, on 13 September 1574, all of Tunis
fell into their hands. What had appeared to be John’s final oppor-
tunity for a crown of his own—a crown which, ultimately, would
have dovetailed with Spain’s aspirations —was irrevocably lost. Now,
as before, his imperious, though evasive, half-brother Philip had de-
stroyed his fondest hope.

he play describes a Don John who is profoundly bit-

ter, His entire effort, not only in Tunis, but as histori-

ans acknowledge, at Lepanto as well, turned out to be
much ado about nothing. John understands that despite his having the
world at his feet, he will always be Philip’s prisoner dressed in silk.
Accordingly, Scene 3 of Act I begins with a conversation between
Don John and Conrade, his companion. It is an eloquent depiction of
John’s confrontation with his fate. Despite the Elizabethan acquain-
tance with Don John’s ambition, this is a conversation that has been
consistently misconstrued throughout history; a consequence of not
having thoughtfully considered the personal history of Don John of
Austria and his private ongoing battle between institutions and per-
sonal ambition.

Conrade opens the conversation with a question, and his query
to Don John might be the single most important question in the play.
Conrade asks John: “What the Goodyear, my Lord, why are you thus out
of measure sad?” (Emphasis mine) John’s answer emphasizes the singu-
larity of this sadness. He responds: “There is no measure in the occasion®
that breeds, therefore the sadness is without limit.” (Emphasis mine)
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In history, the profitless consequences that followed the “ac-
tion” were not only due to Philip’s waffling decision, but to his jealou-
sy toward the mature and highly acclaimed John. And John, helpless
against his brother, is deeply embittered, as he says in Act I Scene 3:

... I cannot hide what T am.?’ I must be sad when I have cause,
and smile at no man’s jest, eat when I have stomach, and wait
for no man’s leisure; sleep when I am drowsy, and tend on no
man’s business; laugh when I am merry, and claw no man in
his humour.

I had rather be a canker? in a hedge than a rose in his grace,
and it better fits my blood to be disdained of all than to fash-

ion a carriage to rob love from any.

Tam a plain-dealing villain. I am trusted with a muzzle and
enfranchised with a clog; therefore I have decreed not to sing
in my cage. If | had my mouth I would bite; if I had my liberty
1 would do my liking.

Throughout his entire adult life, Don John was Philip’s glo-
rified prisoner. He could do nothing without Philip’s financial
and military support. Even before the Turkish conquest, Don John
thought he had earned — had even somehow been promised —a
kingdom of his own. He slowly came to the painful realization it was
all a hopeless dream.

Unless the audience knows the back story of Much Ado, it is diffi-
cult to comprehend this character, John the Bastard, and the great emo-
tion he expresses in his deeply poignant speech. The historical sources
of John’s anger are never mentioned, and never taken properly into ac-
count. Instead, John’s hostile behavior is explained by his illegitimacy;
that he’s angry because he’s a bastard. It is wrongly concluded that such
behavior in the play was a lifetime situation for John, rather than one
produced only in his maturity by Philip’s denial of a kingdom — first in
Greece, then in Tunis. Here are some academic views:

From The Riverside Shakespeare:

The fact that Don John was born a bastard becomes an all-
sufficient explanation of why it is he is treacherous, scheming,
savage, and morose. A thing of darkness, out of step with his
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society, he hates the children of light simply because they gen-
erate radiance in a world that he prefers to see dark.
Another example, The Arden Shakespeare 1981 edition of Much
Ado, has this to say:

Don John’s malevolence and unsociability, marked by images
of sickness, festering poison, and incompatibility (the canker-
rose, the thief of love, the muzzled dog, the caged bird) and by
themes of resentment and moroseness, are defined by his be-
ing a bastard.

The history behind this play does not agree with the above-stat-
ed views; nor did the playwright. But why the playwright’s repeated
insults, his attacks on John’s character?

~

Despite Philip’s expressed disinterest, Don John's role in a
conquest of England in 1570 was not forgotten in that country, nor
was the Ridolfi Plot, one year later. Moreover, for nearly two years
after the Tunisian fiasco, Don John had little to do with his broth-
er, other than see to some diplomatic tasks for him in northern
Italy. But in February 1576, Philip’s Governor General of the Low
Countries suddenly died, and in April, Philip appointed Don John
as his replacement. John was reluctant, protesting that the long ef-
forts to suppress the Protestants there seemed a hopeless cause,
but Philip sent him “pep letters,” and made him more promises he
would not keep.

John’s obsession had never really died out, and his ambition
blinded him to his sly brother’s machinations once again. Soon, John
suggested to Philip that the Spanish forces in the Low Countries should
cross the English Channel and take England, thereby immediately de-
priving the rebellious Protestants in the Lowlands of Elizabeth’s criti-
cal assistance.

Privately, Philip may not have agreed with this, but somehow
John thought he did, and on 1 May 1576, John arrived in Brussels.
England was enraged and alarmed. Her fleet was small, both in size
and number of ships, while Spain’s was large. The risks to England
have been described as “infinitely greater”® than they would be twelve
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years later, when the Spanish Armada arrived. But the threat was real,
and the time had come for the Queen to warn all Englishmen of the
trouble brewing on the horizon. In 1576, she had two effective ways to
do it: from the pulpit, and in the theatre.

In 1578, while campaigning for Philip in the Lowlands, Don
John, aged thirty-one, died. His death was long and painful.

I

It has been asserted that Much Ado About Nothing was written
in 1598. Why would a playwright wait until 1598 — twenty years af-
ter “John the Bastard” had died —and ten years after the defeat of the
Spanish Armada—to write a play specifically designed to arouse the
English against him in 15767 It makes no sense. Perhaps this dating
should be revisited.

NOTES

1. Pedro III's kingdom of Aragon and Catalonia also included Valencia,
Montpellier, and the Balearic Islands. His claim to the throne of Sicily
was through his marriage to Constance, the last Hohenstaufen, daugh-
ter of Manfred, briefly a King of Sicily, and granddaughter of the cel-
ebrated Frederick I1, both King of Sicily and a Holy Roman Emperor.

2. Throughout the Spanish reign, from 1282 until 1713, Messina enjoyed
special privileges not available to the rest of Sicily due to its differ-
ent— and lucrative — affairs.

3. Meaning the offices and official residence of the governor of a dis-
trict.

4. Thanks to Father Santino Buontempo of the Faculty of Letters and
Philosophy and Director of the Central Library of the University of
Messina, and Doctor Francesca Campagna Cicala, Director of the
Regional Museum of Messina.

5. “Don Pedro of Aragon” is a title that the playwright has contrived to
amuse his English audience. “Don” is a broad Spanish address for some-
one of high honor or distinction, and “Pedro” could tend to evoke some
memory, perhaps, of the medieval King Pedro, but it is a characteriza-
tion of Philip 11, ruler of vast regions of the world, and both feared and
despised in England.

6. Later, in her first lines in this scene, Beatrice refers to “this action” as

“the wars,” but in light of what the action was, as discussed in Part 2,

she is being sarcastic.
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10.

11.

12,

13.

14.

15.
16.

As remarked by Panthino in The Two Gentlemen, and in the behavior
of Bertram and the other young nobles in All’s Well, service in a foreign
war was a frequent desire. And, when the young men returned home,
they should have had some battle experience to better serve their over-
lord and advance their own ambitions.

Meaning entwined, entangled, or plaited.

It is interesting to note the playwright’s choice of name for his charac-
ter Borachio, the drunkard. In Spanish, the word for a drunkard is “un
borracho.”

In The Merchant of Venice, Act II Scene 1, “temple” is used generi-
cally, and has always been in lower case. In The Winter’s Tale the
word — though in plural — refers to specific temples, those of Apollo
and Segesta, and it was capitalized. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
it is lower case only once, when it is used generically in Act II Scene 1,
but when referring to a specific place that the playwright had in mind
in Act IV Lines 180 and 197 and in Act IV Scene 2 Line 15, it is a proper
noun, and thus is capitalized.

Thus, Il Tempio di San Giovanni Battista detto di Fiorentini. Although
the name of the Florence cathedral is “Santa Maria del Fiore,” its bap-
tistry, “San Giovanni Battista,” is considered by Florentines to be the
place of their spiritual birth.

In Act V Scene 3, Claudio, Don Pedro, Balthasar, and others are at the
monument. The Riverside Shakespeare puts the scene in “a churchyard”;
the 1989 Signet edition in “a church.” The 1981 Arden offers a percep-
tive footnote: “Conventionally, following [Alexander] Pope, a church,
though [sometimes admittedly it] indicates a monument out of doors.
Wherever situated, an impressive tomb ... is essential ...”

In the First Folio Act I, and at the same place in the Quarto, he is “John
the Bastard,” and then, “Sir John the Bastard™; in the First Folio Act II,
and in the Quarto, the entry direction includes him, strangely, as
“Balthasar, or dumbe John” (although he will speak), and then mere-
ly as “John™; in the First Folio ActII, he is again “John the Bastard”;
and in the First Folio Act IV, he is simply “Bastard.” Thus also in the
Quarto.

“Reconciled,” of course, means “restored to friendship or compatibil-
ity,” which is exactly the opposite of Don Pedro’s consistent treatment
of his brother throughout the play.

Encyclopedia Britannica, 1962, v. 5, p. 264.

The battle is named for the harbor where Turkish fleets were then as-
sembled, now called Navpaktos, on the Gulf of Patras, an arm of the
Adriatic Sea. It actually took place a mile or two east of Cape Scropha,
at the entrance to the Gulf. The combined Turkish fleet consisted of

18.
19.

20.

21

22
23.

273 galleys, and the Holy League fleet, commanded by Don John, con-
sisted of 208 galleys, six galleasses, and twenty-four ships. In the single
day of battle, the Turkish losses were 113 galleys sunk, 117 captured.
The League losses were twelve galleys sunk and one captured. The bat-
tle lasted five hours. Twelve thousand Christian captives were rescued
from slavery at the oars.

A second one stands in the Tendergasse at Regensburg, next to his
birthplace.

Sir Charles Petrie, Don John of Austria, pp. 221-222.

Sir Charles Petrie, Don John of Austria, pp. 233-234.

Dictionaries define “occasion” as a particular event, hence the antithe-
sis of a permanent situation, such as John’s bastardy. The occasion here
is the falling together of circumstances which have ruined his hope of
becoming the king of Tunis.

This remark is interpreted as a reference to his bastardy, but he knows
he is a proven, heroic conqueror, and a richly deserving one, and every-
body else knows it, in spite his brother’s elusiveness. He also knew that
fawning courtiers at Philip II's court had “suggested” that he was al-
ready ungrateful to his king.

A wild rose, blooming unattended.

Encyclopedia Britannica, Eleventh Edition, v. 28, p. 293.
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CHAPTER

The Winters Tale

“A Cruel Notion Resolved”

he Winter’s Tale is a story of love turned to hate, of jour-
neys afar, of pride and redemption. It is almost a tragedy,
but with the use of anachronisms, the playwright gives
us a joyous ending.

This play has the most widely diverse geographies of any of the
Ttalian Plays. Some are in a medieval Sicily, just west of the toe of the
Italian boot, and others are set in a medieval Bohemia, the once-great
kingdom in Central Europe with its royal capital at Prague, a remnant
of which is now part of the Czech Republic.

For the play, the two kingdoms — Sicily and Bohemia—are as
they were in the thirteenth century. But the playwright weaves into
his drama other events that occurred at other times, though he treats
them as though happening in that same medieval period. In this, the
author has also invoked historical figures of other eras, as though they
were living during the play’s ostensible time. The Winter’s Tale is then,
an inspired creative mix of events, periods, places, and people that

coalesce into one final aspiration.



The first scene is laid in Sicily, somewhere in, or near, the pal-
ace of the play’s fictional King Leontes. There are two important no-
bles on stage. One is a Bohemian royal attendant named Archidamus;
the other is his Sicilian counterpart, called Camillo. Archidamus
speaks:

If you shall chance, Camillo, to visit Bohemia, on the like
occasion where on my services are now on foot, you shall see,
as [ have said, great difference betwixt our Bohemia and your
Sicilia.

This is a statement of both geographical and cultural fact. There
were distinct differences between these two early kingdoms.

~

Sicily, the largest island of the Mediterranean Sea, is a land of
sunshine, and at one time was also a land of abundance in great va-
riety. Its history of civilization began with Greek colonization in
about 750 B.C. Its topography, however, differs greatly from that of
Bohemia. Most of Sicily’s terrain is relatively easy to cross, while
Bohemia has a series of steep and snowy mountain ranges and large
rivers, most of which lacked bridges. Defined roads and highways in
Bohemia were rare, while Sicily still retained most of its Roman roads
and bridges. In fact, many Roman roads are still there, although now
mostly concealed under modern tarmac.

Camillo responds to Archidamus’ opening lines saying:

I think, this coming summer, the King of Sicilia means to pay
Bohemia the visitation which he justly owes him.

Here, “Bohemia” refers to the play’s Polixenes, a fictional King
of Bohemia, who is presently in Sicily visiting King Leontes, his close
boyhood friend. Archidamus then tells Camillo of a specific concern
he has about such a proposed visit:

Archidamus: Verily I speak it in the freedom of my knowledge: we cannot
with such magnificence —in so rare—1I know not what to
say. We will give you sleepy drinks, that your senses, unin-
telligent of our insufficience, may, though they cannot praise
us, as little accuse us.
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Camillo: You pay a great deal too dear for what’s given freely.

Archidamus: Believe me, I speak as my understanding instructs me, and as
mine honesty puts it to utterance.

~

All but one of the scenes located in Sicily can be assumed to take
place within, or near, its royal palace. Even in faraway England, some
may have heard what a marvelous place this palace was. One or two
at court may even have been there, but few could have imagined its
splendor. Like all medieval kings, the kings of Sicily had dotted their
kingdom with strategic garrison castles. But there was only one roy-
al palace. It still stands in Palermo today. It is frequently called “the
Norman Palace,” or Palazzo Normani,' but is known more widely as the
Palazzo Reale. A visit there today, to admire its magnificent chambers,
especially its Royal Apartments and chapel, Capella Palatina, both sub-
stantially the same now as when completed in 1140, will reveal why
they are rated among the grandest of their kind in all of Italy.

Sicily’s medieval kings were the wealthiest of Europe’s rulers,
and Palermo was one of the largest and most important cities of the
known world. It was a place of elaborate parks, fountains, nobles’ pal-
aces, and religious establishments, and its culture reflected successive
centuries of Greek, Roman, Arabic, Norman, and Christian imprints.
During much of the thirteenth century it was the cradle of Italian po-
etry, and a fountainhead of scientific learning.

~

Not only does the playwright avoid using proper names for
Palermo and its Norman Palace, he also withholds the name of both
Bohemia’s capital, Prague, and that of its royal residence, then known
as either “Prague Castle,” or Prazsky hrad. What is now left of that thir-
teenth-century castle in Prague has become a part of a later and larger
structure called the “Old Royal Palace,” or Stary Kralovsky Palac.

In the thirteenth century, Prague Castle was, in fact, a great
fortress of early Romanesque construction. It stood inside high and
thick walls, which also enclosed the adjacent royal church, a pre-
Romanesque rotunda. In his day, although Bohemia’s important
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Residence of the
fictional King
Leontes, the Palazzo
Normani. The mon-
umental build-

ing, known also as
the Palazzo Reale,
was the seat of

the Norman and
Swabian kings.
Restored in the

16th century, it was
subsequently used as
the residence of vice-
roys and royalty of
different European
houses. Since 1947, it
has been the seat of
the Sicilian Regional
Assembly. This photo
shows the interior of
the Palatine Chapel,
richly decorated with
mosaics and multi-
colored inlaid mar-
ble. [From Art and
History of Sicily
(English Edition),
Casa Editrice
Bonechi, p. 18]

thirteenth-century king, Premsyl Ottakar II (1230-1278),* was the
wealthiest, and most admired monarch of Central Europe, he did
nothing to relieve the castle’s austerity. Instead, he concentrated on

its fortifications, and the expansion of his city.
'

Near the close of Act I Scene 1, Camillo describes the back-

ground of this visit of Polixenes to see Leontes:

Sicilia cannot show himself over-kind to Bohemia. They were
trained together in their childhoods, and there rooted betwixt
them then such an affection which cannot choose but branch
now. Since their more mature dignities and royal necessi-

ties made separation of their society, their encounters, though
not personal, hath been royally attorneyed with interchange
of gifts, letters, loving embassies, that they have seemed to be
together though absent; shook hands as over a vast; and em-
braced as it were, from the ends of opposed winds. The heav-

ens continue their loves!
Camillo’s appeal will not be heard.
~

In the next scene, Scene 2 of this firstact, we witness the increas-
ingly suspicious Leontes deciding aloud that Polixenes “hath touch’d
his queen / Forbiddenly.” He orders Camillo to poison Polixenes.

Instead, Camillo quietly informs Polixenes about this shocking
turn of events, and an alarmed Polixenes responds, “My ships are ready,
and / My people did expect my hence departure ...” To escape Leontes’
wrath when he discovers that Camillo has disclosed his nefarious plan
to Polixenes, Camillo decides to flee with Polixenes to Bohemia,

When Polixenes says his “ships are ready,” it is the first indication
we have that he plans to sail from Palermo back to Bohemia. From this it
can be inferred that he came to Sicily—some nine months before —the
same way: by ship. By extension, it can then be inferred that the inland
kingdom of Bohemia actually has a coastline from which Polixenes em-
barked, and will now return. This seemingly odd geography —an inven-
tion of the playwright?—has been ridiculed for centuries. Old landlocked
Bohemia with a coastline on the Adriatic Sea? What fantasy!
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Palermo in the
16th century. This
map shows the for-
tified walls of the
city and its moats,
along with a key to
the major features
in German. (From
Italiens, Francoforte
e Lipsia, 1693,
Author’s collection)

However, as we will see, once again the playwright knew some-
thing unusual — and significant. And with a little digging, we can dis-
cover it, too. He certainly knew some special things about Palermo.

The Palazzo Normani, or Palazzo Reale, was situated inside the
city walls at its southernmost area, while the city’s official port was at
the other end, on the north. This port was guarded around the clock,
and its traffic and uses would seem to have been generally limited to
routine mercantile traffic and naval functions. But it would not have
been ample enough to harbor a foreign naval fleet, especially one an-
chored for nine months or so. However, such a fleet could easily have
sat at anchor in the large natural bay, then outside the western city
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walls, and there would occupy only a fraction of the wide area with-
out discommoding any other vessels.

In the play, a substantial Bohemian naval complement, sail-
ors and naval officers who had accompanied their King Polixenes to
Palermo, evidently stayed at various locations within the city. Thus,
in an escape in the dead of night, these men would need certain city
gates to be unlocked. It just so happened Camillo had command of

those keys.
~'

In 1251, Ottakar II, before he became King of Bohemia, secured
his election as duke of Austria, the adjacent duchy to the south of
Bohemia. It, too, was landlocked, and far from the coastline of the
Adriatic Sea. In 1253 Ottakar inherited the throne of Bohemia, where-
upon his new kingdom was considered to have included the duchy of
Austria. Now he was ruler of an even larger landlocked kingdom. It
continued to expand. Through a series of events, Moravia, Silesia,
Lausitz, and Styria fell to him —all of which were also far from the
Adriatic Sea. But then things changed. In 1269, under the will of the
childless Ulrich I1I, Duke of Carinthia and Carniola, Ottakar inher-
ited his two adjoining domains, which lay south of the Austrian part
of the thus-expanding Bohemia. Carinthia served as a stepping stone
to Carniola, which in turn touched the Adriatic Sea on either side of
the Peninsula of Istria, at that time a Venetian possession.

he westernmost of Carniola’s two separated waterfronts

was a stretch of coastline that ran westerly from the

boundary of the medieval Commune of Trieste, across to
Duino, a fishing village on the Adriatic Sea’s Gulf of Panzano. This
stretch would have provided a base for the King of Bohemia’s fleet.
Part of it was sandy beach and dunes, inhabited only by wild animals
in the thirteenth century, and still largely so in the sixteenth century,
when this play would have been written. (The Winter’s Tale first known
publication —as distinguished from its composition —was inexplica-
bly delayed until its inclusion in the 1626 First Folio.)
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In 1278, in a battle over the succession of Rudolf of Habsburg,
founder of the Habsburg dynasty, to the German crown, Ottakar 11 was
slain. Carniola and Carinthia were absorbed into the Habsburg pos-
sessions. In historical fact, then, the seacoast to which the playwright
referred was in Bohemian hands for nine years. While in the play it is
sixteen years or 50, no one has ever faulted the imaginative playwright
for squeezing, or stretching, time to fashion his story’s needs.

n Act I Scene 1, the ire of Leontes is so great that he casts

his pregnant queen Hermione into prison. Though certain

himself of the truth of Hermione’s infidelity, he nevertheless
wants sacred affirmation, acknowledgment from a “higher authority,”
so that the entire court will agree with him. Leontes announces:

... I have dispatch’d in post

To sacred Delphos, to Apollo’s temple,
Cleomenes and Dion, whom you know

Of stuff’d sufficiency. Now from the oracle
They will bring all, whose spiritual counsel had,
Shall stop or spur me.

In some of his other plays, the playwright indulges in anachro-
nisms with aplomb. But the insertion of such an ancient and long-gone
oracle in faraway Classical Greece into a story with a thirteenth-
century setting, is admittedly bizarre. In fact, Delphos, by the thirteenth
century, had been a ruin for 1,000 years. It had been pillaged by the
Emperor Nero, furious because the oracle had castigated him for mur-
dering his mother; stripped by Constantine; and finally, closed down in
392 A.D. by Theodosis, a Christian Roman emperor. After this, it be-
came a quarried wreck. This strange resurrection of such a distant, rav-
aged place is routinely dismissed as a quirk of the playwright. But as we
will see, it was no quirk, but rather a pillar of his plot.

~

In Act II Scene 2, we learn that Hermione, now in prison, “is
something before her time deliver’d” of a daughter. The noble Paulina,

Hermione’s close friend, brings the infant to Leontes, hoping the sight
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of the perfect babe will soften his stony heart. Instead, Leontes rages
that the infant is the bastard of Hermione and Polixenes, and deliv-
ers this command to his trusted Lord Antigonus (ironically, the hus-

band of Paulina):

... We enjoin thee

As thou art liege-man to us, that thou carry
This female bastard hence, and that thou bear it
To some remote and desert place, quite out

Of our dominions; and that there thou leave it
(Without more mercy) to it[s] own protection
And favour of the climate ...

kipping to Act I1I Scene 3,

we find it opens on a de-

serted beach. The obedi-
ent Antigonus is standing there with
the infant child cradled in his arms.
Beside him is the Mariner of the ship
they have just traveled on. Antigonus
asks, “Thou art perfect [certain],
then, our ship hath touched upon /
The deserts of Bohemia?” The
Mariner says it has. There can be no
doubt here: the playwright has de-
scribed a Bohemian coastline.

A storm is threatening, and
Antigonus sends the Mariner back
to the ship, saying he will soon fol-
low. Almost overcome with grief and
guilt —and having dreamed that
Hermione told him to name her babe
“Perdita” — Antigonus leaves that
name in the baby’s bundle of things,
along with his own box of gold coins.
Thunder sounds and he says, “The
storm begins.” After another short
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speech, he cries, “I am gone forever!” As he runs from the scene, a
stage direction indicates: “He exits, pursued by a bear.”

Just then, a shepherd appears searching for lost sheep brows-
ing on seaside ivy.’ He is soon followed by his son, who reports see-
ing a ship being “swallowed with yeast and froth,” and that “the sea
flap-dragoned it.” Also, he saw a man being torn by a bear; that “the
bear tore out his shoulder-bone; that ... he cried to me for help, and
said his name was Antigonus, a nobleman.” He adds: “The men are
not yet cold under the water, nor the bear half dined on the gentle-
man. He’s at it now.” The shepherd, seeing the beautiful infant with

her elegant blankets, and all the gold, takes the baby home to raise as

his own child.
~

In Act II Scene 3, we return to Sicily’s royal palace. Leontes is
arguing with Hermione’s intimate friend and defender, the noble

Paulina, and then with some of his lords. Almost at the end of that
scene, a servant enters with some happy news:

Servant: Please your highness, posts
From those you sent to th’Oracle, are come
An hour since: Cleomenes and Dion,
Being well arriv’d from Delphos, are both landed,
Hasting to th'court.

Lord: So please you, sir, their speed
Hath been beyond account.

Leontes: Twenty-three days
They have been absent: ’tis good speed; ...

By the fact of specifically numbering the days of the messengers’
trip so exactly, Leontes’ words make us certain that the playwright
knew about this route, having traveled it himself. And knowing the
route, he also knew how long it took: ten days of sailing, three days at
Delphi, then ten days back to Sicily and the royal palace: twenty-three
days. Not fifteen or forty or twenty: exactly twenty-three.

Both the outbound and the return voyages of Cleomenes
and Dion can be traced on a map with confidence. Mediterranean
routes have not changed for millennia. Departing from the harbor at
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palermo, an eastward course would be taken along the rugged north-
ern coast of Sicily, with the wind at their backs and a well-known
casterly surface flow in their favor. In time they would make a hard
starboard turn of some 150 degrees and head southerly, straight
through the Strait of Messina. They would pass the jaws of Scylla on
the mainland on their left, and the opposite whirlpool of Charybdis,
close to the coast of Sicily on their right. These names and descrip-
tions were given to us by Virgil, in The Aeneid,* and Odysseus passed
this way, too.

Once through the Strait, and around the toe of Italy, their east-
ward course would resume along the arch. Keeping the shoreline in
view, they would come to Italy’s heel. From there, at a propitious
dawn, the helmsman would steer castward, straight toward the rising
sun. Turning south and hugging the coastline, they would pass the
long island of Kerkira (Corfu), and then slip into the Gulf of Patras,
just after Ithaca. Sailing past Lepanto, they would soon dock at the
then-little north-shore harbor called Ttea.

Disembarking at Itea, a climb up a winding mountain track on
the rugged slope of Mount Parnassus would bring Cleomenes and
Dion to Delphos and its Temple of Apollo. Here, they might need
three days or so, making necessary arrangements, purchasing the
proper offerings, waiting their turn, and putting the question of
Hermione’s fidelity to the famous oracle. Allowing ten days out, plus
three at Delphos, the Sicilian King’s emissaries would have anoth-
er ten days to return to Palermo: twenty-three days. Just as Leontes
had said.

<

In contrast to Italian sailors, the English sailed both day and
night. To do so, they used the lodestone, augmented by the star Polaris.
Mediterranean sailors could have done this too, but they didn’t. Nor
would they sail in hours of darkness. They sailed close to the shore
and put in at nightfall safely near it, to eat and get a little sleep. As
Mediterranean sailors, Cleomenes and Dion would have sailed like
this too, as had all Mediterranean peoples throughout history. It was
called “coasting,” and Fernand Braudel described it clearly in his his-
tory of the Mediterranean:
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The [Mediterranean] sea in the sixteenth century was an im-
mensity of water: man’s efforts had only conquered a few
coastal regions, direct routes, and tiny ports of call. Great
stretches of the sea were as empty as the Sahara. Shipping was
active only along the coastline. Navigation in those days was a
matter of following the shoreline, just as in the earliest days of
water transport, moving crab-wise from rock to rock, “from
promontories to islands and from island to promontories. This
was called costeggiare, avoiding the open sea.”

I

Cleomenes and Dion’s return voyage would retrace the route of
their outward journey, until they came to the toe of the Italian boot.
There, although it appears on a map to be a much shorter trip to
Palermo, they would not turn north into the Strait of Messina. This
was never done. The possibility of Mediterranean sailors sailing north
into the Strait — going counter-clockwise around the great island of
Sicily to reach Palermo, in a sailing ship without oarsmen —was un-
thinkable. Modern yachtsmen sail through the Strait of Messina, but
are admonished not to attempt it without a strong engine. Even today,
tidal streams run in this strait for six and one-quarter hours each way
at daunting strength. Spring tides run through it at about four and
one-half knots, and neaps at two and one-half, cutting down signifi-
cantly on northward speed. Moreover, strong erratic winds can occur
in the Strait.

The ship of Leontes’ messengers would take a southwesterly
course, in the direction of Syracuse. From there, they would proceed
in a clockwise circuit around the great island: “the long way,” as it is
called in The Aeneid. To complete their return in the described time
would require “good speed.” In the right seasons, the winds on this
clockwise course are usually favorable. Moreover, the surface of the
sea along the southern coast of Sicily has a westward flow of about
four knots, to help speed a vessel along. What was true in the time be-
fore Virgil had written The Aeneid would have been true for these two
Sicilian nobles.

And true to ancient custom, then, Cleomenes and Dion would
continue their sea voyage along the southern shore of Sicily. At a point
on Sicily’s western coast they could land, and from there gain greater
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speed to Palermo by posting — traveling on horseback. That point of
disembarkation on the western coast of the island would be the har-
bor at Trapani — Drepanum for the Romans.

Trapani is a port that could have been known to some in England,
because it was at Trapani in 1272 where a returning English Crusader
named Edward found his men kneeling before him, and was informed
he was now King Edward the First of England.” For the scholarly, there
could be another recollection of Trapani: at the close of Book I1I of
The Aeneid, Drepanum is the harbor where Aeneas and his Trojan
warriors land, and where, to Aeneas’ lasting grief, Anchises, his be-
loved father, dies in his arms.

Trapani would offer Cleomenes and Dion a safe harbor un-
der royal protection, proper post stables, and the Roman road —the
Via Valeria — over easy rolling country all the way to Palermo. Royal
messengers would have been scanning the sea approaches daily, wait-
ing to spy a mast flying the flags that would telegraph that these two
nobles were arriving. On that exciting sighting, those messengers
would speed to Palermo to report the news to their king.

T

It is about ninety miles (150 kilometers) by this old Roman road
from the quay at Trapani to the Norman Palace in Palermo. An over-
land trip by post horses would be divided into three legs, each about
thirty miles long, more or less. If riding at a canter gait, or a bit fast-
er, a Sicilian posting horse, which had never eaten oats, would tire
in two or three hours on a road like the Via Valeria. Hence, there
should be a first change of horses about thirty miles or so east of
Trapani. After walking about to get the kinks out, fresh horses would
be mounted, and Cleomenes and Dion would set out on the second
segment of approximately thirty miles. It is not difficult to identify
their next stopping place; a glance at a map of Sicily reveals Partinico,
Roman Partinicum. From Partinico, their third set of fresh mounts
could easily complete the remaining distance of about thirty miles
into Palermo, and the palace of Leontes.

In Scene 1 of Act IT], only twenty-two lines long, we see the two
nobles hastening to their king with the anticipated sacred message
in hand. This short scene is usually presented in front of the stage’s
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dramatic view of
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on the western slope
of Mount Barbaro,
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curtain, though it’s an opportunity for
some astounding scenery. Cleomenes and
Dion are chatting as they post along on the
Via Valeria. They discuss where they are,
where they’ve been, and about the hoped-
for result of their mission. Cleomenes
speaks first, and his pretty words describe
their exact location:

The climate’s delicate, the air most sweet
Fertile the isle, the temple much surpassing
The common praise it bears,

They have arrived on Sicily, the most
fertile island in the entire Mediterranean
Sea. The countryside through which they
are riding yielded — and continues to
yield — figs, almonds, sugarcane, apples,
plums, melons, and pomegranates and is
il o o dotted with vineyards and row crops of

; paces, and along the roads, native blackberries
lavender, rock roses, narcissus, ranunculus, and calendulas h ,
route. One can truly say the air is “most sweet.” e

An‘d what quickens the traveler’s pulse on the Via Valeria? Jus

twenty-six miles beyond Trapani? There ahead, gloriously cro\«;nil::gt
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a high hill, gleaming in the sun, stands the Temple of Segesta in ma-
jestic solitude, one of the grandest monuments of Doric architecture
’irl all the Mediterranean world. All thirty-six columns of the famous
temple stand silently intact, with its tall trabeation of alternating trig-
Jyphs and plain metopes, on both its facade and posterior, still in
their original places; all of it in perfect grace and proportion. And, as
Cleomenes has remarked, the Temple of Segesta is:

... much surpassing
The common praise it bears.

Tomasso Fazello (1498-1570), a dedicated scholar and histori-
an from Palermo, who was also a priest, made one of the earliest — if
not the very first— accurate archeological studies of this magnificent
temple. Fazello’s study was published at Palermo just before his death,
and for the very first time, someone had accurately described the his-
tory of the Temple of Segesta. Fazello’s publication caused a great stir
of interest among the literate of Palermian society, and by extolling
the temple’s beauty, he fostered a new source of pride and curiosity
among his fellow Sicilians. Sixteenth-century people did not often
sightsee far from home, and the Temple of Segesta, ignored for cen-
turies, at last came to be acknowledged for what it was, and what it
represented: the tangible presence of a civilization existing two thou-
sand years earlier, now newly understood. It was a place to admire, to
visit, and to bring guests, such that within subsequent years, the mag-
nificent Temple of Segesta had indeed become an object of “common
praise.”

As the two trot along, their conversation in this short scene con-
tinues. First Dion, then Cleomenes, are remembering the experience

of visiting the oracle:

Dion: I shall report
For it most caught me, the celestial habits
(Methinks I should so term them,) and the
reverence
Of the grave wearers. O, the sacrifice!
How ceremonious, solemn and unearthly
It was i'th’offering!
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Cleomenes: But of all, the burst

And the ear-deaf’ning voice o’th’Oracle,
Kin to Jove’s thunder, so surpris’d my sense,
That I was nothing.

Their conversation in this scene concludes with their hopes that
the results of their mission will prove favorable to Queen Hermione:

Dion: If th'event o’th’journey
Prove as successful to the queen, — O be’t sol —
As it hath been to us, rare, pleasant, speedy,
The time is worth the use on't.

Cleomenes: Great Apollo
Turn all to th'best! These proclamations,
So forcing faults upon Hermione,
I little like.

Dion: The violent carriage of it
Will clear or end the business: when the Oracle
(Thus by Apollo’s great divine seal’d up)
Shall the contents discover something rare
Even then will rush to knowledge.
Go; fresh horses!
And gracious be the issue.
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ct 111 Scene 2 opens on a court of justice called by Leontes

to present an indictment against the Queen. Hermione

speaks at length on her own behalf, saying that the loss

of her three greatest blessings: Leontes’s love, the company of her son,

and her precious infant daughter, leave her with no desire to live. She

wishes that her father, the Emperor of Russia,® could be alive to offer
her pity.

Officers usher Cleomenes and Dion into the courtroom, and

and prepare them for their disclosure:

Officer: You here shall swear upon this sword of justice,
That you, Cleomenes and Dion, have
Been both at Delphos, and from thence have brought
This seal’d-up Oracle, by the hand deliver'd
Of great Apollo’s priest; and that since then
You have not dared to break the holy seal
Nor read the secrets in’t,

Cleomenes
and Dion: All this we swear.

Leontes: Break the seals and read.

Officer: Hermione is chaste: Polixenes blameless;
Camillo a true subject; Leontes a jealous tyrant, his innocent
babe truly begotten;
And the king shall live without an heir, if that which is lost be

not found.

Leontes, stunned, refuses to accept the Oracle’s pronouncement,
claiming it’s “mere falsehood.” At this moment, a servant rushes in:

Servant: My Lord the King, the King!
Leontes:  What is the business?

Servant: O Sir, I shall be hated to report it!
The Prince, your son, with mere conceit
and fear
Of the Queen’s speed [fate] is gone.
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Leontes: How! Gone?

Servant: Is dead.

Leontes suddenly realizes his tragic misjudgments and is
plunged into tortuous remorse. Hermione collapses and is declared

d‘ead. She isn’t dead, but sixteen years must pass before this truth is
finally revealed.

!

‘ Act 1V, the longest in the play, opens with a Chorus named

“Time” informing us that those sixteen years have passed, that now
we are in Bohemia, that Polixenes has a son named Florizel, and that
Perdita, daughter of a shepherd, has grown in grace.
. Polixenes, accompanied by Camillo — still his faithful compan-
ion—goes in disguise to the shepherd’s pasture to see why Florizel,
so often absent from his princely duties, spends his time there. They
arrive during the festive Sheepshearing Fair.

At this point, we also meet the scoundrel Autolycus, a new char-
acter in the story, who remains in the play to the end. We see him
cheating his way through the entertaining complexities of the Fair,
finally intimidating the simple shepherd and his son into entrusting
him with the package holding proof of Perdita’s identity.

We will also see the confrontation of Polixenes with his son,
who declares his fixed intention to wed lovely Perdita, even though,
by marrying a commoner, he will sacrifice his right to the Bohemian
throne. In a fury, his father threatens the two young lovers.

In response, Florizel whisks Perdita aboard his own sailing ves-
fd and takes her to Sicily, armed with Camillo’s surreptitious sailing
instructions, and a letter of introduction to Leontes.

Autolycus arranges passage for himself, and for the Shepherd
and his son, aboard Florizel’s vessel, just before it departs.

The five of them arrive at Leontes’s palace in Palermo, just ahead
of Polixenes and Camillo. Polixenes, having learned where Florizel and
Perdita are heading, has sailed after them, to prevent the marriage of
his only son to the young girl of falsely assumed low birth.

After all the grateful greetings among them, Perdita’s true iden-
tity is revealed, with the certain proof. We do not witness the ensuing
universal blissful joy, but it is described for us by three gentlemen of
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the court. Then follows, in a final scene, the climax of Paulina’s dra-
matic presentation of the still-living Hermione.

We have learned a number of extraordinary things from our
playwright, and as for his characters, their joy knows no bounds.

NOTES
].  The Norman Palace was originally built by the Saracens, and later en-

larged and heavily embellished by the Norman kings of Sicily, notably
by Roger II de Hauteville during the period 1132-1140.

2. His name is spelled variously in history, including Otakar, Otacar, and
in Dante’s Purgatorio, Canto VII, he is Ottacchero. He has also been
called Primislaus. (Ottakar [ was his grandfather.)

3. Varieties of ivy grow along the seaside in many places in Europe and
North Africa. As for being edible, one might recall the line from the
once-popular song: “Mares eat oats and does eat oats but little lambs
eat ivy.” Ivy that grows on the ground is not toxic to sheep, though it is
to horses and some species of deer.

4.  “..the whirlpool of Charybdis, who thrice swallows the vast flood
down into her swirling throat and spews it upward again, lashing the
sky with water. And Scylla is poised in the hidden recesses of her cav-
ern, thrusting forth her mouths and drawing ships upon the rocks ...
Better to steer for the goal of Trinacrian Pachynus [three-cornered
Sicily] for all the delays, and fetch a long circuit in thy course, than to
catch sight of the grotesque Scylla deep in her dreary cavern, and of the
rocks that resound in her hounds that are the color of the sea.”

5. This Edward, nicknamed Longshanks, was one of England’s greatest
kings. Although his rise to the throne did not happen until 1272, when
he was thirty-three, he served before that time as de facto king due to
the muddles of his sire, Henry I11. He was long remembered for his ben-
eficial kingship of thirty-five years, which included the establishment
of England’s constitutional parliament.

6. In 1570, the Emperor of Russia had sought the hand of Queen Elizabeth
in marriage, an event that worried her subjects, and with good reason:
he was Ivan the Terrible (1530-1584), a ruler of evil and tyranny.
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The first scene in the play, one of great drama, opens with a
ship trapped in a storm. The storm is so sudden, and so violent, that
the single word “tempest” is a perfect description. Raging wind and
crashing sea have forced this one ship, somehow singled out from a
passing royal fleet, to be swept dangerously close to this forbidding
island and its jagged cliffs. Officers and crew struggle to save the
craft from sinking, or being wrecked. All is confusion and alarm.
Excitement mounts.

This is the royal ship of King Alonso, the play’s imaginary sov-
ereign of the once-wide Kingdom of Naples. In addition to his sail-
ors, whom we do not meet, there are a few men whom we will get to
know: Prince Ferdinand, King Alonso’s son; Gonzalo, his honest old
counselor; and Antonio, a noble visitor to the Neapolitan royal court,
who will turn out to be much more than that. Rounding out Alonso’s
group aboard are two Neapolitan lords, and two underlings: Trinculo,
a jester; and Stephano, a drunken butler.

P

In this play, contrary to the more common practice, it is in the
second, not the first scene, where the dramatic tension of the story is
divulged. It is in this second scene where we meet the four residents
of this island and learn some of their personal history.

The first person—and principal character in the drama—is
Prospero, the “Duke of Milan,” the lawful, but deposed, ruler of that
important Tuscan duchy. With Prospero is his lovely, and complete-
ly sheltered, now-fifteen-year-old daughter, Miranda. Next appears
Ariel, a flying and diving rogue spirit of magical abilities; and finally,
Prospero’s slave-servant, a misshapen, coarse, menacing lout named
Caliban.

Prospero is also a powerful magus, and during the play we see
him perform startling feats of sorcery. We meet him, in fact, as the
curtain rises on this second scene, just as he is believed to have con-
jured up this tempest. Miranda implores him:

If by your art, my dearest father, you have put the wild waters
in this roar, allay them ...
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It all has frightened her terribly, but Prospero assures her she’s

quite safe:

Be collected:
No more amazement:
Tell your piteous heart there’s no harm done.

Then, after promising his daughter this for some time, Prospero
begins to recount the story of how the two of them came to be on this
remote island. He tells Miranda that as a “prince of power” and the
“Duke of Milan,” he had indulged in his passion for “liberal arts”
and “secret studies” (magic and astrology), to the exclusion of al-
most everything else. He became so absorbed in his keen interest that
he delegated the administration of the duchy to his younger brother,
Antonio — whom we have just met aboard that troubled royal ship.

Prospero explains that while he and Miranda were still in
“Milan,” the ambitious Antonio had gathered enough loyalties to
overthrow, and then exile him, whereupon he and the then-three-
year-old girl, were hustled:

... aboard a bark,*

Bore us some leagues to the sea, where they prepared
A rotten carcass of a butt,”® not rigged,

Nor tackle, sail, nor mast ...

... There they hoist* us

To cry to th’ sea that roared to us, to sigh
To th’ winds whose pity, sighing back again,
Did us but loving wrong.

The “loving wrong” appears to be that, on the one hand, while
Prospero and Miranda’s lives were spared, on the other, they were cast
upon this nearly uninhabited island where they have been living in
exile many years.

4 >

But there is something wrong with Prospero’s account. Something
he said does not seem right—or possible. We have already seen in the
preceding Italian Plays that this playwright was both exact and geograph-
ically correct in the details he gives about places and things. Indeed, if
Prospero had literally taken the “route” he describes to Miranda, sail-
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ing from “Milan” to their present location on this island, their journey
would have brought them down the wrong arm of the Mediterranean
Sea. They would have come down the Adriatic Sea— on the eastern
side of the Italian peninsula; whereas it has already been established in
Scene 1 that this island, where King Alonso and his party have just now
been stranded, is in its western, Tyrrhenian, segment.

What is going on here? Something does not fit.

Never, in all the history of the Italian peninsula, was there a con-
tinuous navigable waterway linking Milan with the Mediterranean.
The massive Apennine Mountains prevent this. That chain forms the
spine of Italy, standing high between Milan and the sea.

Prospero and Miranda’s watery trip to Vulcano, had it originat-
ed in Milan, would have been possible, but very complicated, and ex-
tremely lengthy. The “some food” and “some fresh water” the noble
Gonzalo had provided them “out of his charity,” might not have lasted
through such a time-consuming, quite hazardous voyage. To under-
take such a trip from Milan, Prospero and Miranda would first have
sailed in their “bark” by canal to the long, meandering Adda River;
then connected to the even longer Po; and then, after traveling the
length of the Po, transferred to their “carcass of a butt,” and finally
cast off into the Adriatic Sea. Only then would they have begun their
voyage on the Mediterranean: down the length of the Ttalian penin-
sula—in a boat that “rats [would] instinctively have quit” — then up
and around the island of Sicily to at last, run aground on Vulcano’s
“yellow sands.” Such a trip does not accurately fit the words Prospero
has been given to speak. His description is far more concise.

Prospero and Miranda’s credible route would have begun in
Florence, on the Arno River. In their “bark” they would easily “con-
tinue some leagues to the sea” on the canal dug by Cosimo I de’ Medici
in the sixteenth century, which connected the Arno River to the port
of Livorno.” At Livorno, transferred to their “rotten carcass of a butt,”
Prospero and Miranda would have been immediately propelled out
into the Tyrrhenian Sea, there to be pulled by the currents and pushed
southward by “th’ winds, whose pity, sighing back again,” led them di-
rectly to the sandy beaches of Vulcano — all in a handful of days.

But why this mix up? Why would Prospero and Miranda’s wa-
tery itinerary matter? Why Milan and not Florence?
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A plausible answer can be found in England’s then-current
trade agreement with Tuscany,” whose seat of power was the city of
Florence. We can strongly suspect that the departure-from-Milan
route results from a “doctoring” of the original manuscript by high
authority, after it was written, but before it was finally published for
the first time, in the First Folio.

I

Plays by popular playwrights were frequent entertainments at
the court of Elizabeth 1. The Queen, and much of her court, would
attend them, and high-ranking foreign envoys would have been in-
vited, such as those from the friendly Tuscany and the ducal seat at
Florence. But a play depicting events in the presumed original version
of this play, could have appalled the Tuscans. The unfortunate char-
acteristics of The Tempest’s fictional Duke Prospero were very like
those of their own problematic, but living, Grand Duke Francesco 1
de” Medici (1541-1587); thence, the consequences of staging the play
in such an original form, could be politically disastrous. In Tuscany
(and probably in England as well), such a scenario could easily be
viewed as an affront to both Francesco I and his brother, Ferdinand I,
who later replaced Francesco I as the Tuscan duke.

The invasive means used to avoid such an outcome, was ac-
complished easily: replace “Tuscany” with “Milan,” especially since
England had no regard for Milan’s Habsburg Duke Philip, anyway.

This simple doctoring, even though it introduced a geographi-
cal blunder into the play, was so successful in England that it has been
overlooked there, and elsewhere, ever since. The blunder has been
tolerated and unquestioned throughout history because of the con-
viction that the playwright had never left England, and therefore, in-

vented an “Italy” that was his alone.

=’

After sharing the lamentable family history with Miranda—who
gets drowsy, then sleeps — Prospero summons Ariel, the other magic-
worker on the island. He questions the airy spirit about the behavior
of the people aboard the imperiled ship. Although we do not yet know
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why (but soon will), it is apparent that Ariel is under some kind of ob-
ligation to Prospero. Listen, as Ariel gives his master an account of his
successful performance in Act | Scene 2:

Ariel: All hail, great master; grave sir, haill I come
To answer thy best pleasure, be’t to fly,
To swim, to dive into the fire, to ride
On the curled clouds. To thy strong bidding, task
Ariel and all his quality.

Prospero: Hast thou, spirit,
Performed to point the tempest that I bade thee?

Ariel: To every article.
I boarded the king’s ship: now on the beak,
Now on the waist, the deck, in every cabin
I flamed amazement. Sometime I'd divide
And burn in many places— on the topmast,’
The yards and bowsprit would I flame distinctly
Then meet and join. Jove’s lightning, the precursors
O’th’ dreadful thunderclaps, more momentary ...
fire and cracks
Of sulphurous roaring, the most mighty Neptune
Seem to besicge and make his bold waves tremble,
Yea, his dread trident shake.

Prospero: My brave spirit,
Who was so firm, so constant, that this coil
Would not infect his reason?

Ariel: Not a soul ...
All but mariners

Plunged in the foaming brine and quit the vessel ...

Prospero:  Why, that’s my spirit!
But was not this nigh the shore?

Ariel: Close by, my master.

Prospero:  But are they, Ariel, safe?
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Ariel: Not a hair perished;
On their sustaining garments not a blemish,
But fresher than before ...

A~

In affirmation of all this— gleaned both from Ariel and later,
in Act Il Scene 1, from Gonzalo — we know that King Alonso’s voy-
age was to take him and his party from Tunis to Naples. As Ariel re-
ports to Prospero:

... And for the rest o'th’ fleet,

Which I dispersed, they all have met again,

And are upon the Mediterranean flote (float),
Bound sadly home for Naples,

Supposing that they saw the King’s ship wrecked
And his great person perish.

And as Gonzalo says:

Methinks our garments are now as fresh as
when we put them on first in Africa, at the
marriage of the King's fair daughter Claribel
to the King of Tunis.® (Emphasis mine)

Further, when Gonzalo turns to the king and says, “Sir, we were
talking that our garments seem now as fresh® as when we were at Tunis
(Emphasis mine) at the marriage of your daughter, who is now Queen,”
it is abundantly clear that the Neapolitan royal fleet has been in Tunis.
The king and his party were celebrating the marriage of Alonso’s
daughter, Claribel, and it was on their journey home to Naples that
the terrible tempest struck, and brought them to this island.

T~

The most surprising fact about King Alonso’s sea route” from
Tunis to Naples is that this same route has appeared in literature before.
It is exactly the route taken by Virgil’s Aeneas fifteen centuries earlier,
when Aeneas abandons his broken-hearted Queen Dido of Carthage,
and sails for Rome. Through the banter among Sebastian, Gonzalo,
Antonio, and Adrian in Act II Scene 1, the playwright informs us that
the point of departure for both these voyages is the same city.
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Sebastian: Tunis was never graced before with such a paragon to their
queen.

Gonzalo:  Not since Widow Dido's time.
Antonio:  Widow? A pox o’that, How came the widow in? Widow Dido!

Sebastian: What if he had said Widower Aeneas too? Good Lord, how you
take it!

Adrian: Widow Dido, said you? You make me study of that. She was of
Carthage, not of Tunis.

Gonezalo:  This Tunis, sir, was Carthage.
Adrian: Carthage?
Gonzalo: TIassure you, Carthage."

“Dido” is thrice said, but more important, “Tunis” and
“Carthage” are each uttered three times, too. The audience now un-
derstands that Carthage and Tunis are practically interchangeable.
Both cities use the same bay, variously called the “Bay of Carthage”
and the “Bay of Tunis.” If two different individuals were to set out
from North Africa to Italy by ship, using a known, well-established,
and well-traveled sea route—no matter that their respective voy-
ages were separated by 1,500 years— the Carthage-Tunis Bay would
be their identical place of embarkation. There can be no doubt that
one major source of inspiration for our learned playwright’s plot was
Virgil's The Aeneid.

'

Let us examine more closely Alonso’s and Aeneas’ respective sea
voyages to Italy. With provisions stowed aboard, and an auspicious
day for a journey fixed, the crews of both Aeneas and Alonso would
set sail in the early light of dawn from the Gulf of Tunis. Their vessels
would cross open sea northeasterly, for about 110 miles as the crow
flies, heading toward the west coast of the island of Sicily. In the early
evening, the ships would glide into the Sicilian harbor — Trapani to
Alonso, and Drepanum in the days of Aeneas.
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The next stage of our travelers’ journey would see them sail-
ing out of Trapani/Drepanum and continuing their common voyages
clockwise around the northern coast of Sicily. Beginning at Palermo,
their vessels would hug the Sicilian coast, with mainland Italy soon
appearing straight ahead. Bearing left, both sailors would follow the
coastline of the boot northward, eventually reaching their respective
destinations on the peninsula,

Alonso will terminate his trip at Naples, the capital of his
kingdom; while Aeneas will continue on further north, to begin
his conquest of Rome. However, in Book III of The Aeneid, Aeneas
is instructed to make a stop on his way at a coastal town called

Cumae:

When on your way you reach the town of Cumae, the sacred
lakes, the loud wood of Avernus, there you will see the fren-
zied prophetess. Deep in her cave of rock she charts the fates,
consigning to the leaves her words and symbols."”

And where is this Cumae? Right outside of, only a hand-
ful of miles from, Naples; just as Carthage is only a handful of
miles from Tunis. The routes of King Alonso and Aeneas are thus
virtually identical. Our playwright did not conjure up the jour-
ney of Alonso in his head. It was conveniently predetermined for
him: he “lifted” it, whole, accurately, and directly, from the great
Aeneid.

On this Alonso/Aeneas sea route homeward, both ships will pass
between the shores of Sicily and the Aeolian Islands,"” an archipela-
go of seven islands with jutting rock formations. This was the home
of the tempestuous, and untrustworthy, god of the winds, Acolus. It
is exactly here that both Aeneas and Alonso will encounter a sudden,
and terrifying, tempest. L

In Book I of The Aeneid, Juno, hellbent on preventing Aeneas
from reaching Italy, commands Aeolus to destroy his ships and kill
his crew. The powerful poetry of Virgil, his riveting, hair-raising de-
scription of mounting chaos, is a precursor to the drama and violence
one reads 2,000 years later in the lines of The Tempest:
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... the motherland of storms, a womb that always teems with
raving south winds. In his enormous cave King Aeolus re-
strains the wrestling winds, loud hurricanes; he tames and
sways them with his chains and prison. They rage in indigna-
tion at their cages; the mountain answers with a mighty roar.
Lord Aeolus sits in his high citadel ...

Then, Juno, suppliant, appealed to him: “You, Aeolus—to
whom the king of men and father of the gods has given this: to
pacify the waves or, with the wind, to incite them — over the

Tyrrhenian now sails my enemy ...
... Hammer your winds to fury and ruin their swamped ships,
or scatter them and fling their crews piecemeal across the seas.

The playwright knew exactly where Virgil conceived those lines.
It was at a spot where sudden, violent storms were notorious through-
out history: the sea between the islands of Acolus and the coast of
Sicily. The next step for the playwright, having experienced the
frightening truth of that Tunis-Italy sea route first hand — the very
route described in The Aeneid— was to supplant the roles of Juno and
Acolus with those of Prospero and Ariel, in his play.

And there is another compelling parallel in The Tempest; it is
a real-life individual of the playwright’s time, someone he used as
a model for his Prospero: the Grand Duke of Tuscany, Francesco I

de’ Medici (1541-1587).

n the sixteenth century, the city-states of Italy were ruled by

wealthy and powerful men, and members of their families.

Cosimo I de’ Medici (1514-1574), regarded by many as the
reincarnation of Machiavelli’s Prince, was one of the most ruthless. In
1564, toward the end of his reign, Cosimo I gave administrative pow-
ers of Florence to his eldest son, Francesco, and had his younger son,
Ferdinand, made a cardinal.

The reclusive Francesco was odd and unstable. He was frequent-
ly reprimanded by his father for the amount of time he spent cloistered
in his laboratory, obsessively studying alchemy and magic, and con-
ducting experiments on how to turn base metals into gold. Francesco
was known to take solitary walks in the city at night, and had secret
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passages and rooms in his residences constructed so he could move
about unobserved. The unusual overhead passageway, part of which
still crosses the Arno River above the famous Ponte Vecchio, enabled
Francesco to pass from his palace outside the city, to one within it,
without anyone knowing.

In December 1565, Francesco married Johanna (Giovanna),
Archduchess of Austria. The marriage was not successful; Francesco
was flagrantly unfaithful. Then, sometime around 1572, Francesco
became utterly smitten with the strikingly beautiful Bianca Capello,
daughter of a noble Venetian family," who had eloped from Venice to
Florence with a penniless Tuscan. Particular features of Bianca’s stun-
ning beauty were her penetrating blue eyes, which seemed nearly hyp-
notic. Because of her powerful enchantment of Francesco, some people
were sure Bianca was a witch, capable of bending Francesco’s will.
Blue-eyed Bianca: a witch and a mindbender. Shortly after Francesco
made Bianca his mistress, Bianca’s young husband was found mur-
dered in a Florence street; rumors flew that Francesco was involved.

With Cosimo I's death in 1574, power passed to Francesco, who,
as Francesco I, ruled from 1574 until his own death in 1587. When
the unhappy Grand Duchess Johanna died in childbirth in 1578,
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Francesco | immediately married Bianca Capello. But even before
this latest outrage, Francesco’s odd behavior had scandalized all of
Florence. Not only was the duke despotic, secretive, and suspicious, he
increasingly absented himself from public activities. When not with
the mesmerizing Bianca, he devoted all his time to the secret arts.

Francesco’s brother, Cardinal Ferdinand, who frequently visit-
ed the duke and his beautiful wife, was also alarmed. He, too, was
concerned about Francesco’s undignified conduct and strange dab-
blings; and now it came to his attention that Francesco and Bianca
were making plans to adopt a child. Not only would a son extend
Francesco’s unpredictable rule, it would cut Ferdinand off from his
inheritance and completely deny the more reasonable Ferdinand ac-
cess to de’ Medici power.

t the beginning of October 1587, Cardinal Ferdinand was

a houseguest at the ducal villa at Poggio a Caiano outside

Florence. He dined with Francesco and Bianca. That eve-
ning, the royal couple became ill, apparently from the onset of malaria.
By the next day, the two seemed to have recovered enough to dine again
with Ferdinand. Later that night, however, the “malaria” worsened, and
finally, Francesco succumbed. And in the first hours of the next morn-
ing, October 20, Bianca followed her husband to the grave.

Ferdinand, Francesco’s successor as Ferdinand 1, immediate-
ly took charge of all state affairs, swiftly ordering autopsies on both
bodies. (Autopsies on princes and rulers were routine in Italy, but
rarely were they performed on the wives.) The autopsies were accom-
plished with seemly dispatch, concluding that Francesco and Bianca
had indeed died of malaria. However, suspicion that they may have
been poisoned by Ferdinand never completely died out. The questions
and gossip, and waves of shock, that spread far and wide could hardly
have gone unnoticed by our playwright.

The deaths of Francesco I de’ Medici, and the gorgeous Bianca
Capello, have provided heated speculation in Italy for over 400 years.
In 1857, their remains were exhumed, and reburied in the de’ Medici
crypt. In 1945, their bone fragments were studied. Nothing was re-
solved, and questions continued to swirl around their deaths.
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At last, in 2007, another investigation was undertaken. Once
again, the coffins of Francesco and Bianca were pried open, and com-
plex tests by authorized experts were performed on their remains. No
surprise to many — but for the first time in history scientifically de-
termined — both Francesco and Bianca had been poisoned: high ar-
senic levels were found in their bones. At long last, the book on the
so-called Medici Project could be closed; and today, the entire lurid
story can be read by anyone on the Internet.

I

King Alonso is now stranded, but safe, on an unusual island. In
Book VIII of The Aeneid, Virgil calls it “Vulcania,” and describes it
in language which, even after two millennia, remains evocative and

fresh:

Close by that side of Sicily where lies Acolian Lipare there rises
high an island steep with smoking rocks. Beneath it a den with
caves of Etna, hollowed out by forges of the Cyclops, roars;
and pounding strokes echo, groaning, on those anvils; bars of
Chalyb steel hiss through the caverns; fire pants in those fur-
naces; the house of Vulcan; and that land’s name, Vulcania.
The Lord of Fire from heaven’s height descended here.

Roman “Vulcania,” [talian “Vulcano,” it is no surprise that the
island is named for the Roman god of fire, forges and volcanoes.”

Like Stromboli, its sister island, Vulcano (the accent is on the
first syllable) possesses an active volcano. It is the Gran Cratere, or La
Fossa di Vulcano, and is especially noxious —and deadly; deadly to
such a degree that although Vulcano is easily reached by small craft
from mainland Sicily, twelve miles distant, and although people have
sailed back and forth to the island for centuries, no one felt confident
enough to live permanently on Vulcano until fairly recently.”

Out of the Gran Cratere’s crater, and up through the crevices,
cracks, and chimneys on its rim and sides, fumes, at high tempera-
tures, are constantly vented. The fumes are combined steam, carbon
dioxide, sulphur (both molten and bright yellow particulate sulphur),
and sulphur dioxide gas. Sulphur dioxide is universally —and in-
stantly — recognizable by its acrid, repellent odor of rotten eggs. That
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noxious combination of ingredients is also expelled through fissures,

called “fumaroles,” on the slopes of the volcano. The stinking, steam-
ing, and spewing of the Gran Cratere is constant and dramatic —and
always foul-smelling.

s

Forming a peninsula to Vulcano is Vulcanello, “Little Vulcano.”
It emerged from the sea as its own small body of land 183 B.C. and
gradually grew, joining Vulcano to form one larger island. Vulcanello
has two bays: one shallow called Porto di Ponente, with subsurface
rocks where ships can run aground; and a larger, deeper, and safer
one, called Porto Levante. In centuries past, vessels would anchor off-
shore at Porto Levante, and people would reach the island in smaller
craft, beaching their boats on the shore. Only since the late nineteenth
century has Porto Levante had a proper pier.

The best place to land at Porto Levante is near a large, variegated
hillock. Immediately to the north of it are hot mud pools. The larger
of these pools is especially impressive. Both carbon dioxide and sul-
phur dioxide effervesce through this pool’s muddy mixture of miner-
al sludge. The brownish goo bubbles and steams, and stinks mightily.
During certain months of the year, this hot mud pool is coated or
“mantled,” with a yellow layer of volcanic sulphur dust.
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There are allusions to this hot mud pool in the parts of Act [V
scene 1, which concern the plot by Caliban, Stephano, and Trinculo
to murder Prospero. At the end of a small theatrical performance
in his honor, Prospero realizes that the trio’s deadly deed is fast ap-
proaching. He summons Ariel to apprise him of the situation:

prospero:  Say again, where didst thou leave these vartlets?
Ariel: I told you, sir, they were red-hot with drinking ...
... Then | beat my tabor,
At which like unbacked colts they pricked their ears,
Advanced their eyelids, lifted up their noses
As they smelt music, 5o 1 charmed their ears
That calf-like they my lowing followed, through
Toothed briars, sharp furzes, pricking gorse and

thorns,"”
Which entered their frail shins. Atlast1 left them

I’th’ filthy-mantled pool beyond your cell,
There dancing up to their chins, that the foul lake
O’er stunk their feet. (Emphasis mine)
Soon, Caliban, Stephano and Trinculo enter this scene, soaked
with the waters of “the filthy-mantled pool ... the foul lake,” and

stinking to high heaven:
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Trinculo:  Monster, I do smell all horse piss, at which my nose is in great

indignation.

Stephano: So is mine. Do you hear, monster?

And later, Trinculo drunkenly laments, “Ay, but to lose our bot-
tles in the pool ...” and indeed, it would be utterly impossible to see
anything in the sludgy waters of the mud pool.

The setting portrayed through the words of Trinculo, Stephano,

» &

and Ariel—"“foul lake,” “horse piss,” “filthy pool” — describe exactly
the stinking, bubbling, hot mud pool of Vulcano. But what does Ariel
mean when the spirit calls the mud pool “filthy-mantled?”

In our playwright’s day, Vulcano’s hot mud pool would have
been “mantled,” that is, covered by a floating crust of dry sulphur,
and it would have been covered throughout the entire year. This cu-
rious natural phenomenon occurs when bright yellow particulate of
sulphur, drifting down from the crater above, collects on the mud
pool’s surface. Today this coating of yellow dust is seen only during
the mud pool’s “off-season,” that is, when the pool’s surface has re-

mained undisturbed by health-seeking tourists. But one can imagine
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how it looked year-round—and across the centuries— from the yel-

low dust that remains untouched on much of the rim and slopes of the

Gran Cratere, as it did on the hot mud pool in the playwright’s day.
Thus, toward the end of Act I Scene 2, when Ariel sings: “Come

unto these yellow sands ...” the playwright had seen this marvel.

Through the song of one of his characters in The Tempest, he de-
scribed for his audience in faraway England one of the most singu-
lar characteristics of this one Aeolian island off the coast of Italy. The
» but of “yellow sands.” And today, the

) o «
airy spirit sings not of “sands,
he island of Vulcano, one can

moment one lands at Porto Levante on t
still marvel at the startling yellow sands of which Ariel sings.

~

Along most of the wide beach of Porto Levante, both under the
sea and immediately adjacent to the shore, are hot springs and fuma-

roles, collectively called the Sorgenti Termali, the Surging Thermals.
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Some of these hot springs are sulphurous, others are muddy, and still
others exude that noxious-smelling sulphur dioxide. The carbon di-
oxide emitted by these underwater springs makes the sea water above
them hot and bubbly — so hot, that people coming to the island for
health baths and who plan to enter the water along certain parts of the
shore are advised to wear protective footwear. Adding to nature’s dra-
matic seaside features are the fumaroles along the beach, which, like
geysers, violently spout steam and water.

At the beginning of Act I Scene 2, the playwright has given it to
Miranda to describe the workings of Vulcano’s undersea fumaroles,
when she says:

The sky, it seems, would pour down stinking pitch,
But the sea, mounting to the welkin’s cheek,"
Dashes the fire out. ...

Observing fumaroles at the water’s edge provides no little natu-
ral drama. When a fumarole erupts, it does so with violence, shoot-
ing high up into the air. Miranda describes the phenomenon correctly
when she says the sea seems to be “mounting to the welkin’s cheek,”
meaning to the edge of the clouds, or vault of heaven.

The undersea opening of a fumarole, filled with sea water when
idle, soon takes on the look of a flaming geyser. When the searing
molten sulphur spews upward, and comes in contact with air, the sul-
phur bursts into flame. The fire is almost immediately dashed out by
hot seawater and steam. When the extinguished material falls back
onto the beach, it looks like pitch — though stinks of sulphur dioxide.
It is no wonder that Miranda was frightened.

'

Visual spectacles aren’t the island’s only unique feature: there’s
the constant “music” — cracking, groaning, sighing and drumming.
In Act III Scene 2, Caliban, the island’s longest resident, who knows it
well, describes this music to Stephano and Trinculo, saying:

... The isle is full of noises,

Sounds and sweet airs that give delight and hurt not.
Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments

Will hum about mine ears, and sometimes voices ...
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Virgil, too, long before Caliban, also mentioned Vulcano’s

groaning, hissing, pounding, and panting.

Caliban weaves many of Vulcano’s unique features —its flora
and fauna — into his lines in the play. In the opening of Act II Scene 2,
for example, he complains about snakes, but especially about

“urchin-shows:”

... hedgehogs which
Lie tumbling in my barefoot way, and mount
Their pricks at my footfall; ...

“Urchin” and “hedgehog” are different names for the same an-
imal. Small nocturnal omnivores, about ten inches long, hedgehogs
are found all over the Aeolian Islands. Residents of Vulcano today,
especially those living in a small community on the far side of the
island, bemoan the nightly invasion of their gardens by these spiny
little creatures.

The notable characteristic of a hedgehog is its protective cover-
ing of hard, sharp, and elastic spines. When touched, or startled, ur-
chins/hedgehogs roll into a ball with their spines —terribly painful
when speared into flesh— sticking out in all directions. Prospero too,

mentions them, threatening Caliban:
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.. urchins shall ...
exercise on thee;
thou shalt be pinched as thick as honeycomb,
each pinch more stinging than bees that made ’em.

Caliban also speaks about another resident on Vulcano,
the “scamels.” At the end of Act II Scene 2, he allies himself with
Stephano and Trinculo, and enumerates the services he will provide.
One service is the procurement of this island delicacy: “sometimes I'll
get thee / Young scamels from the rock.”

Scamels are bar-tailed godwits, a migratory marsh and shore
bird, sometimes found along the Tyrrhenian and Jonian Seas of Italy
and occasionally on beaches in England, or other northern climes.
Young female scamels, not yet able to fly away, were considered a tasty
source of protein.

Caliban also mentions Vulcano’s berries. In Act I Scene 2,
Caliban, complaining of Prospero’s now-harsh treatment, says that at
first Prospero had been kind to him:

Thou strokedst me, and madest much of me;
Wouldst give me
Water with berries in it; ...

The nature of those berries'” has caused considerable speculation,
although the berries of which Caliban speaks are clearly mulberries, a
berry which proliferated in the wilds of Vulcano when the playwright
visited the island. The seeds of the mulberry tree had been carried by
birds from mainland Italy, where the trees had been imported in the
fifteenth century when Italians first learned the secrets of making silk.
Mulberry trees were an absolute requirement for the propagation of
silkworms: the worms feed exclusively on the freshest and most tender
leaves of the mulberry tree. Even today, an area on Vulcano is referred
to locally as La Contrada del Gelso, The Mulberry District.

But who, or what, is this strange individual, Caliban, who

knows so much about this island?

o

Throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the
Catalans of Spain were regarded as the most skillful sailors on the
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Mediterranean. Catalans were employed by the rulers of Spain, Sicily,
and Naples, including the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, Philip II
of Spain, and his distinguished brother, Don John. An Elizabethan
audience viewing The Tempest would have easily assumed that King
Alonso’s sailors were Catalans.

Catalonia, which consists of the northeasterly segment of the
Iberian Peninsula and the Balearic Islands, corresponds, more or less,
to the modern semi-autonomous province of Spain that still bears
that name. Barcelona was, and still is, Catalonia’s capital.”

The Catalan language is unique unto itself. Proudly spoken to-
day by eight million people as their first language,’ Catalan is not a
Spanish dialect; it is a distinct Romance language, something akin
to the Provencal dialect of southern France. Until 1609, Catalan was
also an official language of Sicily. How much of this language the
playwright learned in his southern travels can only be guessed. But
what is clear from his Tempest is that he had enough association with
Catalonians for him to have absorbed at least some of their distinct
vocabulary. Catalans then still populated, and heavily so, the cities of
Naples, Trapani, Messina, and Palermo, a notable fact which has been
almost completely overlooked.

Countless books, articles, commentaries, and even disserta-
tions, flatly assert that the name of the savage and deformed slave,
Caliban, is some sort of variant of the word “cannibal.” Cannibal
worked its way into English from the Spanish word Canibal, some-
time during the sixteenth century. The Oxford English Dictionary de-
scribes this word as “originally one of the forms of the ethnic name
Carib or Caribes, a fierce nation of the West Indies whose members
are recorded to have been anthropophagi” (eaters of human flesh).

In Act I Scene 3 of Othello, cannibal is used to mean a human
flesh-eater, although one from some Far East or African place, not
from the West Indies. No matter the origin of the word, however, the
playwright seems not uncertain what a cannibal was—or did.

The Caliban of The Tempest demonstrates no interest in eat-
ing human flesh.?” Caliban speaks of no such interest himself, nor do
any of the other characters speak of him as having such an interest.
If Caliban is neither a cannibal, nor an Amerind of the Carib nation,

however, then what is he?
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The lines of The Tempest, if we pay attention to what the play-
wright says, will tell us. In Act I Scene 2 Prospero reminds Ariel:
“... Hast thou forgot the foul witch Sycorax®® ... hast thou forgot her?”

.. this damned witch Sycorax,

For mischiefs manifold, and sorceries terrible

To enter human hearing, from Argiers,*

Thou knowst, was banished. For one thing® she did
They would not take her life. Is not this true?

This blue-eyed hag was hither brought with child,
And here was left by the sailors ...

Caliban’s mother was Sycorax, a name invented by the play-
wright. It is an especially interesting wordplay, composed, as it is, of
two meaningful Greek parts: “psycho,” meaning “mind”; and “rax,”
meaning “twist” or “bend.” Together the words create “mindbender”
or “mindtwister.” Sycorax: a mindtwister. Sycorax: a blue-eyed mind-
bending witch. We have met another blue-eyed, mindbending witch
on the edges of this story: Bianca Capello.

Prospero continues, and we learn that when Sycorax died:

... Then was this island—

Save for the son that she did litter here,
A freckled whelp, hag-born—

not honoured with a human shape.

Hag-born Caliban, the “freckled whelp,” was the island’s sole
inhabitant until Prospero and Miranda arrived. And having conjured
up such a repellant individual as Caliban, what suitable name should
the playwright give him?

It wasn’t difficult. Acquainted as the author was with the Catalan
language during his Sicilian travels, he chose a perfect appellation that
fit Caliban to a “T.” In Catalan, Caliban means Qutcast, or Pariah.
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nd the playwright borrowed another Catalan name:

Ariel. Millennia before this play was written, the name

Ariel was set down in the Old Testament. It appears in the
Book of Ezra 8:16. There, Ariel is one of the chief men under Ezra’s
command. It is Ariel who guides the caravan back to Jerusalem from
Babylon.

However, in Catalan, ariel has two meanings: either “del nom de
’angel Ariel, de la tradicio rabinica,” or “en la tradicio popular, espir-
it, generalmente malefic, de I'aire i de l'aigua.”? Translated to English
the Catalan means: “In traditional rabbinical usage Ariel is the name
of an angel, [while] in popular Catalan tradition, an ariel is a spirit of
the air and of the water, generally mischievous.” (Emphasis mine)

Is not this exactly the “Ariel” that Prospero made his, when he
freed the airy spirit from the “cloven pine” where it had been impris-
oned — twelve long years— by Sycorax?

~

In Act I Scene 2, when Prospero asks Ariel the whereabouts of
King Alonso’s ship, Ariel answers:

Safely in harbour

Is the King’s ship, in the deep nook where once
Thou called’st me up at midnight ...

there she’s hid ... (Emphasis mine)

On any tourist cruise today around Vulcano, one sees many sea
grottoes. Midway on the western coast of the island is an extraordi-
nary one, the unique Grotta del Cavallo, or Horse Grotto. It is enor-
mous; so high, wide, and cavernous that even today, tour boats the
size of certain sixteenth-century ships can comfortably fit inside.

Ariel is specific about “the deep nook.” King Alonso’s ship was
not wrecked in Prospero’s tempest. Ariel anchored it, along with the
sleeping sailors, in Horse Grotto, assuring Prospero that all was safe
and sound. Horse Grotto was the ideal hidden sanctuary for Alonso’s
ship before it continued on its journey to Naples.
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* Ariel, [From Le
sle Eolie (The
:olian Islands),
irmelo Cavallaro-
ttorio Famularo,
\MBUCETO
hieti), 1996, p. 61]

hile critics have overlooked Ariel’s pointed refer-

ence to the “deep nook,” they have nevertheless,
in Ariel’s same speech, seized upon another word,
“Bermoothes.” For years, this word has been hotly debated among
those interested in the works of Shakespeare. An entire fantasy has
been spun around “Bermoothes.”
In Ariel’s litany of deeds well done in Act 1 Scene 2, we
hear — only once — about the Bermoothes:

5
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... in the deep nook, where once
Thou call’dst me up at midnight to fetch dew
From the still-vexed Bermoothes ...

Ariel was in the deep nook when Prospero ordered him to go to
this place. It is clear, from Ariel’s words, that it, the Bermoothes, is
someplace away from the deep nook; it is another place entirely. For
an airy spirit, however, it would not matter where it was; a spirit could
get there and back in a flash. Ariel is revealing here something inter-
esting. But what could the mischievous spirit possibly mean?

Some have contended that this Bermoothes is somewhere on the
same Tempest island. Others insist that Prospero’s island is one of the
Bermuda islands in the Atlantic Ocean, having read somewhere in
the literature of sixteenth- or seventeenth-century England that the
Bermudas were also referred to as “the Bermoothes.”* But why would
Prospero want Ariel to go there—to those Bermudas many thou-
sands of miles away —to collect some rapidly evaporating morning
moisture, some “dew,” and then bring it back to Vulcano in Italy?

He didn’t. The playwright decided that here, at this exact point
in his Tempest, Ariel should be given something clever and comical
to say for the London audience. Here was a spot in the story for a mo-
ment of levity. Ariel should make a local joke, understood locally, and
packed with local meaning.

For this moment of comic relief, the playwright selected the
wretched haunt in London referred to as either the Bermudas, or the
Bermoothes. This miserable London district consisted of about forty
acres, roughly bounded by Carey Street on the north, The Strand on
the south, Chancery Lane on the east, and Clement’s Inn on the west.
This quadrant was made up of narrow alleys and lanes, where dilap-
idated buildings encouraged prostitution, gambling, and the illegal
manufacture of alcohol in the many hidden distilleries — “stills.”

The London Bermoothes was teeming with ruffians, thieves,
drunks, and bankrupt debtors, all seeking refuge there from poverty
and despair, or arrest and imprisonment. It was there, to the London
Bermoothes, that Prospero ordered Ariel to go. It was there that Ariel
was sent at midnight to fetch that very different kind of “dew.”

Just as “Bermoothes” or “Bermudas” could refer a Londoner to
two very different places, “dew” also means two vastly different types
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of liquid. And illegal distilleries — stills — with their rough alcohol

are a universal problem. Knowing such background, Ariel’s puns are
funny. Listen again:

... Thou call’dst me up at midnight
To fetch dew from the still-vexed Bermoothes ...

In the sixteenth century, most, if not all, of the playwright’s con-
temporary London audiences would get — and chuckle over — Ariel’s
little joke.” With time, however, all meaning of Ariel’s words would
be lost; and later English audiences, as audiences all over the world to-
day attending The Tempest, would sit stone-faced, with Ariel’s clever
pun zooming right over their heads.

s

No other place in the world possesses the unique combination
of features described in The Tempest, and found together on the is-
land of Vulcano: yellow sands, hot mud pools, volcanoes, springs, fu-
maroles, sulphur and acrid stink, pines, oaks, lings, Spanish broom,
cliffs, caves, grottoes, mulberries, hedgehogs, and scamels. Indeed,
everything mentioned by the characters in the play is readily seen,
touched, felt—and smelled — by a visit to this one magical island off
the coast of Sicily today.

The location of the playwright’s dramatic tale, The Tempest,
comes into focus as yet one more Italian setting for one of his plays.
Not only does the island of Vulcano provide the framework for the
playwright’s story, his imaginative tale is pieced together from then-
current Italian actualities engrafted onto an ancient Roman legend.

Italy: country, history, and current events — font of the playwright’s
inspiration.

NOTES
L. A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
2. “A small ship; in earlier times a general term for all sailing vessels of
small size, e.g., fishing-smacks, xebecs, pinnaces; in modern use, ap-

plied poetically or rhetorically to any sailing vessel ...” Oxford English
Dictionary.
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3. Literally, a “butt” is a great wooden cask or barrel to hold a quantity of
wine for transport. It is used here as slang for a large and clumsy slow-
moving boat.

4. “Hoist” is certainly the correct word. Prospero is saying here that this
derelict boat or ship was without a proper gangplank. Sea-faring ships
in those times had very high sides to inhibit pirates from boarding
them.

5. The natural course of the Arno runs through the city of Pisa and thence
to the Tyrrhenian Sea in a course too shallow to accommodate seagoing
cargo vessels.

6. As Fernand Braudel wrote on page 62 in his The Mediterranean, there
was a specific reason for the increase of trade with English merchant-
men calling at the flourishing Tuscan port of Livorno: “... the return
of the English to the Mediterranean appears above all to have been
in reply to explicit invitations such as those of the Grand Duke of
Tuscany ...”

7. Ariel seems to have described “St. Elmo’s fire,” a phenomenon which
the playwright may have witnessed. Wondrously glowing, but harmless
emanations are produced when static electricity is grounded to solid
objects. The shimmering lights have been seen by Mediterranean sail-
ors since seafaring began. They are named for the patron saint of mari-
ners, St. Elmo, a shortened form of St. Erasmus. Erasmus was a bishop
in a harbor city just north of Naples. He was martyred there in 304 A.D.
Ariel’s account to Prospero also speaks of the deadly lightning in the
storm. When bolts of lightning split the air and electrify it, ozone is
produced in abundance.

8. Inlight of the historical events that serve as the background to the
thwarted Tunisian kingship ambitions of Don John of Austria, and
the jealous vacillations of Philip Il in Much Ado About Nothing, I see a
mockery of them in this marriage of a “King of Tunis.”

9. These unusual observations can be ascribed to the effect of the abun-
dance of ozone created by the severe electrical storm at sea. Ozone is
the third and most unstable of oxygen molecules, made up of three
instead of two oxygen atoms. Acting upon the adverse odors in their
clothes, the ozone would have restored a “freshness.”

10. This route around Sicily was used by Cleomenes and Dion on returning
from Greece in The Winter’s Tale.

11. In the Punic Wars — the wars between Rome and Carthage in the third
and second centuries B.C. — Carthage was made a ruin. The city of
Tunis rose up about six miles from its barren site. Thus, both Adrian
and the audience would learn a bit of ancient history.

12. Allen Mandelbaum translation, University of California Press, 1982.
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13.

15.

16.

18.

19.

20,

2,

22,

23,

24,
25;

Also called the Lipari Islands.

Bianca was the daughter of Bartolomeo Capello (or Cappello), a mem-
ber of one of the richest and most noble Venetian families.

In ancient literature Vulcano has had other names: Thermessa for its
hot mud and saline pools; Hiera or Iera, meaning sacred; and Therasia,
meaning a hot land.

Pietro Boroli, Sicilia Archeologica, Istituto Geographico de Agostini,
Novara, 1989.

Such thorny plants are typical of the heath on Vulcano. The most ob-
noxious plant, however, is the ubiguitous yellow broom, a plant re-
ferred to regularly in the play.

“Welkin” is an old synonym for “sky.” “Cheek” in this context refers to
a cloud or cloud formation.

There is another reference to these berries in Act II Scene 1.

There was a time when Catalonia was a separate state which also in-
cluded adjacent lands to the north, which reached into what today is
southern France.

The language is fiercely preserved, e.g., a thirteenth-century text writ-
ten by Raimon Lull is generally understood by modern speakers of
Catalan.

The idea of Caliban being a cannibal seems first to have been advanced
in 1767, by a Cambridge scholar, a Dr. Farmer, in his Essays on the
Learning of Shakespeare, as cited in the second edition of Samuel and
George Steevens’ treatment of The Tempest published in 1778. From
that time forward, the Caliban anagram theory has been wrongly treat-
ed by Shakespeare scholars as though a true fact, upon which a contin-
uous effort has been made to prove that the playwright had an interest
in the Americas.

For centuries her name has been a subject of speculation, to which I add
my own, that it is Greek: the first part a simplified “psycho-,” meaning
soul, spirit, mind, or mental process, coupled with “rax,” a poisonous
spider in Greece, or a version of “psychorrhax,” to be translated as soul-
or spirit- or mind-bender.,

The sixteenth-century English way of saying Algiers.

Footnoted [226] in The Arden Shakespeare — The Tempest: “Debate
over the ‘one thing’ has flourished. Charles Lamb quoted John Ogilvy’s
Accurate Description of Africa (1670) to argue that Shakespeare was
drawing on the legend of an Algerian witch who saved the city when it
was besieged by Charles V’s navy in 1541; she put a curse on the fleet,
raising a furious storm that drove the ships away.” See Charles Lamb,
Critical Essays, or Evangeline M. O’Connor, Who's Who and What’s
What in Shakespeare, for a detailed narration. In that story the witch
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26.

27.

28.

29.

is not named. Whether she was named Sycorax by the playwright is an
open question. Strangely, in any case, this event is not explai.ned in the
play, and rare is the scholar, let alone audience, who has indicated any
interest in it. _ ‘
Caliban, m. mena de paria de los llegendes escoceses, Diccionari
Enciclopedia de la Llengua Caralonia, Vol. 1 (1930), p. 509. Barl::f:lona,
Salvat Editores, S.A.: mena: kind or sort; paria: an outcast, a pariah.
Gran Diccionari de la Llengua Catalana, Enciclopedia Catalana, S.A.,
Barcelona, 1997, ‘

In that there were no dictionaries in those days, there was no unifor-
mity in spelling. All sorts of words were spelled in different ways, with
writers taking a stab at spelling how things sounded.

The joke might sound something like this to modern ears: “IYou'woke
me up at midnight to go get moonshine from those darn stills in the

Bermoothes!”
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EPILOGUE

s we have seen in the foregoing chapters of this book,
the “imaginary” settings for the ten Italian Plays of
Shakespeare have presented both specific, and strik-
ingly accurate, details about that country, as a result
of dedicated sojourns within it by the playwright. The author’s jour-
neys took him from its Alpine slopes to the toe of its peninsula, across
the length and breadth of its great island of Sicily, and included sail-
ing trips on both the adjoining Adriatic and Tyrrhenian Seas. For the
last four hundred years, nearly all of the playwright’s descriptions of
Italy’s places and treasures have either gone unrecognized as being
true, or have been dismissed as mistaken.
In researching and writing this book, it has been my goal to re-
visit these orthodox beliefs, and contrast them for their accuracy with
the actual words of the English playwright.



