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Abstract: The Adriatic is a homogeneous sea as far as its 

form is concerned, and at the same time a complex one 

when its cultural stratifications are considered, stratifications 

particularly evident along the eastern littoral, a border zone 

between civilization models, between Western and Eastern 

Europe, Central Europe and the Mediterranean. The Adriatic 

as a region does not have a common historiography, there is 

not a single version of its past accepted by all the nations that 

make part of it. Recent trans‑frontier policies impose a new 

political vision of the Adriatic, a regionalization of this sea. 

This tendency will have, sooner or later, a cultural implication, 

involving the way we look at the Adriatic past.

Keywords: The Adriatic Sea; History and Historiography; 

Transnational History.

The Adriatic shares a central position in the Mediterranean with 

Italy and it is one of the characteristic faces of Mediterranean Europe. 

It was the South for anyone crossing the Alps and the Latin West 
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for those landing in Puglia from the Byzantine and then Ottoman 

Levant. The Adriatic could be a conceptual tool for a transnational 

approach to study and research the past of a sea. The sea has 

the advantage in narrational terms that it escapes the ideological 

straitjackets inherent in nation state categories. The Adriatic is a 

closed sea, a sea of passage, a frontier between East and West. It 

is a minor Mediterranean (Anselmi, 1991: 13‑36; Cabanes, 2001: 

7‑26)34. A zone where multiple borders of political, cultural, religious 

and finally national nature have for centuries been interlaced and 

overlapped. The Adriatic is a homogeneous sea as far as its form is 

concerned, and at the same time a complex one when its cultural 

stratifications are considered, stratifications particularly evident 

along the eastern shore of the sea, a border zone between people, 

languages, civilization models, but also a border zone between 

Western and Eastern Europe, between Central Europe and the 

Mediterranean (Sivignon, 2001, 13‑22)35.

In the Mediterranean context the Adriatic has always had a 

very pronounced individuality.36 From 15th to 19th  century the 

Mediterranean sea was roughly considered as the whole of three 

maritime units‑regions, divided by an imaginary line placed between 

Tunisia, eastern Sicily, Salento (Apulia) and the Ionian Islands: 

the region to the west of such line was known as the Western 

Mediterranean, the one to the east the Eastern Mediterranean or the 

Levant, and the Adriatic sea to the north of the line, the most inland 

34 See also: Turri, 1999; 2000; Turri, Zumiani, 2001. Meanings of the Adriatic: 
Matvejević, 1995; Falaschini, Graciotti, Sconocchia; Fiori, 2005; Cocco, Minardi, 
2007. 

35 See also: Kayser, 1996; Bosetti, 2006. 
36 The Mediterranean as a historical region: Carpentier, 1998; Horden, 2000; 

Marino, 2002; Morris, 2003; Abulafia, 2003; Harris, 2005; Tabak, 2008; Abulafia, 2011. 
See also: Barbero, 2006‑2010. Cultural meanings of the Mediterranean: Matvejević, 
1999; Chambers, 2008; Cassano, 2011. The sea as cultural and historical topic: Peron, 
Rieucau, 1996; Bentley, Bridenthal, Wigen, 2007; Klein, Mackenthun, 2004; Corbin, 
Richard, 2004; Frascani, 2008.
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regarding Europe (Braudel, 1966: 7‑145). Since the 19th century, this 

particular significance and central role of the Adriatic has been 

decreasing. Today the Adriatic is divided among six states: Italy, 

Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia‑Herzegovina, Montenegro and Albania. That 

number would be seven if we also count Greece, considering that 

northern part of the island of Corfu is bathed by the Adriatic. It is 

notable that the Western Mediterranean includes six states, while the 

Eastern Mediterranean is shared by ten states (Lacoste, 2006).

The Adriatic does not have a common historiography, there is 

not a single version of its past accepted by all the nations that make 

part of it. Instead of that there are various, sometimes conflicting, 

national historical visions that reflect current political situation.37 

As if the national states possessed the sovereignty on the past of 

the Adriatic territories pertaining to them. This vision of the past is 

communicated under nationalistic rules of interpretation. According 

to such theories, the long‑lasting Venetian or Ottoman domination 

is represented as an occupation and an economic exploitation of 

the populations on either side of the Adriatic that have created 

today’s nations in the region (Novak, 1962: 39‑107)38. Generally, 

the foreign political factor is introduced as dominating owner or 

landlord, a recurrent topos in the historiography of the Eastern 

Adriatic as is also often found in the rest of South‑East Europe. 

The foreign dominations are those represented by the Hungarian 

kingdom, Venice, the Habsburg and the Ottoman empire, but also 

by fascist Italy. These historical entities have developed and imposed 

imperial systems in order to control the regions situated next to the 

Adriatic, the Alps and the Danube, dominating the western Balkans; 

such systems were almost always considered as imperialistic entities 

37 As examples of conflicting visions of the adriatic past, see: Cassi, 1915; Randi, 
1914; Tamaro, 1918‑19 ; Novak, 1932; Novak, 1962. 

38 See also: Graciotti, 2001. 
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judged by the 19th  century way of thinking. Needless to say how 

such prejudiced interpretations limit access to primary historical 

sources and complicate the collaboration among historiographies.

The history of the Adriatic sea therefore pays tribute to national 

histories. But national histories are not the only ones. The historian 

who wants to write a synthesis of the Adriatic history must bear in 

mind at least a dozen regional histories and tens of local histories of 

towns, islands, villages, sanctuaries39. Seen from the minimal local 

or regional perspective, the Adriatic appears as a protagonist, not 

as a background of national events. In this way one may discover 

ancient trade between the sea coasts, migratory flows of various 

population groups40.

After all, the Adriatic reveals itself as a sea‑region; its history 

is a regional one in which we find the sum of past of the regions 

facing it: Apulia, Abruzzi and Molise, the Marche, Romagna, Ferrara, 

the Venetian lagoon, the Karst Plateau with Trieste, Istria, Dalmatia, 

the Croatian shoreline and the ancient Croatia, the Bay of Kotor, 

today’s Montenegrin coast till the Drim river, the Albanian coasts 

and Corfu, considered the entrance key to the Adriatic. In order to 

encompass such plurality of histories it is necessary to start from the 

interpretation model elaborated by Fernand Braudel, the one that 

still remains unequalled (1977, 1978). The Adriatic, like all seas, is 

formed: (a) by a “liquid space” or “liquid plain” (Braudel’s terms), 

in which in time we measure routes, traffic of goods, coastal trade, 

exploitation of the resources, fishing activities, political and military 

control, maritime sovereignty; (b) by the coast, or better to say within 

whole coastal regional systems, a sort of membrane that represents 

39 See, for example: Anselmi, 1988.
40 For what concerns historical contacts between two littorals, we have a 

conspicous bibliography: Palumbo, 1973; Di Vittorio, 1981; Branca, Graciotti, 1983; 
Palumbo, 1989; Graciotti, 1992; Graciotti, Massa, Pirani, 1993; Braccesi, Graciotti, 
1999; Graciotti, 2009; Bruni, Maltezou, 2011.
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the marine front when coming from inland and the terrestrial front 

when approaching from the sea, almost everywhere and always 

populated habitat, at least with minimal settlements; (c) by a wide 

surrounding area: as the great Mediterranean (Braudel), there also 

existed through the centuries a great Adriatic, in a way a crown of 

inland regions closely related to the sea; an extended area, having 

not easily detected precise borders since they could be placed some 

40‑50 kilometres from the coast, but could also include places like 

Benevento, Bologna, Padua, Lubiana, Sarajevo.

The Adriatic has its time, inside its “long durée”. There are 

some fundamental aspects that characterize it, there are similarities 

and specificities compared to the rest of the Mediterranean. Like 

elsewhere, the urban system has been defined in the Roman age, 

between the 1st century BC and the 5th century AD, with the 

foundation and the development of cities in Apulia and on the 

eastern coast, from Aquileia to Apollonia (near Valona) (Cabanes, 

2001: 23‑106). The disposition of these centres, their connections 

with islands and inlands, the formation of zones of influence, of 

countrysides (contadi) and then of the regions, as well as the net of 

roads into the continent, are all aspects that influenced the Adriatic 

history all the way to the present Brogiolo, Delogu, 2005).

In the 6th century the Byzantine age begins. Byzantium had 

the control of the western Adriatic coast (one thinks of Ravenna 

and Romagna) till the 8th century, while Venice, Dalmatia and 

what will become the Albanian coasts made part of the Byzantine 

Commonwealth till the 11th‑12th centuries. The territorial and 

maritime arch developed between Venice, Dalmatia and the Levant 

was in conflict with the inland where the Lombards and the Slavs had 

been settled. From an inner sea, the Adriatic turned into a border 

sea between Byzantium and the new populations. During this phase 

the Adriatic maritime routes strengthened along the south‑east/north

‑west axis; the eastern Adriatic became communication link between 
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Byzantium and the Ravenna exarchate and then with the Venetian 

(Ducellier, 2001: 107‑312). Venice‑Rialto became the inheritor of the 

Byzantine maritime system. Remnants of the Byzantine tradition are to 

be found in the Serb and Greek religious confession along the coastline 

and the inland of south‑eastern Adriatic, but there also belongs 

the city of Venice, especially its most ancient sight (Saint Marco).

Venice imposed its authority, but not yet its sovereignty, over 

Dalmatia in the year 1000. The first crusades brought the Adriatic 

sea in the focus of communication between West and East; not 

only Venice‑Dalmatia but also the cities of Apulia had a remarkable 

development from the 12th century onwards. While the western coast 

of the sea with the exception of Apulia, due to technical‑maritime 

reasons remained relatively passive to the economic and political 

transformations, the political role of the Ecclesiastical Church 

remained also marginal, but Venice developed along the oriental 

coast its economic, political and cultural space, in particular after the 

forth crusade of 1202‑1204 (Ortalli, Ravegnani, Schreiner, 2006). 

The control of the Eastern Adriatic was fundamental to the aims 

of the political and economic dominion that Venice formed in the 

Levant between 13th and 15th century (Doumerc, 2001: 201‑312). 

Its geo‑strategic dominance in the entire Adriatic became a reality 

with its sovereignty over Dalmatia, 1204‑1358 and 1409‑1707, over 

Istria 1267/1420‑1797 and Ionian Islands, 1386‑1797. The Adriatic 

became in effect “the Gulf of Venice” (Hocquet, 2006; Judde de 

Lariviere, 2008). The Venetian hegemony was nonetheless constantly 

questionable. The first antagonist of Venice was Hungary, between 

1102 and 1409. Genoa, the rival in the Levant and in the Black Sea, 

did not hesitate to attack the “Most‑serene” Republic in the heart of 

its gulf, besieging certain lagoons (Krekić, 1997: 43‑65). Then came 

the turn of the Habsburgs between 16th and 18th century. Venice 

clashed twice with the Habsburgs, in 1508‑1516 and in 1615‑1618; no 

other wars ensued only because both rivals were threatened by the 
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Ottomans. Much more complex was the relationship between Venice 

and the Ottomans. Venice fought seven wars against the Sublime 

Porte between 1469 and 1718, but in the meantime it managed to 

acheive long periods of peace, 1573‑1645 and 1718‑1797 (Ivetic, 2011: 

63‑72). After all, the Ottomans were less dangerous neighbours than 

the Habsburgs who tried on more occasions to tilt militarily and 

economically the Adriatic hegemony of Venice (Chaline, 2001: 313

‑505). On the other hand, the Ottomans had politically united the 

Levant under their empire, becoming a sole opponent in numerous 

markets. The role of the kingdom of Naples in the Adriatic context 

remained marginal from 16th to 18th century; nevertheless, the role 

of Apulia was that of being a commercial bridge towards the Levant. 

The republic of Ragusa completed the political picture, being a small 

Venice and, together with the Venetian Dalmatia, the interface of 

the West on the Balkan shores.

From 15th to 18th century the Adriatic became in all aspects a 

region where various civilizations coexisted. Apart from being a 

shoreline‑border between Catholicism and Orthodoxy, the Eastern 

Adriatic became the westernmost zone where Ottoman Islam held 

coasts of Dalmatia and Albania, beginning from the 16thcentury 

(Ortalli, Schmitt, 2009). Today this aspect is often underestimated. The 

historical continuity of Islam in the Adriatic is also underestimated. 

Nevertheless, the Adriatic basin, at least judging by Venetian 

dominions and the Italian shore, was culturally homogeneous area 

during the 17th and 18th century, especially from the point of view 

of literature and arts circulation41. In 1797 the Venetian Republic 

collapsed with the arrival of the Napoleonic troops, so the Habsburgs 

became for several years a dominating force in the Adriatic (Ivetic, 

2011: 23‑38). The French return in the years 1805‑1813 brought 

the end of the republic of Ragusa, the creation of the kingdom of 

41 See: Zorić, 1989; Branca, Graciotti, 1983; Graciotti, 1992.
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Italy and, in 1809‑1813, the birth of the Illyric Provinces, a piece 

of metropolitan France on the Adriatic coast. The Restoration gave 

back to the Habsburgs both direct and indirect dominion over the 

Adriatic. The 19th century was a century of modernity and of the 

rise of national communities (Chaline, 2001: 430‑505. Above all, the 

eastern coast witnessed the contrast between rises of the Croatian 

and the Italian national feeling (Clewing, 2001). Italy’s unification 

in fact provoked a sharp political division in the Adriatic. Beyond 

Italy, Austria (Austria‑Hungary from 1867) and the Ottoman empire 

recognised in 1878 the princedom of Montenegro as a coastal state. 

In 1913, as a result of the Balkan wars, the Ottoman sovereignty 

came to an end (1479‑1913) leaving place to Albania. Although the 

sea was a place in which the rival Italian and Austrian naval forces 

collided, the economic contacts between the two coasts remained 

very much in effect till 1945.

In 1918 Yugoslavia succeeded Austria‑Hungary and the Montenegro 

on the eastern bank. The tensions between this new state and Italy 

never ended, partly because imperialist aspirations of fascist Italy 

wanted to materialise in the Adriatic and the Eastern Mediterranean 

(Sivignon, 2001: 507‑587). With the occupation of Albania in 1939 and 

with the occupation of the Yugoslavia in 1941, Mussolini made the 

Adriatic an “Italian lake” (Rodogno, 2002). That was an experiment 

that collapsed in September 1943, allowing the German Reich to 

show off in the form of the Adriatische Kustenland on this sea, and 

therefore in the Mediterranean.

In 1945 Yugoslavia rose again, now popular, socialist and 

federalist, and the Adriatic became the dividing line between Western 

Europe and Eastern Europe, although Tito, the Yugoslav leader, had 

left the Soviet block in 1948. Enver Hoxa’s Albania experienced 

one of the most oppressive communist regimes, passing from the 

patronage of Moscow to the one of China, suffered the most complete 

isolation in comparison with the adjacent countries. The fall of 
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the socialist regimes in Yugoslavia and Albania, the end of the 

Yugoslavian federation in 1991, opened a new phase in which the 

Adriatic became the boundary between the united Europe and the 

troubled zone of the western Balkans. The war in Europe reached 

again Adriatic coast in 1991 and 1995, during the Yugoslav conflicts.

A definite change came into effect only in 2004 and 2013. Beside 

Italy, Slovenia and Croatia entered the European Union as member

‑states. In 2006 the Euro‑region of the Adriatic was constituted 

as a trans‑boundary entity aimed at developing relations among 

regions that share waters of this sea. In a way, those trans‑frontier 

policies, for example in the InterReg projects of the European Union, 

impose a new political and cultural vision of the Adriatic, a kind of 

regionalization of this sea42.

A common history is revealed to have a central role. The Adriatic 

past ‑ the Roman heritage, the Orthodox and Byzantine heritage, the 

Venetian civilization, the Ottoman civilization, the Habsburg world, 

the age of nation‑building and of national contrasts – nowadays 

turns into a different value, becomes a transnational heritage shared 

between Adriatic littorals. The transnational historical dimension is 

considered a tool for overcoming the “centre‑suburb” logic imposed 

by the national political and cultural perspective, a logic that has 

reduced the Adriatic parts to a tourist periphery. In a different way, 

the sense of cross‑national Adriatic belonging, a model proclaimed 

recently within local political environments, appears as the alternative 

for the future of this sea‑region in order to overcome its peripherical 

character.

After all, the Adriatic as a boundary and in trans‑boundary 

context constitutes a “historical object”, a European historical area, 

42 See: Botta, Capriati, 2003; Botta, Garzia, Guaragnella, 2007 ; Bucarelli, Monzali 
2009  ; Botta, Scianatico, 2010  ; Trinchese, Caccamo, 2011; Canullo, Chiapparino, 
Cingolani, 2011. See also: Pécout, 2004. 
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and represents in itself a transnational heritage for nations that could 

find their own territorial and cultural border in it43.
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