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Per poter capire questi nuovi ecosistemi-forti, bisogna compiere un passo indietro 
allargando la visione e prendendo consapevolezza delle loro singole storie, che spesso 
non si limitano alle vicende legate alla Grande Guerra o alle generiche caratteristiche che 
originariamente li accomunavano, ma che nascono invece da biografie che non accettano
limiti geografici, che richiamano storie di crescita e di scomparse, incorniciano frammenti 
che raccontano il depositarsi del tempo e che a volte si rendono evidenti, altre volte più 
celati. Si rende quindi necessario scomporre e smontare alcuni preconcetti allargando la 
visione retroattiva, locale e specialistica – spesso esclusivamente storico-militare – che 
abbiamo ereditato rispetto alla Prima Guerra Mondiale e alle strutture dislocate lungo le 
linee alpine del fronte, prima di poter interpretare questi forti come un sistema ibrido e 
complesso. Nonostante le credenze, la nascita del sistema fortificato trentino non fu 
tanto con fini di offesa ma di difesa, e le strutture che oggi ricadono sotto la definizione 
generica di “forte” comprendono in realtà un catalogo disomogeneo per età, materiale, 
dimensione, esibizione e stato attuale. L’epica legata a questi manufatti prende spesso 
vita più delle loro biografie naturali, riempiendo le memorie, i ricordi e arrivando fino a 
noi, ma questo immaginario comune non trova sempre conferma nella realtà dei fatti. 
Molte delle strutture fortificate non hanno mai nemmeno combattuto: alcune hanno 
visto nascere il conflitto da lontano, altre sono state abbandonate perché ormai anti-
quate e già inadeguate allo scoppio della Guerra, altre ancora sono state danneggiate 
dai propri abitanti per non farle cadere in mano nemica, o sono state successivamente 
depredate per il recupero di materiali ferrosi e poi dimenticate. Un dibattito spontaneo 
nasce nel momento in cui si guarda o si pensa ad un paesaggio di guerra e alla capacità 
evocativa che lo accompagna: se quello stesso luogo non fosse stato segnato da un 

Fig. 2:
Forte Valmorbia e 
Forte Cherle dalla 
serie “Come se non ci 
fosse mai stato”

Fig. 2:
Valmorbia Fort and 
Cherle Fort from the 
series “Come se non ci 
fosse mai stato [As if it 
had never been there]”
© Paesaggi Forti 2022
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While, in the case of the Vallo Alpino, most of the bunkers are hidden underground, going 
a few kilometres into the territory of Trentino reveals how the fortified system there, which 
dates back to the Great War, is an ideal case study for deepening and developing our 
hypothesis. These structures exist halfway between the inside and the outside, between 
the rock and the landscape, and have over the last hundred years been subjected to a 
series of modifications and re-appropriations by the land and its inhabitants, both 
human and non-human. It was this new vision and awareness that saw the foundation 
of PaesaggiForti in 2019: a cultural project aimed at constructing and restoring a current 
territorial imagination – located in the present day – for the Austro-Hungarian forts of 
the First World War in Trentino, thus providing an alternative yet not exclusive point of 
view that could enrich the contemporary debate on these landscapes with a vision that 
was no longer exclusively historical, but also took account of both the ecosystem and 
the territory. This narrative was realised in a collective research project that then took 
shape in three monographic exhibitions (fig. 1) – Spazio Klien, Forte di Cadine, Gallerie 
di Piedicastello – that were developed over the summer and autumn of 2022 in a cycle 
of six public presentations, a round table discussion at the 2022 Trento Film Festival, 
during a scientific conference at ETH Zurich and, finally, in a series of publications: in 
Moreness, A_architettitrento and in Marc Wilson’s monograph Remnants. 

In order to understand these new ecosystem-forts, we need to take a step backwards 
to broaden our vision and become aware of their individual histories, which are often 
not limited to the events linked to the Great War or to the generic characteristics that 
they originally had in common, but instead arise from biographies that do not accept 
geographical limits, that recall stories of growth and disappearances, framing fragments 
that tell the story of the passing of time and that sometimes become evident, at other 
times more concealed. It is therefore necessary to break down and dismantle certain 
preconceptions by broadening the retroactive, local and specialised vision (often exclu-
sively military-historical in nature) that we have inherited with regard to the First World 
War and the structures located along the Alpine front lines before we can interpret 
these forts as a hybrid and complex system. Despite popular belief, the Trentino fortified 
system was developed more for defensive than offensive purposes, while the structures 
that are today generically defined as “forts” actually make up a catalogue that is uneven 
in terms of age, material, size, display and current state. The epic that surrounds these 
artefacts often comes to life more than their actual biographies, filling memories, recol-
lections and coming down to us, but this common imagination is not always confirmed 
by the facts. Many of the fortified structures never saw fighting: some witnessed the 
conflict from afar, others were abandoned because they were outdated and already 
inadequate at the outbreak of war, others were damaged by their own occupants to 
keep them from falling into enemy hands or were later plundered for ferrous materials 
and then forgotten. A spontaneous debate occurs when looking at or thinking about a 
wartime landscape and the evocative capacity that accompanies it: if that same place 
had not been marked by such a tragic event (fig. 2), would it still have the same emo-
tional impact that it has on today’s observer? Or, conversely, if the military architecture 
that we have come to know and associate with a place and with events was moved to 
another context or was associated with new architectural objectives (fig. 3), would it 
communicate the same intentions? Confronting these questions and beginning to 
develop these theoretical operations of genius disloci 1, of estrangement, meant our 
undertaking a reflection that was potentially capable of stimulating new perspectives 
and opening up new ways of looking. 

1 Valerio Recchioni, Collages di architettura
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evento così tragico (fig. 2), avrebbe lo stesso impatto emotivo che ha oggi sul suo osser-
vatore? O al contrario, se l’architettura militare che abbiamo imparato a conoscere ed 
associare a un luogo e a degli eventi venisse spostata in altri contesti o venisse associata 
a nuove intenzionalità architettoniche (fig.  3), comunicherebbe le stesse intenzioni? 
 Confrontarsi con questi interrogativi e iniziare a sviluppare queste operazioni teoriche 
di genius disloci 1, di straniamento, ha significato per noi intraprendere una riflessione 
che fosse potenzialmente capace di stimolare nuove prospettive e indirizzare nuovi 
sguardi. 

Ciascuna biografia del singolo forte inizia in circostanze più o meno analoghe, per poi 
iniziare una lenta evoluzione soggettiva e indipendente, dove il precario equilibrio iniziale 
tra ospite e ospitante, tra manufatto e contesto, si trasforma con il passare degli anni. Ai 
soldati, che in tempo di guerra non avevano certo potuto sentirsi più di tanto accolti 
in dimore del genere, hanno iniziato a sostituirsi ed alternarsi ospiti più naturali e colo-
nizzatori gentili. Ciò che prima era stato sottratto ed estirpato per poter far spazio alle 
nuove architetture ha iniziato a riprendere il suo posto: strutture imposte brutalmente sul 
territorio sono divenute nel tempo esempi di coabitazione, di dialogo, di orizzontalità 
e  vitale relazione tra specie, tanto da rendere difficoltoso oggi definire dove termina 
l’elemento naturale e dove inizia il manufatto artificiale. Nel catalogo materico dell’intero 
sistema fortificato trentino che abbiamo prodotto per fini espositivi, la pietra autoctona 
spesso si riesce a distinguere a malapena dal materiale “artificiale“, e persino il calce-
struzzo armato, poroso ed esposto a più di un secolo di intemperie, è diventato terreno 
per specie autoctone tanto da diventare parte integrante del luogo. Queste continue 
evoluzioni e co-evoluzioni richiamano alla mente una serie di approcci e tematiche estre-
mamente attuali, e in particolare quelle sviluppate all’interno delle posthuman perspecti-
ves2 ci offrono un nuovo paradigma per l’interpretazione delle strutture fortificate. 

Esiste poi un attore che viene spesso dimenticato nel racconto di questi contesti di 
archeologia militare e che abbiamo invece scelto di riportare al centro nel nostro pro-
getto di ricerca: il paesaggio. Come racconta Diego Leoni3, le montagne trentine sono 
state cantiere – il campo da gioco dell’Europa – a cielo aperto su cui l’uomo non si è 
risparmiato: artificializzate, attrezzate, incise e svuotate per la creazione di nuove pareti 
e coperture, su cui la terra veniva sottratta e il verde veniva bruciato, dove l’essere 
umano ha imparato a sopravvivere e ad impadronirsi del territorio conteso, senza mai 
arrivare a definire un vincitore e un vinto e soggette a una inesauribile forza evolutrice. Il 
paesaggio alpino ha subito una forte impronta artificiale sotto la spinta della Grande 
Guerra, ma, non appena abbandonati, i suoi nuovi abitanti di calcestruzzo hanno iniziato 
a subire quello che tradizionalmente viene definito come processo di ruderizzazione, ma 
che sotto un’altra chiave di lettura può essere invece letto in termini di forza [ri]creatrice. 
In questo senso, le strutture che sono state finora catalogate sotto la definizione di rovi-
na-rudere si caricano di una nuova possibilità di lettura: prototipi di un ecosistema futuro 
fondati su un movimento di co-progettazione costante e continuo. Così facendo questi 
nuovi oggetti-cyborg, che da oggetti passivi vengono così elevati a soggetti attivi, non 
assistono più, immobili, al passare delle gioie, delle tristezze e delle morti, ma imparano 
la grande lezione delle cose che passano4 senza porre fine alla loro narrazione. Questo 

1 Valerio Recchioni, Collages di architettura
2 Ethan Miller, J.K. Gibson-Graham, (2019) Thinking with interdependence: from economy/environment 

to ecological livelihoods. In: Bennett, J. and Zournazi M. (eds.) Thinking in the World. New York, 
Bloomsbury, pp. 313 - 339

3 Diego Leoni, La guerra verticale, Uomini, animali e macchine sul fronte di montagna 1915 -1918, ET 
Storia, 2015

4 Marguerite Yourcenar, Il tempo, grande scultore, Einaudi, 1985, p. 192
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Each individual fort’s biography begins in more or less similar circumstances, then 
begins a slow, subjective and independent evolution, where the initial precarious balance 
between host and guest, between artefact and context, is transformed over the years. 
Soldiers, who in wartime were certainly not able to feel welcome in such dwellings, 
began to be replaced and to alternate with more natural hosts and kinder colonisers. 
What had previously been removed and uprooted so as to make room for new architec-
ture began to take its place again: structures brutally imposed on the land over time 
became examples of cohabitation, dialogue, horizontality and vital relations between 
species – so much so that, today, it is difficult to tell where the natural ends and the 
artificial begins. In the material catalogue of the entire Trentino fortified system that 
we have produced for exhibition purposes, the native stone can often hardly be distin-
guished from the “artificial” material, and even the reinforced concrete, porous and 
exposed to more than a century of weathering, has become a breeding ground for 
indigenous species to the extent that it is now an integral part of the place. These con-
tinuous evolutions and co-evolutions call to mind a number of extremely topical 
approaches and issues, with those developed within the posthuman perspectives2 in 
particular offering us a new paradigm for the interpretation of fortified structures. 

There is also one actor that is often forgotten in the narrative of these contexts of 
military archaeology, one that we have instead chosen to place at the centre in our 
research project: the landscape. As related by Diego Leoni3, the mountains of Trentino 
have been a construction site – Europe’s playground – under the open sky, where man 
has not spared himself: artificially created, furnished, incised and emptied to create new 
walls and roofs, from which land was removed and greenery burnt, where human 

2 Ethan Miller, J.K. Gibson-Graham, (2019) Thinking with interdependence: from economy/environment 
to ecological livelihoods. In: Bennett, J. and Zournazi M. (eds.) Thinking in the World. New York, 
Bloomsbury, pp. 313 - 339

3 Diego Leoni, La guerra verticale, Uomini, animali e macchine sul fronte di montagna 1915 – 1918, ET 
Storia, 2015

Fig. 3:
Progetto su immagine 
di Marc Wilson

Fig. 3:
Design based on an 
image by Marc Wilson
© Beniamino Servino 2022
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carattere dinamico della rovina richiama quindi la necessità di un nuovo sguardo o forse 
di uno sguardo invertito: soggetti-oggetti figli della geografia politica che possono 
invece essere oggi interpretati in relazione alla dimensione fisica e di paesaggio. 

Potrebbe nascere naturale a questo punto una considerazione sui processi di evolu-
zione e sulla personalità del nuovo soggetto che viene prodotto, ponendosi il problema 
di come distinguere in un’unica entità la presenza di due componenti, come quella arti-
ficiale e naturale, in origine così diverse. Come si può arrivare a definire il limite tra il 
cambiamento che fa smarrire l’identità e quello che permette di mantenerla?5 Quando si 
parla di archeologia militare, sembra semplice pensare a una distinzione univoca tra ciò 
che è l’architettura e ciò che invece gli sta intorno, due presenze nette e distinte; al 
 contrario, quando il tempo permette alla natura di [ri]appropriarsi di ciò che l’uomo 
abbandona, allora quella distinzione si rende sottile e impercettibile, e inizia una lenta 
metamorfosi. A distanza di più di cento anni dallo scoppio della Grande Guerra, l’evolu-
zione e lo sviluppo dei forti ha comportato processi di modifica tanto interiori quanto 
esteriori: a seguito di questo cambiamento, possiamo ancora definire solo come “forte” 
ciò che vediamo? Come il paradosso della nave di Teseo, ci si domanda se le cose con-
servino la propria essenza anche se, in effetti, le loro parti si modifichino. Può un forte 
militare che ha perso la sua originale forma o alcune delle sue parti, avere oggi una sua 
identità anche senza necessariamente ricorrere a una visione “com’era-dov’era”? Al pari 
dell’uomo, che evolve e si modifica cambiando tutte le sue cellule e i suoi organi senza 
però perdere la sua identità, i nuovi oggetti cyborg non si svuotano della loro stratifi-
cazione mutevole di segni, ma anzi evolvono abolendo ogni distinzione tra artificiale e 
naturale e accedendo a un capitolo successivo della loro narrazione, fondato su una 
trama multispecifica e queer. In questo processo di ormai completo annullamento di 
distinzione e preconcetti e in assenza di mano umana, il paesaggio si è infatti riappro-
priato di ciò che l’artificiale gli aveva sottratto, senza fretta e sottostando alle leggi del 
tempo, annullando la distinzione tra ospite e ospitante e arrivando a un equilibrio di 
co-esistenza in continua evoluzione.

5 Kurt Lewin, Tempo e identità, Quodlibet, 2020

Fig. 4:
Modello dalla serie 
“Soft landscapes”

Fig. 4:
Model from the series 
“Soft landscapes”
© Cristina Gallizioli 2022
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beings learned to survive and take possession of the disputed territory without ever 
managing to define victor and vanquished, and all subject to an inexhaustible evolution-
ary force. The Great War left a significant artificial impression on the Alpine landscape 
but, once abandoned, its new concrete inhabitants began to undergo what is tradition-
ally defined as a process of “ruinification”, but that under another interpretation can 
instead be read in terms of a [re]creative force. In this sense, the structures that have 
hitherto been categorised as “ruin-remains” acquire a new possibility of interpretation: 
as prototypes of a future ecosystem based upon a constant and continuous movement 
of co-design. In doing so, these new cyborg-objects, which are thus elevated from pas-
sive objects to active subjects, no longer watch, immobile, the passing of joys, sorrows 
and deaths, but instead learn the great lesson of things that pass4 without ending their 
narrative. This dynamic character of the ruin therefore recalls the need for a new way of 
looking, or perhaps an inverted way of looking: subject-objects born of the political 
geography that can now instead be interpreted in relation to the physical dimension and 
to the landscape. 

It might be natural at this point to consider the processes of evolution and the per-
sonality of the new subject that is produced, posing the problem of how to distinguish 
in one single entity the presence of two components, such as the artificial and the 
 natural, with such different origins. How can we define the boundary between the 
change that causes identity to be lost and the change that allows it to be maintained?5

When we speak of military archaeology, it seems easy to think of a univocal distinction 
between what is architecture and what on the other hand surrounds it, as two clear and 
distinct presences; on the contrary, when time allows nature to [re]appropriate what 
man has abandoned, this distinction becomes subtle and imperceptible and a slow met-
amorphosis begins. More than one hundred years after the outbreak of the Great War, 
the evolution and development of the forts has involved processes of change that are as 
much interior as exterior: as a consequence of this change, can we still only define what 
we see as “forts”? Like the paradox of the ship of Theseus, we wonder whether things 
can retain their essence even if their parts in fact change. Can a military fort that has lost 
its original form, or some of its parts, today retain its own identity even without neces-
sarily resorting to an “as-it-was, where-it-was” view? Just like man, who evolves and 
modifies himself by changing all his cells and organs yet without losing his identity, the 
new cyborg objects do not void themselves of their changeable stratification of signs, 
but rather evolve by abolishing any distinction between artificial and natural and access-
ing a next chapter of their narrative, based upon a multi-specific, queer plot. In this 
process of a now-complete annihilation of distinctions and preconceptions, and in 
the absence of any human hand, the landscape has in fact re-appropriated what the 
artificial had removed from it, unhurriedly and subject to the laws of time, annulling the 
distinction between host and guest and thus achieving an ever-evolving balance of 
co-existence.

We might wonder how it is possible to narrate in concrete terms such a complex and 
stratified identity without the various narratives wandering on parallel and independent 
courses or being scattered through inattention. The PaesaggiForti exhibition at the 
 Gallerie di Trento attempts to investigate the multiform character of the existing forts 
through a wide range of materials divided into five sections (geography, geology, space, 
habitat, perception) that range from a series of territorial models (fig. 4), i.e. graphic 
re-elaborations and satellite analyses, to a catalogue of the animal and plant species 

4 Marguerite Yourcenar, Il tempo, grande scultore [That Mighty Sculptor, Time], Einaudi, 1985, p. 192
5 Kurt Lewin, Tempo e identità [Time and identity], Quodlibet, 2020



CARL A COL Z AN I ,  MARCO FERR AR I |  PAESAGGI FORT I  – UN NUOVO  IMMAGINAR IO ECOLOGICO PER I  FORT I  TRENT IN I234

Viene da domandarsi come sia possibile raccontare concretamente una identità così 
complessa e stratificata senza che le diverse narrazioni vaghino su binari paralleli e indi-
pendenti o vadano invece disperse per disattenzione: all’interno della mostra Paesaggi-
Forti presso Le Gallerie di Trento abbiamo provato ad indagare questo carattere multi-
forme dei forti attuali attraverso una costellazione di materiali  – articolati in cinque 
sezioni (geografia, geologia, spazio, habitat, percezione) – e che andavano da una serie 
di modelli territoriali (fig. 4), a rielaborazioni grafiche e analisi satellitari, fino al catalogo 
delle specie animali e vegetali presenti nei forti e raccolte in un erbario e un bestiario 
(fig. 5). Un ulteriore strumento di racconto è stato costituito dal progetto fotografico a 
cura del fotografo britannico Marc Wilson, che non si è concentrato solo su una pura e 
asettica rappresentazione ma che è stato pensato come uno strumento di dialogo tra 
osservatore e osservato, ovvero il forte. Lo stesso fotogramma è in grado infatti di rac-
contare qualcosa di differente a seconda di chi lo osserva e a seconda dell’epoca in cui 
lo si osserva. Allo stesso modo lo stesso soggetto fotografato è in grado di comunicare 
sensazioni differenti senza che la sua essenza subisca alterazioni: un rudere fotografato 
in una giornata di pioggia o in una giornata buia non comunicherà allo stesso modo che 
sotto un cielo terso (fig. 6). 

Questa forma di genidentità6, prendendo in prestito la definizione di Kurt Lewin, che 
viene raccontata in una narrazione tanto silenziosa quanto chiara dall’aspetto attuale dei 
forti, è stata la chiave di lettura proposta dall’intero progetto, in cui le rovine militari si 
conservano nei cambiamenti, trasformandosi continuamente in enti ed eventi differenti 
e non restando congelati a un’unica immagine. La speranza è che questo lavoro posso 
contribuire a dimostrare che il sistema fortificato trentino – come altri sistemi analoghi – 
non si è fermato al termine della guerra, ma ha avuto una vita successiva ed è destinato 
ad avere un futuro, come stratificazione mutevole di segni e manufatti rimaneggiati ed 
interconnessi, attraverso cui la storia continua ad esprimere nuovi linguaggi.

6 ibid.

Fig. 5:
Erbario / Bestiario

Fig. 5:
Herbarium / Bestiary
© Paesaggi Forti 2022 / © Simone 
Carraro 2022
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present in the forts, now collected in a herbarium and bestiary (fig. 5). A further story-
telling tool was the photographic project by British photographer Marc Wilson that did 
not simply focus on a pure, aseptic representation but was conceived as a tool for dia-
logue between the observer and the observed, i.e. the fort. The same photogram can in 
fact to recount something different depending on the observer and the era in which it is 
observed. In the same way, the same photographic subject can communicate different 
sensations without its essence being altered: a ruin photographed on a dark or rainy day 
will not communicate in the same way as under a clear sky (fig. 6). 

This form of genidentity6, to borrow Kurt Lewin’s definition, which is told in a narra-
tive that is as silent as it is clear from the current appearance of the forts, was the key to 
the interpretation proposed by the entire project whereby the military ruins are pre-
served through change, continually being transformed into different entities and events 
and not remaining frozen in a single image. The hope is that this work can contribute to 
demonstrating that the fortified system in Trentino – like other, similar systems – did not 
merely stop at the end of the war, but led a subsequent life and is destined to have a 
future as a changeable stratification of reworked and interconnected signs and artefacts, 
one through which history continues to express new forms of language. 

6 ibid.

Fig. 6:
Forte Dosso del 
Sommo

Fig. 6:
Fort Dosso del Sommo
© Marc Wilson 2021
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Gennaro Postiglione

Ricezione del patrimonio 
 ideologicamente connotato.
Il Caso dell’Atlantikwall

La ricognizione compiuta sugli interventi di recupero e riuso, ma anche sullo stato di 
abbandono, di quell’immensa infrastruttura difensiva, realizzata dai Nazisti durante la 
Seconda Guerra mondiale, denominata Atlantikwall, evidenza come le numerose tracce 
e i tantissimi manufatti sparsi lungo le coste atlantiche dell’Europa costituiscano una 
presenza per certi versi ancora ingombrante (Winter 1995). Per la maggior parte mai 
entrato in funzione, il Vallo dell’Atlantico, con il suo carattere transnazionale dopo la 
sconfitta di Hitler diviene patrimonio nazionale degli otto stati che attraversa (Francia, 
Regno Unito/Channel Islands, Belgio, Olanda, Germania, Danimarca e Norvegia), ognuno 
dei quali ha assunto negli anni proprie politiche e pratiche di gestione. Si può però 
 affermare che, fino a tempi recenti, fatti salvi da una parte gli interventi di conservazione 
dell’uso militare di alcune strutture e dall’altra la musealizzazione di alcuni siti e di 
 par ticolare valore storico, non ci sia stata una grande attenzione verso il riuso e il 
 recupero di questo patrimonio militare dai caratteri così dolorosamente connotati. Una 
condizione che, col passare degli anni, si è modificata. Sono stati realizzati soprattutto 
interventi spontanei e diffusi, orientati al recupero speculativo delle volumetrie dei 
 bunker (stimolati per lo più dalla loro posizione strategica ma anche dalla impossibilità 
di qual siasi demolizione, eccessivamente onerosa per essere sostenibile), e – in misura 
molto contenuta – interventi di tipo museale, orientati alla salvaguardia e alla trasmis-
sione di alcune strutture di particolare valore collettivo per le comunità locali (Caruth 
1995). 

Solo negli ultimi quindici anni si è registrato un nuovo orientamento, dovuto sia alla 
dismissione militare avviatasi in Europa con la dissoluzione dell’Unione Sovietica, sia 
soprattutto alla consapevolezza crescente che gli ultimi testimoni di quelle vicende sareb-
bero in breve tempo scomparsi col rischio di far cadere nell’oblio le tante storie legate 
agli anni del conflitto. Con questo chiaro obiettivo, il recupero e il riuso di molte strutture 
appartenenti all’Atlantikwall è avvenuto, ed è ancora in corso, o convertendo gli edifici a 
museo o proponendo programmi funzionali più flessibili con una generale intenzione di 
riconciliazione e di elaborazione del trauma ad essi connesso. Ed è proprio in questi casi 
che si registrano le situazioni progettuali più interessanti, dove il confronto e le frizioni 
tra le memorie di una storia ancora viva e gli obiettivi dei nuovi programmi innesca e 
suggerisce modalità diverse di intervento; strategie che rendono le azioni progettuali sui 
patrimoni definiti dolorosi o difficili (Macdonald 2009) di particolare interesse non solo 
per la ricerca che si occupa di conservazione e recupero dell’esistente, ma anche per 
quella architettonica tout court. 
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Gennaro Postiglione

Reuses, salvages, and 
 musealizations of the Atlantikwall: 
a comparative survey 

The studies on the reuse and salvage interventions, as well as on the state of abandon-
ment of the Atlantikwall, the huge defence infrastructure built by the Nazis during World 
War II, testify how the many traces and the countless artefacts disseminated along the 
European Atlantic coasts represent a presence which is still somehow burdensome.1

Most of the Atlantikwall was actually never used, and, after Hitler’s defeat, due to its 
transnational character, it became the national heritage of the eight countries that are 
crossed by it (France, the United Kingdom/Channel islands, Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Germany, Denmark and Norway), each of which has implemented various policies and 
management practices. However, it is worth noting that, until recent times, apart from 
some interventions for the preservation of the military use of some of the structures and 
the musealization of some sites with a particular historical value, barely any attention 
had been paid to the reuse and salvage of such military heritage, which is so loaded 
with painful connotations. Nevertheless, the situation has changed over the years. Above 
all, spontaneous and diffused interventions have been carried out, mainly targeted at the 
speculative salvage of the bunkers’ volume layouts. This is mainly due to their strategic 
positions but also to the impossibility of demolishing them, as this would be excessively 
expensive. Moreover, some interventions have also been performed within the museum 
context, even if to a lesser extent. Such works are addressed to the safeguard and 
the transmission of some structures with a particular collective value for the local com-
munities.2

Just in the last fifteen years, a new trend has been observed. This is due both to the 
military closedown which started in Europe with the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 
and, above all, to the growing awareness about the fact that the last witnesses of those 
events would soon disappear, and this would probably mean that the many stories 
related to the years of the conflict would be forgotten. The salvage and reuse of many 
structures belonging to the Atlantikwall have been performed with this specific aim, 
either turning the buildings into a museum, or proposing more flexible functional 
 programmes with a general purpose of reconciliation and elaboration of the trauma 
connected to them. The most interesting design situations are observable within such 
contexts, where the confrontation and the frictions between the memories of a history 
that is still alive and the objectives of the new programmes trigger and suggest different 
modes of intervention. Such strategies make the design actions on those heritages 

1 Winter 1995.
2 Caruth 1995.
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Siracusa: LetteraVentidue, 
2013: 310 – 329.
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L’Atlantikwall1

Parte integrante della politica bellica del Terzo Reich, il sistema fortificato si inserisce nelle 
diverse attività di infrastrutturazione della costa atlantica sviluppate dai nazisti durante 
gli anni del conflitto. Solo a partire dal 19422 però, in concomitanza dello spostamento 
delle truppe tedesche sul fronte orientale nel teatro di guerra russo (Trevor-Roper 1965), 
l’Atlantikwall diventa di fatto una linea di difesa per contrastare l’eventuale temuto 
sbarco alleato3.

Questi i numeri della ciclopica impresa, per la maggior parte realizzata nel corso di 
due anni: circa 12.000 edifici (a fronte dei 15.000 previsti) che si sviluppano tra i Pirenei 
e Capo Nord, lungo circa 6000 km di costa, con una profondità media di penetrazione 
all’interno del territorio di almeno 5 km. Un immenso cantiere, perennemente in aggior-
namento, affidato all’Organizzazione Todt (OT)4 alla cui guida succede, dopo la morte di 
Fritz Todt, Albert Speer5 (Di Folco P., Guarino V. 2010).

La manodopera impiegata nel gigantesco programma edilizio dell’Atlantikwall pro-
viene in larga parte dalle imprese tedesche e dalle popolazioni delle nazioni occupate, 
chiamate a collaborare con l’OT attraverso delle comuni gare d’appalto, ma fa anche largo
ricorso a prigionieri e a deportati di differenti nazionalità6, costretti al lavoro forzato e 
trattenuti in appositi campi di concentramento realizzati in prossimità delle aree da for-
tificare7 (Prieur, J., 2010). 

Per produrre sistemi fortificati con la massima economia e con altrettanta rapidità 
d’esecuzione, i bunker dell’Atlantikwall sono realizzati seguendo un preciso catalogo di 
piante-tipo standardizzate raccolte in un unico manuale (Regelbauten), appositamente 
redatto dalla OT, indispensabile a rendere rapido e attuativo l’imponente programma 
di fortificazione (Bauprogramme), elaborato da Hitler e dai suoi più stretti collaboratori, 
che ha il compito di pianificare gli interventi difensivi lungo tutto litorale atlantico 
(Rolf, 1988).

1 L’Atlantikwall, letteralmente Vallo Atlantico, viene spesso tradotto erroneamente con Mur de l’Atlan tique 
nei testi francofoni e Atlantic Wall in quelli di lingua inglese: non si tratta infatti di un muro bensì di un 
vallo difensivo che non assume mai neppure idealmente la forma del muro.

2 Baricentro del sistema sono i “territori fortificati, ovvero quei luoghi suscettibili di costituire i punti 
di  sbarco principali del nemico”, in primo luogo dunque i grandi porti lungo la costa, come recita 
 l’estratto dalla direttiva di guerra n° 40 del 23 marzo 1942 che di fatto sancisce l’avvio della costruzione 
del vallo Atlantico.

3 Nel 1942 si aggiunge il Sudwall, la fortificazione della riva francese sul Mediterraneo.
4 Un’impresa paramilitare cui sono affidati tutti i lavori pubblici realizzati in Germania e nei territori occu-

pati, dalle autostrade del Reich fino a tutte le infrastrutture di guerra, e che nei paesi dell’Est parteci-
perà anche direttamente alle operazioni di sterminio.

5 Speer, nonostante fosse a capo della Organizzazone Todt, è in realtà poco implicato nella costruzione 
dell’Atlantikwall che delega a Xaver Dorsh, già capo ingegnere alla OT prima del suo arrivo.

6 Particolarmente duri sono i campi di lavoro nelle Channel Islands dove i deportati sono costretti a con-
dizioni di lavoro disumane e violente (Carr 2012). Sono soprattutto alcune categorie di prigionieri a 
essere impiegati nel lavoro forzato per l’OT: russi, polacchi e prigionieri politici spagnoli (Desquesnes, 
R. 2003).

7 Relativamente alla costruzione dell’Atlantikwall, la questione delle forme di collaborazionismo delle 
imprese come quella dello sfruttamento della manodopera coatta sono aspetti ancora molto dibattuti, 
che non trovano tutti gli studiosi allineati sulla stessa posizione.
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which are defined as painful or difficult3 particularly interesting not only for those 
researchers that deal with preservation and salvage of existing structures, but also with 
those investigating architecture per se. 

The Atlantikwall4

Being an integral part of the Third Reich military politics, the fortifications system of the 
Atlantikwall belongs to the various infrastructurization works developed by the Nazis 
along the Atlantic coast during the years of the war. However, it was only in 19425, 
when the German troops moved to the Eastern front  in the Russian theatre of war6

that the Atlantikwall became a real defence line to  face the potential and feared Allied 
landing.7

The colossal undertaking, which was mainly realized in two years, consists of the 
following: about 12,000 buildings (instead of the planned 15,000) which stretch 
between the Pyrenees and North Cape, along 6,000 km of coastline, with an average 
penetration depth within the territory of at least 5  km. A massive construction site, 
 perpetually revised, entrusted to the Todt Organization (OT)8 which, after the death of 
Fritz Todt, was led by Albert Speer.9

The workforce involved in the gigantic building plan of the Atlantikwall came mainly 
from German enterprises and from the populations of the occupied countries, called to 
cooperate with OT through some calls for competitive bids. However, OT also employed 
prisoners and deportees of various nationalities,10 forced to hard labour and kept in spe-
cific concentration camps built close to the areas to be fortified.11

As to produce fortification systems saving as much money as possible but with a fast 
execution time, the Atlantikwall bunkers were realized following a specific catalogue of 
standardized prototypes of designs. Such designs were collected in a manual (Regel-
bauten), specifically drawn up by OT, which was necessary to make the colossal fortifi-
cation plan (Bauprogramme) fast and effective. The plan had been developed by Hitler 
and his closest collaborators, and it aimed at planning the defensive interventions along 
the whole Atlantic coastline.12

3 Macdonald 2009.
4 The Atlantikwall, which literally means Fortification of the Atlantic, is often wrongly translated into 

French as Mur de l’Atlantique and into English as Atlantic Wall: it is not a wall, but a defensive forti-
fication which never takes the shape of a wall, not even ideally.

5 The focal point of the system is represented by the “fortified territories, that is, those places which 
might potentially be the main landing places for enemies”. First of all, thus, the big ports along the 
coast, as stated in the excerpt of  War Directive no. 40 of 23 March 1942, which ratified the beginning 
of the building of the Atlantikwall.

6 Trevor-Roper 1965.
7 In 1942 the Sudwall was added, that is, the fortification of the French coastline on the Mediterranean.
8 A paramilitary undertaking which was entrusted with all the public works realized in Germany and in 

the occupied territories, from the motorways of the Reich to all the military infrastructures, and which 
will be directly involved in all the extermination operations in the Eastern European countries.

9 Even though Speer was at the head of the Todt Organization, he was not really involved in constructing 
the Atlantikwall, as he entrusted Xaver  Dorsch with it, who was already chief engineer at OT before 
Speer started working there. See Di Folco, Guarino V. 2010.

10 Labour camps in the Channel Islands were particularly hard, as the deportees were forced to work in 
inhuman and violent conditions (Carr 2012). The prisoners who were mostly used by OT for hard labour 
work are Russians, Poles, and Spanish  political prisoners (Desquesnes, 2003).

11 As far as the construction of the Atlantikwall is concerned, the matter of the forms of collaboration on 
the part of undertakings and the matter of the exploitation of a forced workforce are still largely 
debated, and scholars still need to agree on those questions. See also Prieur 2010.

12 Rolf, 1988.
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Musealizzazioni recenti

Tra gli interventi di musealizzazione più recenti bisogna citare il progetto del centro 
di  documentazione sull’Atlantikwall di Hanstholm8, ad Hansted, nel Nord-est della 
 Danimarca, che comprende oltre a numerose batterie, due giganteschi cannoni in grado, 
insieme ad un terzo collocato a Møvik (nel Sud della Norvegia), di presidiare lo stretto di 
Skagerrak, unica porta di accesso al mar Baltico9. Con un con annesso spazio museale al 
chiuso e un ampio museo all’aperto, il Centro Museale di Hanstholm costituisce un 
esempio unico poiché il progetto assume un proprio e autonomo valore formale e archi-
tettonico.

Nel 1998 viene lanciato un concorso nazionale di architettura che lo studio CUBO 
Arkitekten di Aarhus si aggiudica. La soluzione proposta non interviene sulle strutture 
del gigantesco bunker Hanstholm II: i progettisti si limitano infatti ad accostarvi un corpo 
stretto e lungo che in parte riprende, oltre al materiale, alcuni motivi tipologici e insedia-
tivi degli stessi bunker (inserire foto modello). In sostanza, le due strutture dialogano a 
distanza, e non c’è un vero progetto di recupero delle strutture esistenti, quanto piutto-
sto un ampliamento destinato ad accogliere le nuove funzioni con l’obiettivo di tenere 
ben distinto il nuovo dall’esistente, facendo assumere al nuovo edificio il ruolo di grande 
vestibolo del cannone di Hanstholm II. 

Il progetto comprende, oltre ai circa 3.000 mq di spazi museali e di archivio, un arti-
colato percorso all’aperto che consente di muoversi per le decine di postazioni distribuite 
sull’area della fortezza: all’esterno però non sono state introdotte nuove strutture e il 
visitatore si muove tra quelle che erano le vecchie trincee (Andersen 2006) (inserire 
mappa area museale). 

8 http://www.museumscenterhanstholm.dk
9 Ciò che rende particolarmente significativo questo sito è la presenza di due strutture che ospitavano 

ciascuna un cannone di grande calibro: Hanstholm II per proiettili di calibro 380, e una potenza di 
fuoco superiore ai 50 km, in grado di chiudere completamente – grazie al bunker gemello costruito in 
Norvegia – lo stretto di Skagen, e Hanstholm I di calibro 170, necessario a controllare la costa più pros-
sima (Andersen, Rolf 2006).

Fig. 1:
Museo di Hanstholm 
Centro, progetto di 
CUBO Arkitekten 

Fig. 1:
Hanstholm Museum 
Centre, project by 
CUBO Arkitekten
© Museumscenter Hanstholm



GENNARO POST IGL IONE |  REUSES , SALVAGES, AND  MUSE AL IZ AT IONS OF THE ATL ANT IK WALL : A COMPAR AT IVE SURVEY 241

Recent musealizions

Among the most recent interventions of musealization it is worth mentioning the project 
by the Hanstholm Documentation Centre on the Atlantikwall,13 in Hansted, in the North-
East of Denmark, which includes gun batteries, two cannons – plus a third one located 
in Møvik (in  southern Norway) – capable of defending the strait of Skagerrak, the only 
access to the Baltic Sea.14 The Hanstholm Museum Centre has an indoor outbuilding 
museum space and a wide outdoor museum, and it represents a unique example as its 
project takes on its own formal and architectonic value. 

In 1998, a national architecture competition was announced, which was won by 
 studio CUBO Arkitekten in Aarhus. The proposed solution did not envision any interven-
tions on the buildings of the colossal bunker Hanstholm II: the designers, in fact, only 
put close to it a thin and long body which was made of the same material as the 
 bunkers, and partially recalled some of their typological and building patterns. Basically, 
the two structures dialogue at a distance. There is no real plan for the salvage of the 
existing structures, but rather an expansion aiming at performing the new functions 
with a view to keeping the new separate from the existing, and attributing to the new 
building the role of the vestibule of the cannon of Hanstholm II. 

Besides the approximately 3,000 square metres of museum and archive space, the 
project includes an outdoor articulated path which makes it possible to move along the 
dozens of posts spread over the area of the fortress. On the outside, however, no new 
structures have been introduced and visitors move along former trenches.15

The international competition “Carso 2014+” moved in the same direction, although 
it had more innovative features. The competition called for designs for an outdoor 
museum of the First World War on the Gorizian Carso. It was won by studio Burgi, 
whose designers developed the plan following a general strategy of re-appropriation of 
that landscape, which is so imbued with painful stories, making use of elements that are 
typical of military architecture. New trenches have been dug in the territory in order to 
build new exploration paths of the Carso landscape, just as some caverns have been 

13 http://www.museumscenterhanstholm.dk
14 This site is particularly meaningful because of the presence of two structures which house a large 

 calibre cannon each: Hanstholm II with  shells of calibre 380, and fire power over 50 km, capable of 
completely closing Skagen Strait, thanks to its twin bunker built in Norway, and Hanstholm I with 
 calibre 170, which was necessary to control the close coasts (Andersen, 2006).

15 Andersen 2006.

Fig. 2:
Vista dell'interno-
spazio, progetto di 
CUBO Arkitekten 

Fig. 2:
View of the interior 
space, project by 
CUBO Arkitekten
© Museumscenter Hanstholm
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In questa direzione, ma con accenti più innovativi, si muove anche il concorso inter-
nazionale “Carso 2014+” per un museo all’aperto della Prima Guerra mondiale sul Carso 
goriziano che lo studio Burgi, risultato vincitore, ha sviluppato secondo una generale 
strategia di ri-appropriazione di quel paesaggio così intriso di storie dolorose, facendo 
ricorso a elementi tipici dell’architettura militare. Nuove trincee sono state scavate nel 
territorio per andare a costruire nuovi percorsi di esplorazione del paesaggio carsico, così 
come alcune caverne sono state recuperate per accogliere un muso ipogeo delle batta-
glie sull’Isonzo. In sostanza il tema fruitivo di questo paesaggio dai caratteri molto forti 
è divenuto l’elemento portante di tutti gli interventi museografici e allestitivi, innescando 
un dialogo tra strutture fruitive e racconto della storia10.

Di segno opposto, invece, l’intervento di cui è oggetto la base sottomarina Valentine 
di Bremen11. Dal maggio 2011 infatti, la base, realizzata dai nazisti tra il 1938 e il 1945 
facendo largo uso di lavoro forzato12, è diventata il Denk ort Bunker Valentin (Sito Memo-
riale Bunker Valentin) per commemorare le vittime dei sette campi di concentramento 
presenti nella regione Bremen-Farge. L’obiettivo principale è di rafforzare il tema della 
memoria di quegli eventi, dando vita al progetto di una delle più grandi trasformazioni 
d’uso di un patrimonio della Seconda Guerra destinato a divenire uno degli ultimi monu-
menti dedicati a ricordare le atrocità perpetrate dai nazisti. Necessario ma forse ana-
cronistico per le modalità, che sembrano rispondere più alla necessità di saldare un 

10 http://www.carso2014.it
11 http://www.denkort-bunker-valentin.de
12 “In just twenty months – from summer 1943 to spring 1945 – a bunkered submarine shipyard was 

born in Bremen-Farge. Up to 10.000 forced laborers  – civilian forced laborers from Eastern and 
 Western Europe, Soviet prisoners of war, Italian military internees, concentration camp prisoners and 
inmates of the labor re-education camps of the Bremen Gestapo – were working under extreme pres-
sure day and night on the enormous construction site. Various camps within a radius of six kilometers 
of the bunker were used for housing. Malnourished and debilitated people built the bunker in 12-hour 
shifts of hard labor. Approximately 2,000 laborers died as a result of the physically strenuous work, 
inadequate care and inhumane living conditions in the camps. Only 1,144 victims are known by name.” 
(dal sito web di Denkort Bunker Valentin – http://www.denkort-bunker-valentin.de/ visitato nel mese di 
marzo 2012).

Fig. 3:
“Agricoltura concreta”, 
proposta per il 
 riutilizzo della base di 
Keroman, vista interna

Fig. 3:
“Concrete agriculture”, 
proposal for the reuse 
of the Keroman base, 
interior view
© Peter Beard LANDROOM
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salvaged so that they could house a hypogeal museum of the battles on the Isonzo. 
Basically, the theme of the fruition of this landscape with very strong features has 
become the main element of all the museographic and outfitting interventions, stimulat-
ing a dialogue between the fruition structures and the storytelling.16

The intervention performed on the  Valentin submarine base in Bremen, instead, is 
characterized by completely different features.17 Indeed, since May 2011, the basis, 
which had been realized by the Nazis between the years 1938 and 1945 largely through 
 forced labour18 has become the Denkort Bunker Valentin (Memorial Submarine Bunker 
Valentin), with the aim of commemorating the victims of the seven concentration camps 
in the region Bremen-Farge. The main aim is to reinforce the theme of the memory of 
those events, giving life to the project of one of the greatest transformations in the use 
of a heritage area connected to the Second World War, destined to become one of the 
last monuments devoted to remembering the atrocities committed by the Nazis. This 
was necessary, but maybe also anachronistic because of its modalities, which seem to be 
meeting the need to solve an impossible debt with history rather than looking at the 
future in a different way. Indeed, monumentalization risks becoming the first step 
towards oblivion, with its implicit delegation and deresponsibilization devices: places and 
documents are required to replace the existential duty to remember, which is exclusively 
human. It is an experience which implies taking charge of one’s own responsibilities and 
must evolve towards shared and conciliatory modalities that make it possible to elabo-
rate forgotten memories connected to difficult heritage. For this reason, owing to its 
curatorial features and for the type of interventions, the project seems to belong to 
another historical moment of the second post-war period.19

Reuses and salvages

In the projects of reuse, the lack of emphasis on the past and its recollection or the mar-
ginal presence of devices connected to memory and spaces related to history-telling can 
sometimes be due to curatorial and design choices aiming at attributing new values to 
such artefacts that are so connoted from a cultural point of view. After being long 
imprisoned by a painful history  that has kept them hostages, bunkers and other arte-
facts related to conflicts, not only those of the Atlantikwall, sometimes seem to be the 
object of interventions of reuse with therapeutic implications. This is not only the case of 
actions linked to reuse for residential and private purposes, where the interventions build 
a merely utilitarian relationship with what already existed, eluding or completely ignoring 
history. Indeed, it also happens in all those cases when the positive wish to reintegrate 
military structures in  daily use is the main aim of the policies and practices of reuse. The 
ordinary features of life get the upper hand over the extra-ordinary ones of the  military 

16 http://www.carso2014.it
17 http://www.denkort-bunker-valentin.de
18 “In just twenty months – from summer 1943 to spring 1945 – a bunkered submarine shipyard was 

born in Bremen-Farge. Up to 10.000 forced laborers  – civilian forced laborers from Eastern and 
 Western Europe, Soviet prisoners of war, Italian military internees, concentration camp prisoners and 
inmates of the labor re-education camps of the Bremen Gestapo – were working under extreme pres-
sure day and night on the enormous construction site. Various camps within a radius of six kilometers 
of the bunker were used for housing. Malnourished and debilitated people built the bunker in 12-hour 
shifts of hard labor. Approximately 2,000 laborers died as a result of the physically strenuous work, 
inadequate care and inhumane living conditions in the camps. Only 1,144 victims are known by name.” 
(from Denkort Bunker Valentin website – http://www.denkort-bunker-valentin.de/ accessed in May 2012).

19 Marszolek 2008.
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impossibile debito con la storia che a quelle di guardare al futuro in modo diverso: la 
monumentalizzazione infatti rischia di diventare il vestibolo dell’oblio con il suo implicito 
dispositivo di delega e di deresponsabilizzazione: luoghi e documenti sono chiamati a 
sostituire quel compito esistenziale esclusivamente umano che è il ricordare. Una espe-
rienza di presa in carico delle proprie responsabilità che deve evolversi verso modalità 
condivise e conciliatorie che permettano l’elaborazione di quelle memorie rimosse sem-
pre collegate ai patrimoni difficili. Per questo motivo, il progetto appare appartenere, per 
contenuti curatoriali e per carattere degli interventi, ad un altro periodo della storia del 
secondo dopoguerra (Marszolek 2008). (inserire immagine)

Riusi

Nei progetti di riuso, la mancanza di enfasi sul passato e sulla sua evocazione o la pre-
senza marginale di dispositivi legati alla memoria e di spazi legati al racconto della storia, 
possono talvolta costituire delle scelte curatoriali e progettuali utili a fare emergere nuovi 
valori per questi manufatti così culturalmente connotati. Imprigionati per lungo tempo 
da una storia dolorosa che li ha tenuti in ostaggio, bunker e altri manufatti legati ai con-
flitti, non solo quelli dell’Atlantikwall, sembrano in alcuni casi oggetto di interventi di 
recupero dalle implicazioni terapeutiche. Non si tratta solo dei casi legati al recupero a 
uso residenziale e privato, in cui gli interventi instaurando un rapporto di tipo spiccata-
mente utilitario con le preesistenze, aggirano o ignorano del tutto la storia, ma anche di 
tutti quei casi in cui la volontà positiva di reintegrare le strutture belliche all’uso quoti-
diano è l’obiettivo principale delle politiche e delle pratiche di riuso. L’ordinario della vita 
prende il sopravvento sullo stra-ordinario delle costruzioni militari, desacralizzandole, in 
un processo che si muove in una direzione opposta a quello della musealizzazione, ren-
dendole cioè nuovamente disponibile all’uso (Bassanelli 2013).

Probabilmente il caso più emblematico in tal senso, anche per l’ampio coinvolgimento 
internazionale, è costituito dal concorso di architettura, bandito dal Distretto di Lorient 
(Morbihan) sotto l’egida della UIA (Unione Internazionale degli Architetti), con lo scopo 
di sondare i possibili scenari di riuso della base sottomarina costruita dai nazisti a 
 Keroman. Si tratta di tre edifici, per un totale di ventuno alveoli destinati ad accogliere 
i  sottomarini e una superficie complessiva di 60.623 mq, che dal dopoguerra hanno 
rappresentato un’imbarazzante quanto ingombrante presenza lungo il water front della 
città. Una presenza che alcuni illuminati amministratori hanno saputo vedere anche 
come risorsa spaziale a disposizione della cittadinanza (Prost 1998).

Tre premi e sei menzioni, in tutto sono nove i gruppi che si distinguono tra i 192 par-
tecipanti al concorso. Ne emergono visioni molto diverse tra loro che mettono in campo 

Fig. 4:
“Agricoltura concreta”, 
proposta per il 
 riutilizzo della base di 
Keroman, sezione

Fig. 4:
“Concrete agriculture”, 
proposal for the reuse 
of the Keroman base, 
section
© Peter Beard LANDROOM
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buildings, desacralizing them, in a process that moves in the direction opposite to 
musealization, thus making them available to use.20

Probably the most emblematic example within this context, also due to its wide inter-
national involvement, is represented by the architecture competition announced by the 
District of Lorient (Morbihan) under the aegis of UIA (International Union of Architects), 
with a view to investigating the potential scenarios of reuse of the submarine basis built 
by the Nazis in Keroman. The basis consists of three buildings, with twenty-one alveoli 
aimed at accommodating the submarines and a total surface equal to 60,623 square 
metres, which, since the post-war period, have represented an embarrassing as well as 
cumbersome presence along the water front of the city. A presence that some enlightened 
administrators have been able to see also as a special resource available to citizens.21

The competition envisioned three prizes and six mentions, and nine groups stood out 
of the 192 participants. Very different visions emerged, which adopt specific techniques 
and strategies in order to improve the whole area destined to become – as the compe-
tition required – a touristic and natural park. The design plans all aim at contrasting, up 
to the point of eliminating, the invasive and conflicting dimension of the massive military 
structure, which, with its gigantic size occupies a central role in the plant of the new park. 
The projects are all characterized by great audacity, as they intervene in a significant way 
on the submarine basis, with expansions and demolitions which aim at opening the area 
both towards the seafront and towards the inland, in order to give conti nuity to the 
urban park required by the announcement. Most interventions seem to have taken into 
due consideration the physical features of what already existed. Indeed, the planning and 
special choices apparently are driven by an active dialogue with the existing structures, 
a negotiation made of  additions, subtractions, or alterations, which are sometimes quite 
remarkable. In this sense, it is surely the most significant and profitable case of reuse, 
which, however, has never been actually realized, and it has not even managed to affect 
either the practice or the theoretical speculation connected to reuse and salvage inter-
ventions of difficult heritages.22

The case of Dora I, one of the two submarine bases in the port of  Trondheim in 
 Norway, is somehow similar. Dora I started being built by the Germans in 1940, together 
with Dora II23, which was never finished, and Dora III, which was never even started, and 

20 Bassanelli 2013.
21 Prost 1998.
22 http://www.archdaily.com/47022/europan-10-results/
23 “The construction of Dora II started in 1941. Due to the in general complicated supply situation OT did 

not  manage to finish more than 65 % of the building before the war ended. Dora II is to day in use as 
a local shipyard. Ships are still docked in the remains of the submarine pen. The work on Dora III  never 
got under way” (Excerpt from the brochure Europan 10: Trondheim_Norway, 2009).
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tecniche e strategie specifiche per riqualificare l’intera area destinata, come richiesto nel 
bando, a parco turistico e naturale. Tutti gli sforzi progettuali sono diretti a contrastare, 
fino ad eliminarle, la dimensione invasiva e quella conflittuale dell’immensa struttura 
bellica che con la sua mole ciclopica occupa un ruolo centrale nell’impianto del nuovo 
parco. I progetti si caratterizzano tutti per grande audacia, intervenendo in maniera con-
sistente sulla base sottomarina, con ampliamenti e demolizioni miranti ad aprire l’area 
sia verso il fronte marino sia verso quello interno, per dare continuità al parco urbano 
richiesto dal bando. Il tema che accomuna la maggior parte degli interventi è l’aver con-
siderato la preesistenza per i suoi caratteri fisici, facendo derivare le scelte progettuali 
e  spaziali da un serrato dialogo con le strutture esistenti, una negoziazione fatta di 
 addizioni sottrazioni o alterazioni anche consistenti. In questo senso, sicuramente il caso 
più significativo e proficuo di recupero non museale di un patrimonio bellico che però, 
purtroppo, è rimasto solo sulla carta senza neppure riuscire, inspiegabilmente, a incidere 
né sulla prassi né sulla speculazione teorica relativa agli interventi di riuso e recupero dei 
patrimoni difficili.13

Per certi versi analogo è il caso di un’altra base sottomarina, una delle due presenti 
nel porto di Trodnheim in Norvegia, Dora I. Realizzata dai tedeschi a partire dal 1940, 
insieme alla mai completata Dora II14 e a Dora III, mai neppure iniziata, la base è stata 
ostaggio di una sostanziale mancanza di politiche urbane relative al recupero del porto. 
Dora I (di proprietà di una società privata dagli anni sessanta) è stata utilizzata sin dai 
primi anni sessanta come deposito e archivio e solo a partire dal 2007 iniziano a essere 
sviluppati piani di recupero e ad essere parallelamente stanziati fondi per trasformare il 
porto in un area di interesse turistico e culturale. Interventi che investono in pieno anche 
la megastruttura della base che diviene una delle aree di progetto della decima edizione 
del concorso internazionale per giovani architetti Europan15. Il programma elaborato per 
il concorso spinge nella direzione di una forte riconversione culturale dell’area portuale e 

13 http://www.archdaily.com/47022/europan-10-results/
14 “The construction of Dora II started I 1941. Due to the in general complicated supply situation OT did 

not man- aged to finish more than 65 % of the building before the war ended. Dora II is to day in use 
as a local shipyard. Ships are still docked in the remains of the submarine pen. The work on Dora III 
newer got under way” (Estratto dalla brochure Europan 10: Trondheim_Norway, 2009).

15 http://www.europan-europe.com/
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it was the victim of a lack of urban policies connected to the salvage of the port. Dora I 
(which has belonged to a private company since 1960s) has been used as a storage and 
archive and it was only in 2007 that salvage plans started being designed and, at the 
same time, funds started being allocated with a view to transforming the port into a 
touristic and cultural area. The envisioned interventions also fully involved the mega-
structure of the basis, which was one of the project areas of the 10th edition of the 
international competition for young architects Europan.24The programme elaborated 
within the context of the competition moves towards a strong cultural reconversion or 
the port area and of the basis itself, by limiting its use to the State Archive and vacating 
the other alveoli in order to design them for activities and initiatives connected to the 
creative and cultural industry. Even though within the competition Europan 10 there was 
also a winning design project which concerned the bunker, no concrete action has been 
performed on it. The project25 proposed a reuse which respected the original structures 
of the basis. It suggested demolishing building extensions and vehicular ramps which, 
along the years, had completely distorted the nature of the building itself, in order to 
give a new formal integrity to the structure. However, it would not pervert its character, 
or insert any elements aiming at telling its story.26

Within the frame of reuse interventions from the bottom up, instead, it is worth men-
tioning the initiatives performed by Bunkerology, an association founded in 2005 in Lista,
in  southern Norway, which has for some years undertaken various actions targeted at 
exploiting some bunkers for touristic purposes, in partnership with the local adminis-
tration. Such interventions limit to the parasitic – and easily removable – expansion of 
the structures necessary to the recreational exploitation of the bunkers, without chang-
ing their plant. However, they transform them, through some pilot interventions, into 

24 http://www.europan-europe.com/
25 The project with the motto “Proscenium“ (entry: EU 031), presented by Marianna Rentzou (GR), 

 Alexandros Gerousis (GR), Beth Hughes (AU), Konstantinos Pantazis (GR), won the first prize, but, in 
spite of the fact that the regulations of the competition established that the winning project be real-
ized, the design project has not been put into practice yet.

26 Kjelmeland 2005.



GENNARO POST IGL IONE |  R ICEZ IONE DEL PATR IMON IO  IDEOLOGICAMENTE CONNOTATO. I L CA SO DELL’ATL ANT IK WALL248

della base stessa, limitandone l’uso al solo Archivio di Stato e liberando tutti gli altri  alveoli
per destinarli ad attività e iniziative legate all’industria creativa e culturale. Nonostante ci 
sia stato un progetto vincitore del bando Europan 10 anche per quest’area, nessuna 
azione concreta è stata intrapresa sul bunker. La proposta16 proponeva un riuso rispet-
toso delle strutture originarie della base, suggerendo la demolizione di sopraelevazioni e 
rampe carrabili che negli anni avevano completamente stravolto la natura dell’edificio, 
per dare una nuova integrità formale alla struttura. Ma senza di fatto stravolgerne il 
carattere né inserendo elementi destinati a raccontarne la storia (Kjelmeland 2005).

Nel quadro degli interventi di riuso dal basso, invece, è interessante mettere in luce 
le  iniziative intraprese da Bunkerology17, una associazione sorta nel 2005 a Lista, nel 
sud della Norvegia che in partenariato con l’amministrazione locale ha da alcuni anni 
intrapreso diverse azioni per lo sfruttamento turistico di alcuni bunker. Interventi che si 
limitano all’aggiunta parassitaria, e facilmente removibile, delle strutture necessarie allo 
sfruttamento ludico dei bunker senza modificarne l’impianto, ma trasformandoli attra-
verso interventi pilota in belvedere, saune, ricoveri temporanei, bird watching cabin, ecc.18

Su questa stessa linea si muove anche il progetto di recupero e riconversione delle centi-
naia di migliaia di bunker che punteggiano la costa dell’Albania. Concrete Mushrooms19, 
questo il nome del progetto partito nel 2010 con una tesi di laurea al Politecnico di 
Milano e presentato anche alla XIII Biennale di Architettura di Venezia nel 2012. In que-
sto caso, l’idea è di assicurare, ricorrendo ad un kit di attrezzature, la rapida ed efficace 
riconversione dei bunker in piccole stanze di un immenso albergo diffuso (Mydyti 2012). 
Un manuale-catalogo, di grande efficacia comunicativa, raccoglie le strategie e le tattiche
del progetto che però mostra i propri limiti proprio nel fatto di prendere con leggerezza 
eccessiva e con un certo approccio kitsch l’addomesticamento di queste strutture belli-
che dai caratteri così respingenti.

Più efficace, nel campo delle speculazioni progettuali prive di una reale commessa, 
Ospitare le differenze20, un lavoro di un altro gruppo di studenti del Politecnico di Milano 
che perlustrano la possibilità di trasformare la grande base sottomarina di St. Nazaire in 
Francia in un grande mercato delle culture, stressando l’interesse e l’obiettivo di agire, 
attraverso gli interventi della proposta progettuale, su una inversione di percezione e di 
fruizione della base: da luogo confinato ed escluso dalla vita della città a polo di attività 
commerciali, ludiche e culturali. Sia l’introduzione parassitaria di alcune strutture di ser-
vizio, quali cinema e biblioteca, oltre a quelle tradizionali di un mercato, sia la proposta 
di intervenire con tagli profondi nella ciclopica struttura di calcestruzzo, onde sconfig-
gerne l’impossibile distruzione, mostrano la concreta possibilità di azioni progettuali in 
grado di dialogare con l’esistente in maniera utile e appropriata (Brunelli 2010).

16 Il progetto con motto “Proscenium“ (entry: EU 031), presentato da Marianna Rentzou (GR), Alexandros 
Gerousis (GR), Beth Hughes (AU), Konstantinos Pantazis (GR), si aggiudica il primo premio e nonostante 
il regolamento del concorso imponga la realizzazione del progetto vincitore, la proposta è rimasta per 
ora solo sulla carta.

17 http://www.bunkerologi.no
18 http://ebookbrowse.com/gdoc.php?id=315813532&url=78c23731f25f1aa4f3a40129df73d76c
19 http://www.facebook.com/concretemushrooms
20 http://www.lablog.org.uk/2008/11/14/ospitare-le-differenze
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overlooks, saunas, temporary shelters,  birdwatching cabins, etc.27 The project of reuse 
and reconversion of the hundreds of thousands of bunkers that are scattered along the 
Albanian coast moves in the same direction. The name of such project is Concrete 
 Mush rooms28 it started in 2010 with a degree thesis defended at the Politecnico of 
Milano and it was also presented at the 13th Venice Architecture Biennale in 2012. The 
idea of the project is to guarantee the fast and effective reconversion of the bunkers – 
through an equipment kit  – into small rooms of a huge diffused hotel29. A manual- 
catalogue, with great communicative efficiency, contains all the strategies and tactics of 
the project, which, however, shows its limits as it deals with the domestication of such 
military structures with repulsive features with excessive flippancy and a rather kitsch 
approach. 

Within the field of design plans which are not part of a real research project, Ospitare 
le differenze,30 a project by another group of students from Politecnico of Milano, seems 
to be more effective. The group is investigating the possibility of turning the large sub-
marine  base of St. Nazaire in France into a great cultural market, highlighting the interest 
in and aim at acting, through the interventions of the proposed design plan, on the 
subversion of the perception and fruition of the basis: from a confined place, excluded 
from city life, to a centre of commercial, recreational, and cultural activities. Both the 
parasitic introduction of some leisure facilities, such as a cinema and a library, besides a 
traditional market, and the proposal to intervene with deep cuts in the colossal structure 
in concrete, show the real possibility of planning actions capable of exchanging a dia-
logue with the existing structures in a useful and appropriate way.31

27 http://ebookbrowse.com/gdoc.php?id=315813532&url=78c23731f25f1aa4f3a40129df73d76c
28 http://www.facebook.com/concretemushrooms
29 Mydyti 2012.
30 http://www.lablog.org.uk/2008/11/14/ospitare-le-differenze
31 Brunelli, Parati 2011.
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Azioni artistiche e abbandono

Accanto alle azioni di riuso spontaneo o pianificato, negli anni, si sono registrate sui 
patrimoni di guerra, non solo dell’Atlantikwall, azioni progettuali di natura prevalente-
mente artistica finalizzate a sollecitare lo sviluppo di nuove consapevolezze. Questo ruolo 
è stato anche al centro delle riflessioni proposte dalla Settima Biennale d’arte di Berlino21

del 2012 che non a caso si intitola Forget Fear. Sin dalla fine del secondo conflitto mon-
diale, infatti, in un momento dominato dall’esigenza di un oblio collettivo, sono stati gli 
artisti gli unici ad affrontare in modo provocatorio il tema della memoria spezzata e del 
trauma attraverso tre linee d’azione principali. 

Alcuni artisti, come ad esempio Christian Boltanski, Naomo Tereza Salmon e Fabio 
Mauri, hanno lavorato sul concetto di memoria come perdita. Altri artisti hanno invece 
preferito lavorare al tema della negazione del monumento come unica possibile tipologia 
di intervento, considerandola superata e soprattutto non più in grado di stimolare alcun 
significato. James Young ha definito queste opere counter-monument una sorta di 
monumento al contrario. Uno degli esempi più rappresentativi in tal senso è costituito 
dal Monument Against Fascism (1986) di Esther e Jochen Gerz, una scultura realizzata 
per scomparire lentamente secondo un processo che vede il migrare della memoria dalle 
cose alle persone. Sottolineando la necessità di ritrovare un coinvolgimento attivo e par-
tecipato dei singoli individui negli interventi commemorativi e in tutti quelli che hanno 
come obiettivo il preservare memorie collettive. Negli ultimi anni, infine, l’attenzione di 
alcuni artisti ha riguardato anche le rovine, come è accaduto ad esempio nelle perfor-
mances di Magdalena Jetelova (1994 - 95) o di Ejdrup Hansen (1995) che sono intervenuti 
con azioni specifiche su alcuni bunker dell’Atlantikwall per demolirne l’aurea luttuosa che 
li accompagna. 

La ricchezza dei casi che è possibile mappare, mostra come i patrimoni difficili rappre-
sentino un campo privilegiato delle pratiche artistiche, le uniche in grado di affrontarne 
i temi e i contenuti in essi preservati aggirandone il peso negativo che solitamente pre-
varica, talvolta neutralizzandola, qualsiavoglia concreta azione di recupero (Bassanelli, 
2013).

In ultimo, considerando le diverse azioni di cui l’Atlantikwall è stato oggetto e conti-
nua ad essere oggetto, non si può non citare il vasto grado di abbandono in cui versano 
la maggior parte delle sue strutture. Al di fuori del circuito di un selezionato gruppo di 
casi emblematici, infatti, i bunker del Vallo Atlantico non sono oggetto di alcuna atten-
zione né di recupero né di conservazione. Se si escludono i casi eccezionali della Norvegia
(Wilberg 2000), dove le tracce del Vallo Atlantico sono state inserite in una ampia 
 campagna di rilievo e restituzione di tutto il patrimonio militare nazionale, e in parte 
della Francia, dove le DRAC locali hanno iniziato un censimento puntuale delle strutture 
presenti nei propri territori, le migliaia di strutture di cui è costellato il litorale atlantico 
europeo sono per lo più ignote oltre ad essere lasciate in uno stato di totale abbandono 
(Toulier 1996). Un tentativo di approccio sistematico, almeno relativamente all’identifica-
zione e riconoscimento anche se solo di un numero limitato di siti, è stato comiuto dal 
progetto The Atlatic Wall Linear Museum che ne ha messo in evidenza il valore trans-
nazionale, non solo perché effettivamente sparse in paesi diversi ma soprattutto perché 
interpretate come patrimonio europeo condiviso. L’iniziativa, che ha reso disponibili in 
rete un insieme consistente di dati, si configura come primo vero museo dell’Atlantikwall, 
considerando la rete l’unico luogo in cui il progetto di costruire una Festung Europa può 
trovare ancora la sua originaria unità almeno narrativa (Postiglione 2006).

21 La Biennale di Berlino del 2012 è stata curata da Artur Zmijewski.
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Artistic actions and abandonment 

Apart from the actions for spontaneous or planned reuse, other projects with a mainly 
artistic character, aiming at stimulating  new awareness, have been observed over the 
years on military heritage, not only  of the Atlantikwall. The cases that are possible to 
identify are so many that it is clear how difficult heritages represent a privileged field 
in artistic practices. Indeed, they are the only ones capable of facing the themes and 
contents that such heritages preserve, bypassing the negative load that usually over-
bears, sometimes to the point of neutralizing, any concrete salvage action.  This theme is 
exhaustively dealt with in this book, in the section entitled Art & Conflict Heritage. 

Finally, if we consider the various actions which the Atlantikwall underwent and is still 
undergoing, we cannot but mention the high degree of abandonment of most of its 
buildings. Apart from a selected group of emblematic cases, in fact, the bunkers of the 
Atlantikwall are not subject to any planned intervention of salvage or conservation.  The 
exception is Norway,32 where the traces of the Atlantikwall have been included in a large 
campaign for the enhancement and restoration of the whole national military heritage, 
and, partially,  France, where the local DRACs (Direction régionale des affaires culturelles) 
have started a census of the structures present on their territories, the thousands of 
structures scattered along the European Atlantic coast are mainly unknown and left in 
a  state of complete abandonment.33 An attempt for a systematic approach, if only 
to  the  identification of a limited number of websites, has been made by the project 
The  Atlantic Wall Linear Museum. As a matter of fact, it has highlighted its transnational 
value, not only because the structures are scattered along various countries, but 
mostly because they are considered as European shared heritage. The initiative, which 
has made a considerable amount of data available on the net, presents itself as the 

32 Wilberg 2000.
33 Toulier 1996.
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Azioni estensive e sistematiche di demolizione sono state compiute esclusivamente in 
Germania, dove all’opposto di quanto accaduto altrove, i bunker sono stati per la quasi 
totalità distrutti, cancellandone qualsiasi traccia che potesse suscitare ricordi di questo 
periodo buio della storia tedesca. L’urgenza e il peso insostenibile della memoria ha 
imposto una rigorosa azione di pulizia e rimozione che ha tenuto la stessa storia tedesca 
ostaggio del silenzio per un passato impossibile da accettare o semplicemente ricordare. 
Ci sono voluti diversi decenni perché nuove generazioni riprendessero in mano i fili della 
storia per ricucirne gli strappi e le omissioni.

L’abbandono appare essere in ultima analisi lo strumento prescelto, per una scelta 
talvolta obbligata, cui affidare la demolizione di tutte quelle tracce del Vallo Atlantico, 
ancora tante, presenti sul territorio europeo. Impossibili da rimuovere a causa della pos-
sente struttura costruttiva che rende qualsiasi operazione di questo tipo estremamente 
onerosa e lunga, i bunker vengono lasciati all’azione della natura che rapidamente se ne 
è appropriata e che lentamente ne sta trasformando la consistenza, erodendone prima 
che le strutture la stessa percezione. Muschi, piante, acqua e altri agenti sono gli stru-
menti di un processo di naturalizzazione forzata di elementi completamente atopici, per 
forma collocazione e materialità, rispetto ai territori in cui sono inseriti, essendo le 
ragioni della loro esistenza dettate esclusivamente dalle necessità strategiche di controllo 
visivo e difensivo del campo di battaglia: quella sterminata fascia di mare e di cielo com-
presa tra la linea di costa e quella dell’orizzonte, dai Pirenei fino a Capo Nord.

Fig. 8:
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first  real museum of the Atlantikwall. Indeed, it considers the web as the only place 
where the project of building a Festung Europa can still find its original unity,  or at least 
a narrative one.34

Extensive and systematic actions of demolition have been performed exclusively in 
Germany, where, contrarily to what happened elsewhere, bunkers have been almost 
completely destroyed, erasing any trace that could trigger memories about that dark 
period of German history. The urgency and the unbearable  weight of memory have 
imposed a rigorous action of cleanliness and removal, which has kept German history 
itself hostage of the silence for a past that is impossible to accept or even remember. It 
took many decades for the new generations to take the threads of history and  sew 
together its snags and omissions.

Ultimately, abandonment seems to be the preferred tool for the choice, which is 
sometimes forced, to demolish all the many traces of the Atlantikwall that are still on the 
European territory. The bunkers are impossible to remove, because of their massive 
building structures which make any such operation extremely expensive and long. As a 
consequence, they have been left at the mercy of nature, which has soon taken posses-
sion of them, and is slowly transforming them, eroding their structures but, most of all, 
their perception. Moss, plants, water, and other agents are the instruments of a process 
of forced naturalization of elements that are extraneous to the territories where they 
have been inserted, by form, collocation, and materials. In fact, the reasons why they 
exist are connected exclusively to strategic necessities of visual and defensive control 
of the battlefront: that endless stretch of sea and sky between the coastline and the 
 skyline, from the Pyrenees to North Cape.

34 Postiglione 2006.
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Von der Kraft des Unsichtbaren
Das kulturelle Potential militärischer Bauten

Das Forschungsprojekt zum „Vallo Alpino del Littorio“, den Befestigungsanlagen des 
sogenannten Alpenwalls in Südtirol, das im Auftrag des Südtiroler Landesmuseums 
 Festung Franzensfeste aus dem Forschungsfonds des Betriebes Landesmuseen finanziert 
und von Architekt Heimo Prünster 2019 bis 2022 bearbeitet wurde, stellt einen weiteren 
wichtigen Schritt der „Erschließung“ militärischer Strukturen und Areale des 20. Jahr-
hunderts in Südtirol dar, der den notwendigen Diskurs über die kulturhistorische Bedeu-
tung und den Umgang mit diesen sperrigen Objekten der Erinnerungskultur weiter 
führt.

Dass dieser Forschungsauftrag vom Landesmuseum Festung Franzensfeste ausgeht, 
in dem in den nächsten Jahren eine Dauerausstellung zur Südtiroler Zeitgeschichte 
 entstehen wird, ist eine starke Botschaft, die vermittelt, dass sich die Forschungs- und 
Vermittlungsstrategie dieses Museumsprojektes im politischen Auftrag bewusst auch 
den schwierigen Themen und bis heute dunklen Flecken der Geschichtsbearbeitung und 
Geschichtsverarbeitung zuwenden wird.

Die Ergebnisse dieses Forschungsprojektes schaffen eine breite wissenschaftliche Basis 
zur Gesamtanlage des Alpenwalls in diesem Land, die eine solide Grundlage für die 
 weitere Themenführung darstellt. Das architektonisch und historisch reizvolle Thema der 
Bunker ist in den großen Kontext der militärischen Bauten des späten 19. und des 
20. Jahrhunderts eingebunden. Die Dokumentation und der Gesamtüberblick ermögli-
chen eine Neubewertung und eine neue Auswahlgrundlage auch in Zusammenhang mit 
der Strategie der Erhaltung, der Erinnerungskultur und auch der Denkmalschutzbindun-
gen. Vor allem ist es wichtig, die einzelnen Bunker des Alpenwalls als Mosaiksteine eines 
ausgeklügelten Systems wahrzunehmen, die als Einzelteile nicht hätten wirken können.

Seit dem Übergang der zwischen 1933 bis 1942 errichteten Teile der Verteidigungs-
anlagen des Alpenwalls als militärisches Großprojekt mit seinen 350 Bunkern ins Eigen-
tum der Autonomen Provinz Bozen im Jahr 1999, hat sich schon wieder eine neue Zeit-
schicht von fast einem Vierteljahrhundert über diese Bauwerke gelegt. Vieles hat sich 
bewegt, das wir im Zusammenhang sehen sollten, um zu bewerten, in welche Richtung 
die Rezeption sich bewegt.

Zwischen Februar und August 1999 waren im Zuge der großen Eigentumsübertra-
gung rund 2500 Parzellen vom Staat auf das Land übertragen worden und die Vermö-
gensverwaltung der Autonomen Provinz hatte ein unüberschaubares Arbeitsvolumen zu 
bewältigen. Da all diese baulichen Strukturen bis dahin der militärischen Geheimhaltung 
unterworfen waren, haben die Kolleginnen und Kollegen der Landesverwaltung damals 
eine riesige terra incognita betreten. Allein die Akten, Dokumente und Materialien zu 
den Anlagen haben einen Lastwagen gefüllt. Im Zuge von zahllosen Lokalaugenscheinen 
ging es darum, die Bunker und anderen Anlagen zu besichtigen, zu bewerten, zu 
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On the power of the invisible
The cultural potential of military structures

The research project on the “Vallo Alpino del Littorio” – the fortifications that make up 
South Tyrol’s so-called Alpine Wall – was commissioned by the Provincial Museum of 
Franzensfeste Fortress in South Tyrol with financing from the research fund of the 
 Province’s Department of Museums; developed by the architect Heimo Prünster from 
2019 to 2022, it represents another important step in the “opening up” of 20th-century 
military structures and areas in South Tyrol, thus continuing the necessary discourse on 
the cultural and historical significance of and approach to these unwieldy objects of the 
culture of remembrance.

The fact that this research assignment was originated by the Franzensfeste Fortress 
Museum, where a permanent exhibition on the contemporary history of South Tyrol will 
be established in the coming years, is a strong message that the research and media-
tion  strategy of this museum project will, under its political mission, also consciously 
scrutinise the difficult topics and still-dark corners in the treatment and processing of 
history.

The results of this research project will form a broad scientific basis for the overall 
complex of the Alpine Wall in this land, providing a solid foundation for further develop-
ing the theme. The architecturally and historically appealing subject of bunkers fits into 
the larger context of military buildings of the late 19th and 20th centuries. The documen-
tation and general overview enable a reassessment and a new basis for selection, not 
least in relation to the strategy of conservation, the culture of remembrance and indeed 
the preservation obligations. Above all, it is important to perceive the individual bunkers 
of the Alpine Wall as mosaic stones of an elaborate defensive system that could not have 
functioned as individual parts.

Ownership of the parts of the Alpine Wall – built between 1933 and 1942 as a large-
scale military project with some 350 bunkers – was in 1999 transferred to the Autono-
mous Province of South Tyrol; since then a new chronological layer, almost a quarter of 
a century, has covered these structures. Much has in the meantime happened that we 
should view in context in order to assess in which direction this handover is moving.

Between February and August 1999, the Italian state disposed of some 2,500 parcels 
of land to South Tyrol as part of an enormous transfer of ownership, with the Estate 
Management Department of the Province having to deal with an almost insurmountable 
volume of work. As all of the structures had until then been subject to military secrecy, 
the staff of the provincial administration were faced with a gigantic terra incognita. 
Merely the files, documents and materials concerning the complexes filled a whole truck. 
The bunkers and other facilities had to be inspected, evaluated, secured and photo-
graphically documented, with a relevant system developed during the course of count-
less on-site inspections, while a legal basis for their transfer had to be created.
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sichern, fotografisch zu dokumentieren und eine Systematik dazu zu entwickeln. Außer-
dem musste eine gesetzliche Grundlage für die Abtretung dieser Immobilien geschaffen 
werden.

Das mit diesen Aufgaben betraute Team entwickelte sehr bald Gespür und Begeisterung 
für die historischen und bautechnischen Reize der vielfältigen Typologien von Bunkern, 
die sich untrennbar mit der Landschaft verbunden hatten. Aus der erstellten Dokumen-
tation wurde eine dokumentarische Entscheidungsgrundlage für die Landesregierung 
erstellt, die sich dafür entschied, lediglich 20 besonders interessante und bedeutende 
Bunker zu schützen und im Landeseigentum zu behalten, man sprach damals von einer 
möglichen „kulturellen, didaktischen und touristischen Verwendung“. 2005 erschien die 
von der Autonomen Provinz herausgegebene Publikation Bunker als „Grundlage für eine 
Beschäftigung mit dem Kalten Krieg und dessen – nicht nur baulichen – Auswirkungen 
auf Südtirol“.1 Mit dieser Veröffentlichung nahm die kulturelle Auseinandersetzung und 
Vermittlung des Themas Bunker ihren Anfang. Aus dem Material der Publikation ent-
stand auch eine Wanderausstellung, die mit einem Vortragsangebot bei der Vermögens-
abteilung angefordert werden konnte. 

2006 legte Heimo Prünster mit einer Diplomarbeit zu den Bunkern mit dem Titel 
Die Ästhetik des Wiederauftauchens das erste Dokument seines heutigen Arbeits- und 

1 Josef Urthaler, Andrea Pozza, Christina Niederkofler: Bunker. Autonome Provinz Bozen  – Südtirol, 
2005, S. 6.

Abb. 1:
Hanf Mähne an der 
Kaserne 

Fig. 1:
Hemp mane at the 
barracks
© Ariel Trettel
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The team entrusted with these tasks very soon developed a feeling and enthusiasm 
for the historical and architectural attractions of the various types of bunkers that were 
now inseparable from the landscape. The documentation produced formed the basis of 
a documentary decision by the Province, which decided to preserve only twenty particu-
larly interesting and significant bunkers and retain them in its ownership; the talk at 
the time was of a possible “cultural, didactic and touristic use”. In 2005, the Province 
issued its publication “Bunker” as a “basis for a study of the Cold War and its – not only 
 structural – effects on South Tyrol”.1 This work marked the beginning of the cultural 
discussion and mediation of the subject of bunkers, with the material in the publication 
also used to create a travelling exhibition that could be requested from the Estate 
 Management Department, with accompanying lectures. 

In 2006, Heimo Prünster submitted his diploma thesis on the bunkers under the title 
Die Ästhetik des Wiederauftauchens [The aesthetics of re-emergence]: the first docu-
ment of his current work and research focus. In 2017 a themed issue, supervised by 
Heimo Prünster, of the magazine of the Architecture Foundation of South Tyrol 
appeared under the title Bunkerlandschaft Südtirol. Paesaggi fortificati [South Tyrol’s 
bunker landscape].2

The comprehensive research project, to which this conference record is also dedi-
cated, represents a (provisional) culmination of the debate. It was developed in parallel 
with the project for the new permanent exhibition Eingebunkert. Bunker in Südtirol
[Dug  in. Bunkers in South Tyrol], opened in May 2022 at the Franzensfeste Fortress 
Museum as a thematic complement to the permanent exhibition concerning the fortress 
itself. The tours of Bunker no. 3, now part of the Museum, are also part of this focus on 
the construction of military fortifications.

Although the above-mentioned measures and projects might suggest a certain 
institutiona lisation of the thematic complex of military architecture and bunkers, the 
topic remains politically sensitive and susceptible to political appropriation. The military 
architecture and constructions of the Alpine Wall are still regarded by large parts of 
the South Tyrolean population, especially the German-speakers, as visible traces of the 
 painful Fascist era that should simply be erased. Even after almost 25 years following the 
handover of the works, it is still very difficult to win over the public for a differentiated 
cultural discourse on the military architecture of the 1930s and 1940s. But, especially in 
the context of the huge barracks areas transferred to the Province and the municipalities 
in recent decades, we still have to answer the question of what should be done with 
these buildings.

A tabula rasa strategy is for political reasons out of the question, not least in regard 
to the current discussion on sustainability that in South Tyrol revolves around the Province’s
flagship project known as “Everyday for future”. Considerable time has passed since the 
handover of the areas, and the topics of climate protection and grey energy are playing 
a new and important role in the context of the climate crisis. Today, it is more a question 
of the interim use, conversion and further construction of the existing buildings that can 
give new life and energy to the wasteland of neglect, vandalism and destruction of this 
military architecture: as high-quality, long-lasting buildings, as architecture worthy of 
preservation, as memorials for a peaceful and democratic society that, despite different 
and dissonant cultures of remembrance, can productively negotiate a path through our 
complex and mournful spaces of memory together.

1 Josef Urthaler, Andrea Pozza, Christina Niederkofler: Bunker. Autonomous Province of South Tyrol, 
2005, p. 6.

2 Turris Babel, Architecture Foundation of South Tyrol, no. 108, 12/2017.
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Forschungsschwerpunktes vor. Im Jahr 2017 erschien ein Themenheft der Zeitschrift der 
Architekturstiftung Südtirol mit dem Titel Bunkerlandschaft Südtirol. Paesaggi fortificati, 
das von Heimo Prünster betreut wurde.2

Das umfassende Forschungsprojekt, dem auch dieser Tagungsband eingeschrieben 
ist, stellt einen  – vorläufigen  – Höhepunkt der Auseinandersetzung dar. Es entstand 
 parallel zum Projekt der neuen Dauerausstellung Eingebunkert. Bunker in Südtirol, die 
im Mai 2022 im Landesmuseum Festung Franzensfeste eröffnet wurde und die Dauer-
ausstellung zur Festung selbst thematisch ergänzt. Auch die Bunkerführungen im musea-
lisierten Bunker Nr. 3, der zum Museum gehört, sind Teil dieses Themenschwerpunktes 
zum militärischen Befestigungsbau.

Obwohl die genannten Maßnahmen und Projekte eine gewisse Institutionalisierung 
des Themenkomplexes Militärarchitektur und Bunker nahelegen könnten, bleibt das Thema 
politisch sensibel und anfällig für politische Vereinnahmungen. Die Militärarchitektur und 
die Bauwerke des Alpenwalls gelten bei großen Teilen vor allem der deutschen Sprach-
gruppe der Südtiroler Bevölkerung noch als sichtbare Spuren der leidvollen faschistischen 
Ära, die einfach nur ausgelöscht werden sollte. Selbst fast 25 Jahre nach dem Übergang 
der Immobilien ist es noch sehr schwierig, die Öffentlichkeit für einen differenzierten 
kulturellen Diskurs über die Militärarchitektur aus den 1930er- und 1940er Jahren zu 
gewinnen. Gerade aber im Zusammenhang mit den riesigen Kasernenarealen, die in den 
letzten Jahrzehnten auf das Land und auf die Gemeinden übergegangen sind, müssen 
wir die Frage beantworten, was mit diesen Gebäuden geschehen soll.

Eine Tabula-rasa-Strategie aus politischen Gründen verbietet sich nicht zuletzt in der 
gegenwärtigen Nachhaltigkeitsdiskussion, die sich in Südtirol rund um das Leitprojekt 
„Everyday for future“ der Landesregierung dreht, von selbst. Seit dem Übergang der 
Areale ist viel Zeit vergangen und die Themen Klimaschutz und Graue Energie spielen 
eine neue und wichtige Rolle im Rahmen der Klimakrise. Es stellen sich heute vielmehr 
Fragen der Zwischennutzung, der Umnutzung und des Weiterbauens im Bestand, die 
der Brache von Vernachlässigung, Vandalismus und Vernichtung der Militärarchitektur 
neues Leben und neue Energie schenken können. Als qualitätvolle, langlebige Gebäude, 
als erhaltenswerte Architektur, als Mahnmale für eine friedliche und demokratische 
Gesellschaft, die trotz unterschiedlicher und dissonanter Erinnerungskulturen unsere 
komplexen und leidvollen Erinnerungsräume gemeinsam und produktiv durchschreiten 
kann.

Das kann nur gelingen, wenn der öffentliche Blick auf diese Bauten sich einem 
neuen, einem kulturhistorischen Fokus zuwendet, der auch diese Zeitzeugen als identi-
tätsstiftende Kulturgüter sehen und wertschätzen lernt. Dafür sollten die Menschen 
diese Orte kennen lernen dürfen, um sich ihnen auch emotional zu nähern. Doch wie 
soll das gehen, wie kann das gelingen? Eine wichtige Rolle wird dabei dem kulturellen 
Potential dieser Gebäude und Baustrukturen zukommen, das zeigt das Beispiel der 
Franzens feste als Befestigungsanlage, die zahlreiche Parallelen zu den Verteidigungsan-
lagen des Faschismus aufweist. Auch sie wurde als „Kathedrale in der Wüste“ gebaut, 
für einen „Feind, der nie kam“.3 Auch diese riesige Militärarchitektur auf drei Ebenen, die 
1838 eingeweiht wurde und damals als Meisterwerk der österreichischen Militärarchi-
tektur galt, ist im Grunde die gebaute Angst einer Gesellschaft – so wie der hundert 
Jahre später errichtete Alpenwall.

2 Turris Babel, Architekturstiftung Südtirol, Nr. 108, 12/2017.
3 Josef Rohrer: Die Franzensfeste. Für einen Feind, der nie kam. Geschichte eines imposanten Bauwerks. 

Autonome Provinz Bozen-Südtirol, Abteilung Denkmalpflege, 2008.
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This can only succeed if the public view of these buildings is directed to a new, cultural- 
historical focus that also learns to see and appreciate these contemporary witnesses as 
cultural assets that can create identity. In return, people should be allowed to get to 
know these places in order to approach them on an emotional level. But how is this to 
be done, and how can it succeed? An important role will be played by the cultural 
potential of these buildings and structures, as shown by the example of Franzensfeste as 
a fortification that contains numerous parallels with the defensive structures of the 
 Fascist era. It, too, was built as a “cathedral in the desert” for an “enemy that never 
came”.3 This huge specimen of military architecture, built on three levels and inaugu-
rated in 1838, was considered a masterpiece of Austrian military architecture at the time, 
but also basically represents the fear of a society in concrete form – just like the Alpine 
Wall one hundred years later.

3 Josef Rohrer: Franzensfeste. Für einen Feind, der nie kam. Geschichte eines imposanten Bauwerks 
[For an enemy who never came. History of an imposing structure]. Autonomous Province of South 
Tyrol, Office for the Preservation of Monuments, 2008.

Abb. 2:
Mähne am Bunker 
Nr. 23, Tartsch 

Fig. 2:
Mane at the bunker 
no. 23, Tartsch/Tarces
© Othmar Prenner
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Auch die Festung Franzensfeste hat bis in unsere Zeit dem italienischen Heer als 
Kaserne gedient, bevor sie zunächst der Gemeinde Franzensfeste in Konzession und 
zuletzt der Autonomen Provinz ins Eigentum übergeben wurde. Die Bücher von Dario 
Massimo wissen viel darüber zu erzählen. Interessant ist, dass der Staat im Fall der 
Franzens feste den Übergang mit der Bedingung verbunden hat, die Festung müsse einer 
kulturellen Nutzung zugeführt werden. Das ist ein wesentlicher Aspekt, der die Umnut-
zung dieser Militärkaserne mit der Kultur als Treiberin für ihre Zukunft beschenkt hat. 
Zuerst war es die internationale Kulturbiennale Manifesta, deren 7. Ausgabe von 2008 
in der Festung einen ihrer Standorte gefunden hat. Danach war es die Landesausstellung 
Labyrinth::Freiheit im Jahr 2009, die die Kultur in Mauern eingeschrieben hat, die heute 
eines der zehn Landesmuseen beherbergen und die der Architekt Markus Scherer in ein-
zigartiger Weise weitergebaut hat. Eine Forderung, diese Militärarchitektur zu schleifen, 
hat es nicht gegeben. Offenbar wurde und wird die österreichische Militärarchitektur des 
19. Jahrhunderts bei uns nicht als „schwieriges Kulturerbe“ gesehen.

Neben politischen Aspekten der Bewertung von Kulturgütern, die nicht den Anspruch 
der Schönheit oder künstlerischen Bedeutung für sich beanspruchen können, scheint es 
vor allem die zeitliche Distanz zu sein, die eine Dissonanz abklingen lässt. In unserem 
Grenzland, wo seit jeher Kulturen aufeinanderprallen, gibt es zahllose Spuren und Zeu-
gen von gesicherten Siedlungsplätzen und Befestigungen über die Zeit, die dem 
menschlichen Schutzbedürfnis des Gebauten entspringen und sich mit der Landschaft 
verbunden haben: Burgen, Schlösser, Festungen, Ansitze und Stadtmauern prägen 
unsere Denkmallandschaft. Die Besucherinnen und Besucher dieser musealisierten Orte 
besuchen Wehrgänge mit Schießscharten, Waffenkammern mit Foltergeräten, Kerker 
und Verliese. Dazu kommen noch wertvolle Innenausstattungen der Wohnräume und 
Kapellen, die den jüngeren Militärstrukturen allerdings weitgehend abgehen.

Schlösser und Burgen in der Landschaft gelten heute als schön, diesen verklärenden 
Blick haben wir vor allem der Epoche der Romantik zu verdanken. Auch sie waren Tech-
nische Kulturgüter und Verteidigungsanlagen ihrer Zeit, mit dem Unterschied, dass 
wir  ihr kulturelles Potential aufgrund der zeitlichen Distanz besser lesen können. Die 
öffentliche kontroverse Diskussion über die kulturelle Relevanz und den Denkmalwert 
der ehemaligen Drusus-Kaserne in Schlanders, mit deren Dokumentation und Baufor-
schung ebenfalls Architekt Heimo Prünster gemeinsam mit den Architektinnen Barbara 
Lanz und Sonja Mitterer vom Landesdenkmalamt beauftragt wurden, hat gezeigt, nach 
welchen Kriterien zumeist die Öffentlichkeit hierzulande jüngere Militärarchitektur, vor 
allem auch der 1930er Jahre beurteilt.

Nun müssen wir die Bunker und Strukturen des Alpenwalls und die Militärkasernen 
nicht als „schön“ wahrnehmen, auch weil der Wert eines Gebäudes für die Erinnerungs-
kultur mit vielen anderen Kategorien gemessen wird, wobei einzelne Gebäude wie das 
Kommandogebäude in der Drususkaserne in Schlanders durchaus besondere architekto-
nische Qualität aufweisen. Nur sollten wir in der Beurteilung der Militärarchitektur 
berücksichtigen, dass die fehlende zeitliche Distanz die Bewertung verfälschen kann und 
dass eine kulturelle Umnutzung für die Zukunft dieser Bauten eine große Rolle spielen 
kann.

Doch zurück zu den Bunkern. Diese Ergebnisse der ersten Großbaustelle in Südtirol, 
mit der nur die Brennerautobahn und das Brennerbasisprojekt vergleichbar sind, bleiben 
unsichtbar und lassen sich von der Natur überwuchern. Diese Meister der Mimesis 
 trotzen mit ihren Betonmassen der Zeit und zeigen sich uns oft erst auf den zweiten 
oder gar dritten Blick, wie es ihrem Zweck entspricht. Die ehemals enteigneten Grund-
stücke sind zu einem geringen Preis samt den Bunkern in vielen Fällen an die ehemaligen 
Eigentümerinnen und Eigentümer zurückgegangen, die mehr am Grundstück als an den 
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Franzensfeste fortress until recently also served the Italian Army as a barracks before 
first being handed over to the Municipality of Franzensfeste as a concession, then finally 
to the Autonomous Province as its own property. Dario Massimo’s books have a lot to 
say in this regard. It is interesting to note that, in the case of Franzensfeste, the Italian 
government made the transfer conditional on the fortress being put to cultural use. This 
is an essential aspect that has endowed the conversion of this military barracks with 
culture as a driver for its future. First came the international cultural biennial Manifesta, 
with the fortress acting as one of the sites for its seventh edition in 2008; then came the 
2009 exhibition Labyrinth::Freiheit [Labyrinth::Freedom], which made culture a part of 
the walls that now house one of the ten Provincial museums and that architect Markus 
Scherer has continued to extend in unique ways. There was no demand to obliterate this 
military architecture. Evidently the 19th-century Austrian military architecture has not 
been and is not seen as a “difficult cultural heritage” in these parts.

Apart from the political aspects when evaluating cultural assets that cannot lay claim 
to beauty or artistic significance, it seems above all temporal distance that permits disso-
nance to subside. In this borderland, where cultures have always clashed, there are 
countless traces and witnesses of secured settlements and fortifications that over time 
arose from the human need to protect the built environment and that are now part 
of the landscape: castles, forts, palaces, stately residences and city walls all mark our 
landscape of monuments. These museums offer visitors battlements with loopholes, 
armouries with implements of torture, jails and dungeons. The living quarters and 
 chapels may also contain valuable interior furnishings, although these are largely absent 
from the more recent military structures.

Castles and palaces in the landscape are today considered beautiful: this transfiguring 
view is owed primarily to the Romantic era. They too were the technical cultural assets 
and defensive structures of their age, with the difference that, thanks to the distance in 
time, we can better read their cultural potential. The controversial public discussion 
about the cultural relevance and monumental value of the former Drusus barracks in 
Schlanders/Silandro, which the architect Heimo Prünster was also commissioned to 
 document and research together with the architects Barbara Lanz and Sonja Mitterer 
from South Tyrol’s Office for the Preservation of Monuments, has shown the criteria 
by  which the South Tyrolean public usually judges more recent military architecture, 
especially that from the 1930s.

Now, it is not necessary to perceive the bunkers and structures of the Alpine Wall 
and  the military barracks as “beautiful”, as the value of a building for the culture of 
remembrance is measured by many other categories, with individual buildings such as 
the command building in the Drusus barracks in Schlanders undoubtedly having a special 
architectural quality: when assessing military architecture, however, we should take into 
account the fact that the lack of temporal distance may distort our evaluation and that 
cultural repurposing can play a major role for the future of these buildings.

But back to the bunkers: these, the results of the first major construction project in 
South Tyrol, comparable in size only to the Brenner autobahn and the Brenner base 
 tunnel, remain invisible and allow themselves to be overgrown by nature. The concrete 
masses of these masters of mimesis defy time, often only revealing themselves to us – as 
befits their purpose – at a second or even third glance. The once-expropriated plots of 
land have in many cases been returned, together with the bunkers, at a low price to 
their former owners, who were more interested in the land than in the bunkers. As it is 
very costly to demolish a bunker, they have a good chance of surviving the test of time, 
while nature and a wide variety of conversion projects – from storage spaces to apiaries –
gnaw away at them. The network formed by this huge cultural asset continues to 
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Bunkern interessiert waren. Da es sehr aufwändig ist, einen Bunker abzutragen, haben 
sie gute Chancen die Zeit zu überdauern, während die Natur und unterschiedlichste 
Umnutzungen von Lagerraum bis Bienenstand an ihnen nagen. Das Netz dieses riesigen 
Kulturgutes wirkt weiter in der Landschaft und behält seine Faszination. Ihm annähern 
können und sollten wir uns vor allem durch kulturelle Projekte, die in und mit den 
 Bunkern umgesetzt werden.

Eine wirtschaftliche Nutzung hat sich vereinzelt entwickelt, in manchen Bunkern 
lagern und reifen Käse und Wein. In St. Lorenzen gibt es sogar einen Genussbunker. Mit 
solchen Nutzungen wird das kulturelle Phänomen der Eiskeller weitergeschrieben, die es 
bei uns zum Beispiel im Überetsch und Unterland gibt.

Interessanter ist die Rolle von Kultur und Kunst bei der Umnutzung einiger Bunker. In 
den Planungsunterlagen der Bunkerbauten, die die Archivrecherche ausheben konnte, 
zeigen sich in den Tarnstrategien für diese Bauten unvermutet kreative Ansätze. Sogar 
fiktive Bauernhäuser sollten den Bunkern wie ein Hut aufgesetzt werden, um den ima-
ginären Feind zu täuschen.

Eine naheliegende kulturhistorische Strategie für die Bunker ist ihre Musealisierung. 
Beispiele dafür sind der Bunker Nr. 3, der Teil des Landesmuseums Franzensfeste ist, das 
Bunker-Museum in Toblach oder das Mooseum in Moos in Passeier, die sich in den letzten 
Jahren entwickelt haben. Sie alle haben im Grunde das Ziel, das sich das Projekt in Toblach 
setzt: „Learning Peace through History – Geschichte lehrt Frieden“. Ein solches Projekt 
ist auch für das ehemalige Nato-Areal in der Gemeinde Natz-Schabs zu entwickeln. Dort 
lässt sich die Geschichte des Kalten Krieges im Kontext der Festung Franzensfeste, ihres 
Bunkers und weiterer benachbarter Strukturen bestens erzählen und erleben.

Abb. 3:
Mähne am Bunker 
Nr. 23, Tartsch 

Fig. 3:
Mane at the bunker 
no. 23, Tartsch/Tarces
© Othmar Prenner
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impinge upon the landscape and to retain its fascination. We can and should approach 
it primarily through cultural projects that are realised in and with the bunkers.

There are a few cases of their economic use; cheese and wine are stored and aged in 
certain bunkers; at St. Lorenzen/San Lorenzo di Sebato, there is even a bunker devoted 
to high-quality cheesemaking. Such uses perpetuate the cultural phenomenon of the 
ice cellars that exist here, for example in the Überetsch/Oltradige and Unterland/Bassa 
 Atesina regions.

Yet more interesting is the role of culture and art in the conversion of some bunkers. 
The planning documents for the bunkers unearthed by the archival research revealed 
unexpectedly creative approaches in the camouflage strategies of these buildings; even 
pretend farmhouses were to be placed over the bunkers to deceive the imaginary enemy.

An obvious cultural-historical strategy for the bunkers is their museumisation: exam-
ples include Bunker no. 3, now part of the Franzensfeste Museum; the Bunker Museum 
in Toblach/Dobbiaco and the Mooseum in Moos in Passeier/Moso in Passiria, all created 
in recent years. They all have the same fundamental goal as the project in Toblach: 
“Learning Peace through History”. Such a project is also planned for the former NATO 
base in Natz-Schabs/Naz-Sciaves, where the history of the Cold War can clearly be told 
and experienced in the context of the Franzensfeste fortress, its bunker and other neigh-
bouring structures.

Contemporary art in its own way fulfils the peace mission of culture for the bunkers. 
The artist, writer and performer Matthias Schönweger, for example, acquired around 
fifty bunkers in the course of the disposals and turned some of them into art bunkers in 
order to “breathe a peaceable nature into them” with symbolic themes such as love. 
Bunker no. 23, located in Tartsch/Tarces in the Vinschgau/Venosta Valley, was also trans-
formed into an art project by Benny von Spinn in collaboration with Othmar Prenner. 
Since then, the bunker has acquired a caravan that serves as a bedroom for residential 
use, while there is also a “Terrace of Peace”: a blond hemp flag by the artist Ariel Trettel 
that has previously done duty in the Schlanders barracks currently flies there. The raising 
of this unusual flag is intended to make people aware of how places and buildings can 
be transformed without erasing or forgetting their history.

Photographers too are fascinated by the strange and austere aesthetics of the 
 bunkers as relics of a failed major project and an unprecedented waste of resources. 
Photographs of bunkers by Guido Guidi were on show in the gallery of the Fotoforum in 
Bozen/Bolzano a few years ago: in February – March 2023, the same gallery showed an 
exhibition by the photographer Vincenzo Pagliuca4 who, in a project lasting two years, 
traced these abandoned and silent journeymen, portraying how they stand and are used 
today: quirky and at the same time fascinating.

Since 1999, the political assessment of the architecture created during the Fascist era 
has changed, as can be seen in several preservation orders that the Provincial adminis-
tration has agreed to in recent years at the suggestion of its Office for the Preservation 
of Monuments. The high-quality rationalist architecture of the former “Industria Nazio-
nale Alluminio-Alumix” (which acquired listed status in 2004) is no longer in doubt; 
today it even serves as a marketing tool of the NOI Technology Park located there. More 
recent examples are the INPS building on Bozen’s Piazza Mazzini (listed 2022) and the 
holiday home planned by Armando Ronca on the Col da Lech in Wolkenstein/Selva 
(listed 2023); these are however industrial, residential, administrative or commercial 
 edifices.

4 Vincenzopagliuca.com/bunker
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Die Zeitgenössische Kunst erfüllt den Friedensauftrag der Kultur für die Bunker auf 
ihre Weise. So hat der Künstler, Schriftsteller und Performer Matthias Schönweger im 
Zuge der Abtretungen rund 50 Bunker erworben und einzelne zu Kunst-Bunkern 
gemacht, um ihnen mit symbolhaften Themen wie der Liebe „Friedfertigkeit einzu-
hauchen“. Der Bunker Nr. 23 in Tartsch im Vinschgau wurde von Benny von Spinn in 
Zusammenarbeit mit Othmar Prenner ebenfalls zum Kunstprojekt transformiert. Seither 
ist dem Bunker ein Wohnwagen angewachsen, der der Wohnnutzung als Schlafzimmer 
dient und es gibt eine „Terrasse des Friedens“. Dort weht derzeit eine blonde Hanffahne 
des Künstlers Ariel Trettel, die vorher auch schon in der Schlanderser Kaserne ihren 
Dienst getan hat. Das Hissen dieser ungewöhnlichen Fahne soll bewusst machen, wie 
Orte und Gebäude verwandelt werden können, ohne ihre Geschichte zu löschen oder 
zu vergessen.

Auch die Fotografen sind fasziniert von der merkwürdigen herben Ästhetik der Bunker
als Relikte eines gescheiterten Großprojektes und einer beispiellosen Ressourcenver-
schwendung. Vor einigen Jahren waren in der Galerie des Fotoforum in Bozen Aufnahmen
von Bunkern von Guido Guidi zu sehen. Im Februar/März 2023 zeigte die Galerie Fotoforum 
eine Ausstellung des Fotografen Vincenzo Pagliuca4, der in einem zweijährigen Projekt 
diesen verlassenen und schweigenden Gesellen nachgegangen ist, wie sie heute da -
stehen und genutzt werden. Skurril und faszinierend zugleich.

Seit 1999 hat sich die politische Einschätzung der Architektur verändert, die während 
des Faschismus entstanden ist, das lässt sich an mehreren Denkmalschutzbindungen 
ablesen, denen die Landesregierung in den vergangenen Jahren auf Vorschlag des 
Landes denkmalamtes zugestimmt hat. Die qualitätvolle rationalistische Architektur der 
Bauten der ehemaligen „Industria Nazionale Alluminio- Alumix“ (Unterschutzstellung 
2004) wird nicht mehr in Frage gestellt, sie ist heute sogar ein Marketinginstrument des 
Technologieparks NOI, der dort untergebracht ist. Jüngere Beispiele sind das INPS-
Gebäude am Bozner Mazziniplatz (Unterschutzstellung 2022) und das von Armando 
Ronca geplante Ferienhaus am Col da Lech in Wolkenstein (Unterschutzstellung 2023). 
Allerdings handelt es sich hier um Industrie-, Wohn-, Verwaltungs- und Geschäfts gebäude.

Heute haben wir auch die noch schwierigere Erhaltungs- und Denkmalschutzdiskus-
sion für die Bunker und Militäranlagen wie die Kasernen zu führen, weil die riesigen 
Areale, die vorher weiße Flecken der Militärgeheimhaltung waren, derzeit Gegenstand 
von weitreichenden Planungen der Gemeinden sind. Wenn wir rechtzeitig eine gut 
begründete Auswahl für das Erhalten und Schützen treffen wollen, müssen wir dies auf 
der Grundlage einer fundierten wissenschaftlichen Basis tun. Für den Alpenwall und die 
ehemalige Drusus-Kaserne in Schlanders liegt sie bereits vor. Weitere Forschungsarbeiten 
werden und müssen folgen, sie sind das wirksamste Instrument der Dokumentation und 
gemeinsam mit Kulturprojekten auch das beste Remedium gegen die Tabuisierung und 
Ablehnung der Militärarchitektur. Es geht nicht darum, alles zu erhalten. Es geht darum, 
einen Weg zu finden, Geschichte nicht zu löschen, sondern mit Gebäuden und anderen 
Elementen dieser Strukturen weiterzuerzählen. Es gilt interdisziplinär zu vermitteln, dass 
die Aufmerksamkeit für diese Architektur nicht der Kriegsverherrlichung oder Kriegs-
verharmlosung dient, sondern dem Frieden und dem kulturellen Potential dieser Bauten 
verpflichtet ist.

4 Vincenzopagliuca.com/bunker
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Today we also face the even more difficult discussion concerning the preservation 
and protection of the bunkers and military installations such as the barracks, as the huge 
areas that were previously blank zones shrouded in military secrecy are currently the 
subject of far-reaching planning on the part of the municipalities. If we want to make 
proper choices for preservation and protection in good time, we must do so on a sound 
scientific basis. While this is already in place for the Alpine Wall and the former Drusus 
barracks in Schlanders, further research will and must follow: this is the most effective 
instrument of documentation and, along with cultural projects, is also the best remedy 
for countering the taboos surrounding military architecture and its rejection. It is not a 
question of preserving everything; it is more about finding a way not to erase history, 
but rather to continue telling it with buildings and other elements of these structures. It 
is a matter of conveying, in an interdisciplinary manner, that an awareness of such archi-
tecture will not serve to glorify or trivialise war, but instead is a commitment to peace 
and to the cultural potential of these buildings.
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