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Abstract 

The research proposed here is another tile that contributes to the documentation of the rich mosaic of 
modern fortifications of the Gulf of La Spezia counting on an extraordinary heritage of 42 buildings and 
many more accessory settlements built to defend the Maritime Military Arsenal at the end of the XIXth 
century. As part of a complex system that sprinkles the entire gulf, the former Montalbano fortress 
represents the central and biggest architecture of the landward front. The proposed contribution will bring 
to the attention the first report about the architecture and the landscape setup of the Montalbano Fortress, 
investigating its true extension and the articulation of its complex spaces, now hidden by the woods after 
its abandonment. The very large size, the overall good conditions of most of the buildings, and the 
wilderness due to a vegetal recolonization, make this settlement very interesting and challenging in terms 
of documentation, restoration, and reuse strategy as a public space for the city. This contribution will 
share and present the state of knowledge about this "lost" and neglected structure to prefigure an inclusive 
and sustainable process of landscape regeneration. 
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1. Introduction

The destiny of the fortifications is always 
extremely linked to the mutation of the military 
scenario of an area, the introduction of new 
technologies and solutions in weaponry causes the 
abandonment or the destruction of what previously 
was considered a stronghold. At the same time, the 
construction of very large buildings may illude 
about their duration and evidence in time. Thus, the 
military settlements in the Gulf of La Spezia, Italy, 
seem to deny these two assumptions, with large 
architectures surviving strong attacks but at the 
same time subject to an abandonment capable of 
causing the complete disappearance of these 
structures into the woods and from the perceived 
landscape in the turn of half a century (Marinaro 
and Di Grazia, 2017). In the XIX and XX centuries, 
the Gulf of La Spezia played a significant role in 
all the warfare before and after the two world wars 
(Faggioni, 2008). The strategic potential of this 

Gulf had previously been understood by the French 
in the Napoleonic period, so much so that the city 
was declared a military port in 1808 (Ambrosi, 
1983). An ambitious project was also drawn up, 
signed by the architect Tagliafichi, for an arsenal 
city in the western part of the Gulf towards 
Portovenere, thus, this settlement was never built 
(Marinaro et al., 2016). The presence of a large 
Port dedicated to military operations and the 
articulated system of industries together with the 
position, controlling both a large span of sea and a 
wide sector of the inland, made La Spezia 
extremely in need of fortifications both for control 
and for attack (Danese, 2011). To guarantee the 
defence of the large military complex, powerful 
defensive works were built (Marmori, 1976), both 
towards the sea and towards the mountain, 
exploiting the natural morphology and the specific 
geology of the gulf (Di Grazia and Marinaro, 
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2015). This system has a significant point of 
strength in the creation of fortresses and batteries, 
large buildings merged into the orography 
(Marinaro and Di Grazia, 2016), and equipped with 
a system of in howitzers, cannons, mortars and gun 
capable to shoot on long distances covering all the 
water mirror of the gulf and its surroundings. This 
system in which architecture, roads, shelters blend 
with geography has entirely transformed the 
landscape of the gulf, both on the physical level, 
making it function like an organic and highly 
efficient war machine, and on the imaginary level 
where “aeropaintings” and futurist poems 
celebrated the birth of the XXth century city. 

2. A first modern description of the fortress

The construction of Forte Montalbano can be 
placed between 1880 and 1888 (creation of the 
detached permanent battery), with a large 
intervention on the ridge of the homonymous hill 
at the North of the Gulf to defend Durasca Valley, 
Follo, Croce and Valeriano mountains and then 
also the eastern side of the city (Danese et al., 
2011). Used the last time during the World War 2, 
the fortress obtained the attribution of “Cultural 
Interest” site in 2012. The interest in the 
Montalbano Fort follows the first intervention on 
the Valdilocchi Battery, which was brought to its 
restoration in 2019-2022 by the Municipality of La 
Spezia. The starting conditions seem similar: large 
buildings, complete abandon since the end of the 
Second World War, wilderness reconquesting the 
area, presence of heavy damages from warfare.  

For the Valdilocchi battery, the utter destruction of 
some parts caused by a mine detonated by the 
Nazis army during their retreat was a significant 
element, which left the building with large missing 
parts, but also characterized the remaining 
structures with a robust "sign of the war" which 
was in its way a fascinating aspect of this military 
heritage kept by the project. In the case of the 
Montalbano Fortress, the destructions are both 
attributable to the heavy clashes at the end of the 
Second World War as well as the demolitions 
carried out to prevent the use of the ammunition 
depots under the Traversone (Danese et al., 2011). 
More investigations would be worth for clearly 
understanding what happened as a consequence of 
the mining and what may be attributed to war 
strikes. Unlike the Valdilocchi battery that is a 
single, well-defined building, the Montalbano Fort 
presents a system of different structures (fort and 
detached battery) and spaces (courtyards and 

esplanades), variously organized along the hill and 
now partially transfigured.  

Located at a height of about 358 meters above the 
sea level and surrounded by a long wall, the 
complex it is not freely accessible from the main 
road, where two gates open on "Via Montalbano". 
Inside, in addition to the main body with its 
irregular pentagon plan surrounded by a long 
"diamond" type moat, the space is divided into 
two large esplanades: the Esplanade Isola Bassa 
and the Esplanade Isola Alta which was designed 
to house the detached permanent battery 
composed by six reserves. Outside the wall, to the 
west of the fort in a control position on the road 
stood the "barracks man’s quarters" while a 
guard's hut was set in the southern wall in front of 
the entrance courtyard. At present, the fortress 
appears "invisible" from any distant or aerial point 
of view, the “fronte di gola” appears after a few 
steps in the wood with a large main entrance in 
between the walls extending from the section of the 
hill. It is a deep and high barrel-vaulted space, 
large enough to allow the passage of vehicles 
and with a sloppy ground that keeps climbing up 
the hill until the high courtyard and the main, 
oldest block of the fort. The structures of the 
Montalbano Fortress appear like a main, 
gigantic masonry block, characterized by large 
arches with barrel vaults, all the vaulted rooms 
open to the exterior on both sides and are 
connected by passages.  

The rooms are connected to underground spaces 
and the upper part by staircases, placed regularly in 
each four rooms. The main block is separated by 
all the other elements of the fortification and at its 
present state looks like "disappearing" in the woods 
on both extremities affected by the war strikes. The 
fall of the main vaults in various rooms and the 
robust growth of the vegetation increase this 
impression. Even if the bold walls emerge in 
between the plants, the visibility of the whole 
system is almost null from the top view, and 
walking along the slope of the terrain it manifests 
itself all at once when arriving at close range.  

The interiors of the main structure are organized in 
a sequence of large barrel-vaulted rooms on two 
different levels, connected by a long transversal 
passage. They converge into a central outpost with 
openings suitable for weapons and facing toward 
the dry ditch, once about six metres deep and now 
partially covered. There, the main building 
presents large openings with arches that look bold 
and impressive. 
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Fig. 1- The fortress area, original project. Courtesy of the Military Archive (2023).  

Fig. 2- The entrance passage under the Traversone. 
View of the lower court yard (Marinaro, 2023). 

The section of the main structure may be defined 
as a three levels system connected by staircases, 
with a principal ground level, mostly closing the 
just mentioned large inner rooms, one underground 
level made of smaller spaces and passages, and an 
upper level, opening to the shooting pitches of the 
structure, once again defined by a sequence of 
smaller rooms and staircases. 

Fig. 3- The main front of the fort facing the high 
court yard invaded by the plants (Marinaro, 2023). 

The total extension of the main building follows 
a large, elongated, irregular, polygonal shape, 
with an East-West orientation, it may be 
considered of about 160 metres long, with a 
variable depth between 20 and 40 metres.  

Beside the oldest part of the fort, there are the 
remains of various buildings previously used for 
technical equipment, the ruins of the “Barracks 
quarters” on two main floors, now reduced to the 
remains of the perimetral walls with a suggestive 
green roof. On the eastern part of the area opens 
the lower part of the Spianata di Monte Isola, a 
large flat open terrain free from trees. What once 
served as a connection between the two cores of 
fire with the abandonment of the structure saw the 
alternation of a riding school first and then a 
motocross circuit, activities which, not finding 
suitable spaces in the city for a period, had found 
in the generous Esplanade di Monte Isola the 
ideal place. Unmistakable traces of these 
presences remain now  in  the  disused  stables 
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Fig. 4– The northern front of the fortress with its large arches and barrel vaults (Verdiani, 2023). 

Fig. 5- The ditch on the northern front, partially 
free from plants (Marinaro, 2023). 

Fig. 6- One of the staircases inside the fortress 
connecting the lower passages and rooms with 
the upper levels (Marinaro, 2023). 

(whose roofs are in Eternit and therefore require 
reclamation works) and crumbling, now in the 
furrows of a soil made barren by the slopes, now 
recolonized by a prairie of Hypericum perforatum 
and other species xerophilous. Although the 
character of a large open space devoid of trees 
still remains, from the northern edge advances a 
young pioneer acacia forest combined with hints 
of a humid ecosystem where specimens of 
elderberry have benefited from the shade and 
water stagnation phenomena. On the higher part 
of the Spianata di Monte Isola, located at 345 m 
above sea level, where neither horses nor 
motorbikes grazed, the vegetation recovery sees 
the formation of a thicket with also large-scale 
tree specimens, some of which were planted in 
the years in which the place was variously 
inhabited and other pioneers. Here are placed the 
five reserves (six in the original project) that 
completed the detached battery and the complex 
system of the fortress, they consist of a series of 
low buildings, with roofs and quite poor 
construction. The five bodies of this detached 
battery in the years following abandonment have 
undergone various additions, which have 
completely modified some of them. 

From what emerges today, contemporary efforts 
to relaunch this place have mostly been weak, 
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even more so because they were not historically 
informed and generally not oriented towards 
overall cultural valorisation. There have been 
attempts at reuse that have stratified a new 
accumulation of debris and dilapidated structures, 
handing over to the Municipality in 2018 a place 
apparently without any vocations or aspirations. 

In general, the settlement is strongly characterized 
by the main structure, with its relevant and massive 
presence, a bold architecture with its 
interconnected inner spaces, it appears well 
reconquered by nature, but at the same time, it's an 
extremely fascinating building with interesting 
potential for reuse. 

Fig.7- View of the inside towards the southern 
front (Marinaro, 2023). 

3. Triggering the landscape project: where
going from this situation:

To deal with this situation, the Municipality of La 
Spezia, becoming the owner of the Property, has 
started a new regeneration operation which has 
taken its first steps through an initial 
reconnaissance of the sites and a design study 
aimed at imagine new horizons. The idea is to 
make this place another important piece of the 
"Spezia Forte" project, a system of fortifications 
and artefacts once dedicated to warfare which are 
converted into public spaces open to the city, 
mindful of history and therefore bearers of a 
message of peace and cultural koinè. The 
experience conducted with the recovery and 
valorisation project of the Valdilocchi Battery in 
2022 as well as providing a very important wealth 

of knowledge on military architecture, its 
admirable construction technologies and the 
refined ways in which these structures related to 
soil, water and plants, it was an opportunity to 
experiment with a broader regeneration process 
that concerns the landscape sphere. This 
regeneration process referred to here is something 
that transcends the simple phase of construction 
of the works - for the Valdilocchi Battery, among 
other things, only a first section of the works 
envisaged by the definitive project was carried 
out - and which fully includes the subsequent 
management phase, not intended only as 
maintenance but in a higher sense of care and 
cultural management. What was clear in the 
intentions from the very first planning phases of 
the Battery was less so in reality by disconnecting 
the cultural programming phase, and the 
involvement of a large system of local actors in 
the management of the area, which in fact to this 
day they are still missing. Based on this 
awareness, the approach to Montalbano fortress 
innovate the process as well as the regeneration 
project. The objective is working in parallel both 
on the physical transformation of the places and 
on the imagery in the minds of the people so that: 
the phase of re-appropriation by the citizens 
begins immediately, the place comes out of the 
fog of abandonment and is positively informed by 
the contribution of a multiplicity of actors, 
gradually interested and ready to take care of it. 
This objective is possible by making the cultural 
management phase one of the first moments of 
transformation of places instead being the last. 

Subsequently a choreography of actions was 
imagined that mix, direct interventions, 
documentation activities, calls for interest, 
conferences and debates to progressively 
repopulate the place while forming a new and more 
accurate knowledge of it.  

The chronological sequence of these operations is 
the one shown below, which results in the 
creation of a strategic project charter which is 
combined with an elective reference community 
for its implementation.  

After having defined the regeneration strategy in 
agreement with the municipality, the preparation 
of the sites does not intend to make a clean sweep 
of the plant community present today, but to act 
only on those components that make major 
operations impossible, instead maintaining the 
tree population for a prompt effect in a large part 
of open spaces. 
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Fig. 8- Choreography of the actions for 2024. Timeline of the landscape regeneration process (Marinaro, 2024). 

Fig. 9- General scheme of the accessible areas for 2024 (Marinaro, 2024).

A correct strategy for recovering such a complex 
military heritage should be considered first the 
cleaning from the lower infestation by smaller 
plants and the check of the state of safety of the 
most damaged areas.  

At the same time, the bonification from toxic 
materials is an urgent subject. From this “healthier” 
condition, a complete and contemporary digital 
survey of the whole complex may be a first step for 
understanding the conditions of the whole system 
and planning proper interventions. 

As previously done for the Valdilocchi battery, the 
complete documentation gathered from a 3D laser 
scanner unit allows the correct and accurate 
description of all the architectural parts, and at the 
same time, it can gather the full shape of the 
surrounding terrains, with a clear connection 
between the building and the landscape. The high 
level of details and the accuracy of each 
measurement will also allow a proper reading of 
important pathologies.  

On the base of such a survey, the digital twin 
produced will also allow an extended 
comprehension of the relationships between inner 
and outer spaces, with the possibility of 
interpreting clearly what is worth recovery and 
which opportunities may come in the reuse of 
spaces (Biagini and Arslan, 2018; Camiz and 
Capparelli, 2019). The state of abandonment and 
the powerful ruins emerging from the wood, play 
an interesting role in the characterization of the 
fortress, maybe a project consolidating, but at the 
same time keeping a balance between the natural 
appropriation and the original architecture should 
be an interesting challenge and opportunity for 
developing a sustainable and suggestive results.  

This may correctly compose with the “open space” 
aspects of many large rooms, which may turn very 
difficult to be converted into closed spaces.  

Proper interaction between the inner and the outer 
space of this complex is probably one of the main 
key subjects in planning any further interventions. 
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Fig. 10- View of the inside towards the northen 
side on the ditch (Verdiani, 2023). 

Fig. 11- View of the inside towards the western 
side (Verdiani, 2023). 

Fig. 12- The ruins of the barracksman’ quarters, 
now in serious decay (Verdiani, 2023). 

4. Conclusions

Moving from military heritage to digital heritage 
and then into a recovered collective patrimony is 
a virtuous path that may encounter a significant 
occasion in the Montalbano Fortress.  

It is a part of the complex fortifications of the La 
Spezia Gulf, but even if it may appear just a 
larger care than the recently recovered 
Valdilocchi battery, it presents significant 
differences and is asking for a different 
approach, not just because of the larger size, but 
mostly because the different articulation and 
interaction with the landscape and the 
meaningful presence of different scales and 
articulations in the various buildings and in the 
landscape scenarios that they connotate.  

Thus, such a system needs a coordination and a 
global logic in the interventions, which may 
bring to an efficient recovery to the community 
of this important former military landscape 
(Marinaro et al., 2018).  

It will be hopefully a progressive new challenge 
for recovery an important part of the Gulf and a 
new opening towards the valorisation of built and 
landscape heritage in this area.
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