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Completed in 1838 by the Hapsburgs, |l Forte di
Fortezza is located in the southern Tirol region of
northern ltaly. It is an enormous stone edifice con-
structed to defend the Eisack Valley during the
reign of the Austrian Empire. In 1918, the lItalians
took control of the fort, and as recently as 2003,
the Italian army occupied the site. Although it was
touted as one of the strongest forts in Europe, it
never came under fire.

The fort consists of three massive lobes of
granite construction that follow the contours of the
alpine terrain; the lobes are interconnected by a
maze of underground passageways. As large as a
small town, the fort now serves the region as a cul-
tural center. In 2007, architects Markus Scherer and
Walter Dietl began restoration of the complex, adding
elements to accommodate the center’s activities.

The original architecture is heavy and pow-
erful with a distinct medieval ambiance, despite its
relatively modern origins. Granite masonry walls,
vaulted ceilings, stone stairs, and rough-hewn pas-
sageways predominate. Architectural critic Catherine
Slessor describes the work by Scherer and Dietl:
“The thick granite walls were restored, roofs water-
proofed, and windows repaired. Walled-off spaces
were opened up and unsympathetic later additions
removed. Throughout, the process has been a tact-
ful cleaning up and drilling down to the raw form and
structure of the fort, which itself acts as a cue for the
new interventions.”! The architects’ interventions
are also strong. Employing the simple materials of
concrete and matte-black galvanized steel, the work
complements the existing architecture.

Although the new components are purely
functional in nature, they are precisely located and
carefully detailed. One of the most dramatic fea-
tures is a seventy-foot vertical passage—cut into
the native stone—that contains stairs and an eleva-
tor to connect the subterranean caverns to the fort
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