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Europa’s most beautiful wilderness

*

On 26 June 2009 UNESCO recognised the Dolomites as “one of the most beautiful mountains in the world”.
That is a rare distinction, and one that constitutes a major obligation for the protection and sustainable development of this mountain region.

“I grew up in the Dolomites. Later, after more than
a thousand climbs back home, I climbed in all the
mountain ranges of the world. For me, no mountains
can compare with the beauty of the Dolomites.”
That is the conclusion of someone who ought to know:
Reinhold Messner, mountain climber and protector,
and one of the supporters of the bid for the title of a
UNESCO World Natural Heritage site from the very
start.
After years of groundwork, the big day arrived on
26 June 2009, when the Dolomites received official status
as a World Heritage site. That is a very special award if
you consider that only 176 natural landscapes have so far
been entered in UNESCO’s World Heritage list.

What makes the Dolomites
so unique?
The UNESCO’s arguments for including the Dolomites
in the World Heritage list focussed on their spectacular
variety of rock formations, the wealth of colour, their
geological and geomorphological importance, and
above all their unspoilt character.
*NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC, March 2010

According to the UNESCO declaration, the Dolomites
constitute “a series of highly distinctive mountain
landscapes that are of exceptional natural beauty. Their
dramatic vertical and pale coloured peaks in a variety of
distinctive sculptural forms is extraordinary in a global
context. This property also contains an internationally
important combination of earth science values. The
quantity and concentration of highly varied limestone
formations is extraordinary in a global context, whilst
the superbly exposed geology provides an insight into
the recovery of marine life in the Triassic period, after
the greatest extinction event recorded in the history of
life on Earth. The sublime, monumental and colourful
landscapes of the Dolomites have also long attracted
hosts of travellers and a history of scientific and artistic
interpretations of its values.”

Mountains as a cultural platform
The Dolomites do not owe their recognition as a
World Natural Heritage site solely to their scenic and
geological diversity. The award is also an expression of
the fact that the people who live there have developed

a special awareness of the value of their heritage, and
that they are at pains to preserve it and hand it down
intact to their descendants.
In particular, the Dolomites are a living platform of
Ladin history and culture. In addition to the forces of
nature, human activity, customs and traditions have
shaped the landscape in the course of time. For that
reason, recognition as a World Heritage site provides a
wonderful opportunity to study to the cultural dimension
of the Dolomite region and thus further promote
sustainable and holistic development there.

Heritage as a commitment
As the term indicates, a World Heritage site is of
importance for the whole world. This means that,
as the location of such a site, South Tyrol has an
obligation towards the whole of humanity to do its
best to protect and preserve it so as to enable as many
people as possible to achieve a deeper understanding of
its nature, history and culture.
The Dolomites go to the hearts of all who live and love
to spend their holidays there!
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A time-lapse journey through millions of years of the geological history of the Dolomites

Vallunga

Passo Gardena
10

To explain the birth of the Dolomites, we have to go
back an incredible 280 million years in the history of
the Earth. At that time the various continents did not
exist; there was just one land mass called Pangaea, its
shores washed by the Tethys Ocean. The area of the
Alps was located on the supercontinent, albeit much
further south than it is today, in our planet’s tropical
climate zone.

Land submerged by the sea
In a period lasting millions of years, the Tethys Sea
grew and inundated parts of the continent. The area of
today’s Dolomites also disappeared below the waves.
This is the phase in which the depositional history of
the Dolomites began. Detritus washed down from dry
land slid into the shallow waters of the sea and accumulated as thick layers of sediment. It was also a time
of violent volcanic eruptions, which are the source of
the porphyry basement of the western Dolomites.

Building the Dolomites
layer by layer
From the beginning of the Triassic period, i.e. about
250 million years ago, the depth of the sea varied, and
rock strata repeatedly emerged, underwent erosion and
then subsided again. During this period, algae, sponges
and coral settled on the sea bed, and their calcareous
deposits accumulated to form reefs up to 2000 metres

high – probably the commonest geological feature of
today’s Dolomites. 238 million years ago, a major volcanic event added variety to the structure of the
Dolomites, with lava and tufa superimposed on the
white Dolomite limestone in certain areas. This was
again followed by a phase of erosion: vast quantities of
scree and sand were deposited on the sea bed between
the various reefs, only to be covered by a new generation of coral reefs millions of years later.

Plate tectonics lifting the reefs
About 228 million years ago, the first dinosaurs inhabited the bogs and shallows of the coastal areas – and
left their prints in the Dolomite rock. At the beginning
of the Jurassic period, some 210 million years ago, the
Earth’s crust started to subside again; a new ocean developed from the west – today’s Atlantic – and the supercontinent of Pangaea gradually disintegrated. In the
Upper Jurassic and throughout the Cretaceous period,
i.e. about 160 to 65 million years ago, the Dolomite region was located in the depths of the ocean, as show by
thick superimposed layers of fine limestone and marl.
At the end of the Cretaceous, about 65 million years
ago, the Eurasian and African plates collided. In a
process lasting millions of years, the African plate was
thrust over the Eurasian plate and its mountains lifted
out of the water. The Dolomites were born!
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270-235 million years ago
Sedimentary rock develops
on land and in the sea.
Reefs and atolls form, and
some are covered by lava.
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235-180 million years ago
Limestone and Dolomite banks
form in lagoons and shallow
tidal seas.

Erosion and ice ages
complete the process
No sooner had the Dolomites risen up when erosion
began – through the workings of heat and cold, water
and wind, glacial abrasion and the force of gravity. Out
of the newly emerged wilderness of rock, the relentless
forces of nature sculpted an extraordinary collection of
stone features, which soared up like church spires, needles, towers and pinnacles, creating in their totality a
unique natural landscape: the wonderful world of the
Dolomites.
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180-80 million years ago
The shallow seabed fractures
and sinks to great depths.
Layers of limestone and marl
are deposited.

Basin sediments
(La Valle and San Cassiano formation)
Vulcanite
(Basalts with pillow lavas)

Jurassic period

Reef and lagoon of Sciliar Dolomite
Shallow marine sediments
(Livinallongo-formation)

Flachmarine sediments
(Sand, marl, limestone and clay)
Bolzano quartz porphyry
(volcanic rock)

Bressanone quartz phyllite
(old basement)
Tectonic fault

Direction of overthrust

Cretaceous period
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20 million years ago
Mountains rise up as stacks
of different strata, with a sea
located to the south.
Today
The Sella massif is a mirror of the primeval underwater world. Plate
tectonics caused the reefs, lagoons and basins to rise up as a single
block following underground reduplication (see half arrows). Over
millions of years, the forces of erosion – deriving from the heat and
cold, wind and water, glacial abrasion and gravity – carved the Sella
massif to form a striking mountain (right photo).

The natural phenomenon of ‘alpenglow’

Due of the colour of the rock, the Dolomites
were originally known as the Pale Mountains.
That changed at the end of the 18th century
when a French scientist by the name of Déodat
de Dolomieu walked the length and breadth of
South Tyrol. His attention was drawn to a light
coloured mineral, which he took to be limestone
but which behaved differently in laboratory
tests. He therefore sent a number of specimens
to the Swiss mineralogist Nicolas Théodore de
Saussure for further study. Saussure found that
it was a hitherto unknown mineral composed
of calcium carbonate and magnesium, and he
decided to call it ‘Dolomite’. It was not until 1864,
however, when J. Gilbert and G.C. Churchill
published their travel and mountain guide “The
Dolomite Mountains”, that the name ‘Dolomites’
was adopted for the mountains themselves and
gradually achieved worldwide attention.
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Raibl strata
(comprising Dolomite, marl and sandstone)
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Enrosadira

How the Dolomites
got their name

7

Main Dolomite
(shallow marine tidal sediments)

The deep impression the Dolomites make on visitors
is reinforced by ‘enrosadira’, as the Ladins call the famous alpenglow. At sunset the mountains seem to be
on fire – with a fascinating play of colour that ranges
from an intensive red and orange to a shade of violet
that gradually darkens.
The explanation for this natural phenomenon is to be
found in the composition of the Dolomite rock. It contains calcium carbonate and magnesium, which reflect
the evening light and in so doing produce a unique
natural spectacle which – though brief – is an unforgettable experience.
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Rising from the sea into the sky

Sella massif

The legend
of the Pale Mountains

adapted from the “Dolomite Sagas” by K.F. Wolff
Once upon a time, in the south of the Alps, there was a rich and fortunate kingdom. Its inhabitants lived a
happy and carefree life – except for one, the king’s son, who was tormented by an ardent desire: he wanted
to go to the moon. One day, during a hunt, the prince lost his way in the forest and came across two very old
men – inhabitants of the moon.
Everything on the moon was a radiant white. The prince was taken before the King of the Moon, and when
he saw his beautiful daughter he immediately fell in love with her. But soon he noticed that the intense silver
light of the moon was damaging his eyesight, and he had to return to Earth. He took the beautiful Princess
of the Moon with him as his wife.
The princess was delighted with the colourful beauty of the meadows and the intense blue of the mountain
lakes. But the dark and dismal hue of the high peaks was such a burden on the princess’s soul that she fell
seriously ill and had to return to the moon. There she was soon gripped by longing for her husband, while
down on Earth the prince pined for his wife. He spent a lot of time in the forest, and one day he met the
King of the Dwarves there, who told him the sad tale of his people, who had been driven from their land by
invaders and now had nowhere to live. In turn the prince spoke of his lonely suffering. Suddenly the King of
the Dwarves jumped up and cried, “Cheer up, Prince; we have found the answer. You give us permission to
live in your kingdom, and we will ensure that the dark rock faces become radiant with the light of the moon.”
They shook hands to seal the agreement, and in the following nights the dwarves caught the moonlight ray
by ray and laid it over the dark rock of the mountains. Then the princess returned to Earth and happiness to
the realm of the Dolomites.

Val Gardena originals
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“The Ladins are like dwarf pines”, they say: strong, resilient and persevering. And those are the characteristics that
have brought international fame to many people from Val
Gardena.
Luis Trenker (1892-1990), for example, is one of the most
famous sons of Val Gardena. He was a passionate mountaineer, actor, film director and architect. He won a place
in history as an artist and ambassador of the Dolomites of
Val Gardena, and there is a
Luis Trenker memorial collection in the Val Gardena Regional Heritage Museum. In
collaboration with the famous
Austrian architect Clemens
Holzmeister, Luis Trenker
also gave the ADLER a new
look in the 1920s.
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Val Gardena, a valley and an island
… at the heart of the Dolomites

Some 10,000 years ago, hunters explored the valleys
of Ladinia. During the Bronze Age (from 2,500 B.C.)
the Rhaetians established the first permanent settlements there. In the course of the Great Migration,
Romans invaded the area and their culture mingled
with that of the local Rhaetians. That led to the development of the Ladin language (see bottom right),
which is still spoken today.
The name ‘Gredine’ can be traced back to a document
dated 999. Gardena – or Gherdëina in Ladin – means
‘fence’ or ‘enclosure’. That is a fitting name for a valley that remained all but isolated from the rest of the
world for hundreds of years and is still a very distinct
area today.
In the Middle Ages, agriculture was gradually established, but life remained very hard in Val Gardena.
Around 1600, woodcarving developed in the valley as
a modest source of additional income for the farming
families. But it was not until 1856, and the construc-

tion of the first road into the valley, that woodcarving
became a flourishing trade.
The road also laid the foundations for tourism. The
first visitors were adventurers, natural scientists and
mountaineers, who came to explore the world of the
Dolomites. They were followed by summer holidaymakers and finally by winter sports enthusiasts. In
1970 Val Gardena hosted its first event in the framework of the Alpine Ski World Championships.
From the entrance to the valley at Ponte Gardena in
the east, Val Gardena extends 20 km to Selva (1563 m)
in the west, with Ortisei (1236 m), and Santa Cristina
(1428 m) in between. The valley has a total of about
9000 inhabitants. Most of the local people are Ladins
(approx. 80%). The rest are German- and Italianspeaking South Tyroleans.
In spite of its flourishing tourist trade, Val Gardena has
retained its unspoilt and authentic character, which
makes it an inside tip for the discerning.

Welcome to Val Gardena!

Filip Moroder Doss, Metamorphos (detail)

Woodcarving is just as much a part of Val Gardena as
the Dolomites. The local people took up woodcarving
at the beginning of the 17th century to fill the long
months winter and earn some extra income in addition
to farming. The carvings were made in winter and sold
in far away places in summer.
By the 18th century, woodcarvings from Val Gardena
had become famous all over the world. The range of
products was impressive, with a focus on figural art
– from religious to profane – as well as figurines for
nativity sets, ornamental items and children’s toys.
Today, carving has an economic significance all of its own
in Val Gardena, but it has retained its original character
as an authentic craft. That is clearly demonstrated at
the annual UNIKA sculpture exhibition in Ortisei,
which local artists attend with a range of sculptures
and paintings that are as different and individual as the
artists themselves.

Val Gardena is also home
to famous athletes like
Carolina Kostner (*1987), triple European Figure Skating
Champion. Isolde Kostner,
the successful Alpine skier, is
Carolina’s cousin and – as you
might expect – also a native of
Val Gardena!

Bënunì te Gherdëina

Speaking of tips: The Cesa dei Ladins regional heritage museum in Ortisei offers a rewarding
insight into old Ladinia. In addition to fine collections devoted to the history of Val Gardena, the exhibits
also include wonderful woodcarvings and impressive fossils and minerals found in the Dolomites.

One material, many styles

A world-famous nephew of
Luis Trenker, namely Giorgio
Moroder, was born in Ortisei in 1940 and now lives in
Los Angeles. Over the years
the composer, songwriter and
producer of legendary film
soundtracks (Flashdance, Metropolis, The Never Ending
Story, etc.) has collected three
Oscars, three Grammy Awards
and four Golden Globes. He
likes to holiday in Val Gardena.

When local people come together, they mainly speak
Ladin, one of the three official languages of South
Tyrol. Ladin dates back to the year 15 B.C. when the
Roman general Drusus conquered the Alpine region.
That led to a fusion of the local Rhaetian culture
with the Latin culture of the Romans – and to the
development of a new language: Ladin. The language
is still spoken in certain areas of the Dolomites, like
Val Gardena, Val Badia and Val di Fassa, with dialectal
variations from valley to valley.
A few words in the Ladin of Val Gardena:
Good morning		

Good afternoon		

bon domesdi (bon domësdi)

Goodbye		

assudëi (assudëi)

Good evening		

bona sëira (bona sëira)

Good night		

bona nuet (bona nuët)

Mountain		

crëp (krëp)

Thank you		
Sky		

Snow		

Seeing with your hands and feeling with your eyes – that puts the
art into the craft.

bon di (bon di)

Sun		

Water		

de gra (de grà)
ciel (tschiël)

nëif (nëiff )

surëdl (surëdl)
ega (ega)

