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EXPLORING THE SUSTAINABILITY OF WILDERNESS 
NARRATIVES IN EUROPE. REFLECTIONS FROM VAL 

GRANDE NATIONAL PARK (ITALY)
GIACOMO ZANOLIN and VALERIÀ PAÜL

ABSTRACT. Wilderness is an important concept in the discourses and policies concerning con-
temporary European protected areas, inherently challenging in terms of sustainability. Since its 
designation in 1992, the Val Grande National Park, located in northwest Italy, has been portrayed 
and promoted as a wilderness area, thereby enhancing tourism, whilst disregarding the historical 
signs of human activity. In this paper we explore the wilderness concept, focusing on the 
narratives developed in the area, that changed from a strict conservationist approach to 
a more utilitarian one, influencing the National Park’s policy-making. The research is based 
mainly on the content analysis of several literary texts. We conclude that wildernessneeds to be 
reconceptualized so that contemporary European protection policies might become more 
effective, and we may use our knowledge of nature to promote sustainable development.
Keywords: Italian Alps, nature conservation, wilderness

T he concept of wilderness, as exported from the pioneering United States 
National Park system since the early twentieth century (Nash 1964 [ed. 2014], 
Nash 1970), is difficult to convey in Europe because the areas protected as “wild 
nature” disregard the long-term interventions made by humans over the 
centuries, thus rendering their management very complex (Dudley 2011; 
Woods 2011). Hence, the word “wilderness” in European policy making is a 
challenge for sustainability, since this latter concept suggests a balance between 
nature conservation and economic activities.

In the specific case of the Val Grande National Park (Piedmont, Italy) (Figure 1), 
the word wilderness, in English, has been used at least since the 1970s. Since its 
designation as a national park in 1992, it has been characterized as the “biggest 
wilderness area in the Italian Alps.” This label, based on a peculiar social construc-
tion of nature (Castree 2001), has been extensively used as a local development 
strategy, resulting in the enhancement of a tourism dimension. A case in point is the 
achievement, in 2013, of the European Charter for Sustainable Tourism in Protected 
Areas (ECST), confirming the correlation between wilderness and the sustainability 
arena in Val Grande.

The aim of this paper is to consider how the notion of wilderness has 
developed in a European context, examining its ties with the notion of 
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sustainability. Wilderness apparently signifies a lack of human intervention for 
the purposes of nature conservation, but in Val Grande the promotion of 
tourism strongly based on this concept allows us to question to what extent it 
can be reframed under the lens of sustainability. Indeed, Val Grande has been 
promoted as a unique pristine natural area within the Alpine region, comprising 
various forms of economic activities that seem to be in contradiction with the 
wilderness notion itself but that are, at least since Peter Nijkamp (1990), inher-
ently part of the sustainability paradigm. We are not the first to study the Val 
Grande National Park under a wilderness glass. Franz Höchtl (2005, 2006, 2007) 
and Claudia Cassatella (2016) focused on land-use/land-cover changes since the 
nineteenth century and visitor perception. However, our aim here is not to 
determine to what extent the region can be considered wild from an “objective” 
perspective, or whether it is seen as wild by tourists. Instead, we will deal with 
the narratives that have emerged about the area, in order to elucidate why it is 
seen as a wilderness, by whom, with what interests, and with what consequences 
in relation to sustainable development strategies. In this sense, we assume wild-
erness to be a social imaginary of space as defined by Bernard Debarbieux (2019) 
and in Val Grande we examine a specific application of this socio-spatial 
construction and its inherent policy implications.

The paper begins by conceptualizing wilderness as a socio-spatial construc-
tion, and goes on to present the case-study area and explain the methodological 

FIG. 1—Location map. Source: Giacomo Zanolin, 2020. 
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considerations, based mainly on content analysis of several texts, to distinguish 
the different narratives observed in Val Grande. The concluding section dis-
cusses these in relation to the theoretical foundations.

THE EVOLVING CONCEPTUALIZATION OF WILDERNESS IN RELATION TO SUSTAINABILITY

The definition of wilderness seems obvious. However, “the term designates 
a quality . . . that produces a certain mood or feeling in a given individual and, 
as a consequence, may be assigned by that person to a specific place” (Nash 1967 

[ed. 2014], 1). Accordingly, wilderness does not exist per se, but depends on the 
personal or collective attribution of the notion of the wild to a particular place, 
changing with the social and spatial context in which it is used (Whatmore 
2002), in line with the idea that nature is a social construction (Demeritt 2002). 
In this sense, Jane Moeckli and Bruce Braun (2001) have argued that claims 
about nature are discursively mediated. Therefore, wild nature could be studied 
by deconstructing what it is known about nature, “denaturalizing” it and 
demonstrating that it is a social product “serving specific social or ecological 
ends that ought to be questioned” (Castree 2001, 13).

If wilderness is regarded as a social construction, it is meaningless to discuss 
to what extent a particular area can be considered untouched by humans 
(Dudley 2011). It is evident that “the original, natural landscape . . . [i]n its 
entirety . . . no longer exists in many parts of the world” (Sauer 1925, 37). 
Haraway’s (1988) criticisms state that the assumption that human agency and 
nature are binary opposites is a Western notion. She argues that, “Nature is only 
the raw material of culture, appropriated, preserved, enslaved, exalted, or other-
wise made flexible for disposal by culture in the logic of capitalist colonialism” 
(Haraway 1988, 592), a point that has been also contended by Neil Smith (2007).

The origin of the wilderness notion is ancient. It derives, possibly, from 
mythical and religious visions of fearful, uninhabited, and uncivilized places, like 
deserts or mountains, where gods, deities, and evil could live together; this is 
what Yi-Fu Tuan suggests in his texts from the 1970s (Nogué 2018). Wilderness 
gained a general recognition in England in the late fourteenth century, with the 
English translation of the Bible (Meli 2007). In this period, the concept was 
defined to describe, beyond the blessed farmlands, those areas that were uncon-
trolled and inhabited by wolves and other wild animals with a strong negative, 
archetypical, cultural significance that stimulated the “fear of the wilderness” 
(Short 2006; Woods 2011). In the centuries that followed, wilderness was used in 
various texts to describe treeless wastelands. The term migrated from Europe to 
America in the seventeenth century, where it was used to refer to the vast spaces 
that were uncommon in European landscapes (Nash 1967 [ed. 2014]).

However, during the periods of Enlightenment and Romanticism (in the late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries) feelings about nature underwent 
a deep transformation. Romanticism fabricated a wild nature and promulgated 
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a taste for it from a biocentric perspective (Descola 2015). In particular, a fresh 
interest in the mountains was fostered (Martínez de Pisón and Álvaro 2002; De 
Rossi 2014) and, in a broader sense, in uncivilized spaces described as wild 
(Brevini 2013). In the Alps especially, a new perspective developed, whereby 
the mountains became the esthetic and emotional paradigm. Then, the myth 
of the bon sauvage proposed by Rousseau permeated European culture, focusing 
attention on the “wild subjectivity” of people who lived in the Alps, as opposed 
to the urbanized and civilized people living in the lowlands (Salsa 2009).

The new notion of wilderness found a specific and fundamental construction 
in the United States where the pioneering, frontier life in the expanding West, 
gradually led to an idea of the wilderness as a setting where personal aspirations 
for introspection and transcendence could be projected (Tuan 1996; Depraz 
2008). Wilderness became the environment where it was still possible to experi-
ence feelings of loneliness, harmony, and peace, which had been deemed lost in 
the chaos of urbanization and industrialization. It also became something akin to 
a state of mind, a way of living with nature and an opportunity to reconcile 
human beings with themselves (Tuan 1996; Nogué 2018).

Within this perspective, wilderness was converted into a concept to promote the 
preservation and enjoyment of natural areas as opposed to the urban and industrial 
development of the United States in the nineteenth century. It became the key 
concept for the preservationist movement, led by Muir among others, that pro-
moted protected areas, beginning with the designation, in 1864, of the first nature 
reserve in the Yosemite Valley and, in 1872, of the first national park in Yellowstone 
(Nash 1970; Depraz 2008; Frost and Hall 2009; Debarbieux 2019). Hence, in the 
United States, the modern idea of wilderness was forged for two main purposes: to 
build social consensus around the designation of protected areas to safeguard a set of 
values, and to highlight the contrast with Europe of New World uniqueness, under-
lining the existence of something purely “American” (Nash 1967 [ed. 2014]). 
Significantly, research by authors such as Jacoby (2001) has shown that, when it 
was designated, Yellowstone was not an untouched nature area at all, but it has 
become important for the generated spatial imaginary in Debarbieux’s (2019) terms.

Accordingly, wilderness was associated with nationalism at the end of the 
nineteenth century, as was evident in the United States (Depraz 2008). Yi-Fu 
Tuan (1996) has explained how wilderness became a political concept, indicating 
that its creation was assumed to be “natural” in the Western perspective, though 
nonexistent in Chinese culture. The translation to other countries of the notion 
of wilderness, through preservationist policies, was highly problematic. For 
instance, in Europe, in the early twentieth century, mountains and forests were 
rapidly identified with clear nationalist connotations (Depraz 2008).

The notion of wilderness has been reinvented over the years (Brevini 2013) 
owing to the transformation of the protectionist movement throughout the 
twentieth century and the rise of new paradigms. John Muir’s seminal ideas 
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somehow progressed through authors such as Leopold, the founder of contem-
porary environmentalism. In parallel, Pinchot’s conservationist notion emerged. 
Conservation advocates that resources can be efficiently exploited by humans 
(Callicott 1998). Hence, the distinction between preservationism and conserva-
tionism has emerged as a basic dualism in contemporary environmental think-
ing, planning, and management (Oelschlaeger 1991; Depraz 2008). According to 
Juan F. Ojeda (2006), sustainability typically links with conservationism in the 
sense that is spatially selective: only some areas are ambiguously designated as 
protected in order to develop specific sustainability targets, while the others are 
not included from the viewpoint of sustainability.

These discussions are related to the aforementioned Western schism 
between humans and nature (Haraway 1988; Smith 2007; Descola 2015). 
Samuel Depraz (2008) and Matteo Andreozzi (2017) argue that there are three 
main environmental ethics. First, preservationism is related to biocentric ethics, 
which extends the role of moral agent to all living creatures. In general terms, 
this is in line with deep ecology (Naess 1973; Capra 1995) and with the new 
environmental paradigm (Dunlap and Van Liere 1978; Van Den Born 2001), 
both originating in the 1970s, and advocating for strict wilderness preservation 
on the basis that mankind is only one of many species that inhabit the Earth. 
Second, conservationism is ethically ecocentric in the sense that nature can be 
partially used in conjunction with environmental protection in particular areas. 
Finally, anthropocentric ethics believe humans are the fulcrum, so nature must 
be at their disposal.

The concept of sustainability, as developed since the late 1980s, is intrinsically 
anthropocentric given that it equates the environment to the human agency, and 
attempts to find a balance, using the well-known three-dimensional model, in 
which sustainability is described as the combination of economy, society, and the 
environment (Nijkamp 1990; Blewitt 2008; Borowy 2018). However, there is some 
confusion between sustainable development and growth (Ojeda 2006; Naredo 
2007), and what can potentially be sustainable is the former: growth is mostly 
linked to the economic dimension of sustainability (that is, GDP growth), while 
development is supposed to reconcile the economy with environmental, social, 
and cultural dimensions since sustainable development was seminally defined by 
the World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) in the so- 
called “Brundtland Report.”

A case in point is the so-called Great Wilderness Debate instigated by two 
miscellaneous volumes edited by J. Baird Callicott and Nelson (1998) and 
Michael P. Nelson and Callicott (2008). The editors call for a new understanding 
of wilderness in two directions: de-anthropocentrizing the classical idea of wild-
erness by creating biodiversity reserves safeguarded from human intervention, 
and reconceptualizing wilderness to remove any human perception, implying 
that it exists per se independently from the human viewpoint. The former 
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direction clearly links with Callicott’s (1998) understanding of sustainable devel-
opment, which proposes to limit “economic activity . . . by ecological exigen-
cies; . . . not seriously compromis[ing] ecological integrity; and, ideally, . . . 
positively enhanc[ing] ecosystem health.”

Over the last few decades, sustainability has been frequently linked to tourism, 
morphing into the definition of sustainable tourism. According to Hughes and 
others (2015), this widely used term has attracted considerable attention from 
researchers and policy makers, in spite of a wide divergence between theory and 
practice that generates many paradoxes. As regards protected areas, sustainable 
tourism has become a synonym of tourism in natural areas or ecotourism (Hunter 
2002; Frost and Hall 2009), creating obvious paradoxes, especially when referring 
to (alleged) wilderness areas. The wilderness notion has attracted considerable 
tourist attention since the seminal national park designations of the nineteenth 
century (Frost and Hall 2009). According to John Urry (2002), the so-called 
Romantic tourist gaze is based on the sensations of loneliness and privacy, 
especially attainable in a wilderness context. The opposing tourist gaze would be 
the collective, and requires a large number of people. Apparently, this cannot be 
developed in wilderness contexts. However, wilderness areas, above all those that 
have been designated and protected, have also been modified and adapted for 
sustainable tourism activities (Hunter 2002) and tourist enjoyment (Lovell and 
Bull 2018). In the end, if these efforts succeed, then “the more tourists are attracted 
to them, the less authentic they become” (Lovell and Bull 2018, 130).

Based on these theoretical insights, this paper assesses how these variations 
occurred in Val Grande National Park. The paradoxes and tensions seem evident 
in the case-study area because of the continued reiteration of two concepts: 
wilderness and sustainable tourism. According to the literature reviewed, wild-
erness is a biocentric concept and sustainability an anthropocentric one, thus 
implying a contradiction.

CASE STUDY AREA

Designated in 1992, the Val Grande National Park is one of the most recent in 
Italy (Figure 1). It consists in area of 14,598 hectares located in northwest 
Piedmont, near the border with Switzerland. Val Grande is the name of the 
principal valley, but nowadays the designation has extended to the whole 
national park area. The other main valley in the park is named Pogallo. The 
Valgrande River becomes the San Bernardino River at the confluence with the 
Pogallo River. The San Bernardino River leaves the park’s southeastern boundary 
and flows toward Lake Maggiore, one of the main Alpine lakes.

These two valleys are surrounded by sharp-peaked mountains that are 
difficult to cross, with an average altitude of around 2000 m. The highest peak 
is Monte Togano (2301 m). The access to the valleys from the lower San 
Bernardino River valley is arduous. The rivers have deep-set beds and the valleys 
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are very narrow. To sum up, the whole region was extremely isolated and 
difficult to access. Currently, the only existing paved road entering the park is 
a very narrow, zigzagging one that reaches the hamlet of Cicogna in the lower 
Pogallo valley.

Nowadays, the national park is densely forested (Figure 2). However, this 
tree-laden appearance hides a complex land use history of pastoral, agricultural, 
and forestry activities. Since prehistoric times, humans intensively exploited the 
region (Figure 3) but, according to Carlo Tosco (2016), the deforested landscape 
that was present until the twentieth century originated in the Middle Ages. For 
centuries, the region consisted of communal pastures used for seasonal and 
transhumance practices. It is recorded that the last shepherds abandoned these 
practices in 1969. It is worth mentioning that biodiversity is higher in open 
landscapes, such as meadows that are linked to livestock, rather than in the new 
forests (Höchtl 2005, 2006, 2007). Thus, the end of the transhumance system 
caused a severe loss of biodiversity.

The woods are characterized by broadleaved trees, but presumed local 
natural species are limited because of ancient human activity. Nowadays, beeches 
(Fagus sylvatica) dominate the landscape, covering around 40 percent of the 
national park. Under the beech altitudinal range, the woods are dominated by 
chestnut trees (Castanea sativa, almost 15 percent of the protected area), which 
were introduced by humans (Larcher and Salvatori 2016). Also, the timber 

FIG. 2—The current appearance of the landscape: the Pogallo Valley near Cicogna. Picture by 
Valerià Paül (09/01/2018).
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industry was significant in this area until the 1960s, as timber could be sent 
downriver to Milan, a practice in use since the Middle Ages. The last phase of 
intensive timber industry occurred during the first half of the twentieth century, 
thanks to a system of cableways that crossed the valleys.

The national park is divided into 13 municipalities. Except for three small 
hamlets (Genestredo, in the municipality of Vogogna; Colloro, in Premosello 
Chiovenda; and Cicogna, in Cossogno), the settlements of these municipalities 
are outside the national park. This means that the evolution of the population of 
these 13 municipalities is not the population of the park itself. According to the 
census, the depopulation process from 1861 (18,252 inhabitants) to 2019 (12,749 

inhabitants) has resulted in a reduction of 30.15 percent—however, this does not 
coincide with land abandonment as these people live outside the national park. 
With reference to the three hamlets located inside the national park, two 
(Genestredo and Colloro) are adjacent to the boundaries. Only Cicogna is in 
the middle of the park. Its demographics are representative of the human 
dynamics of the Val Grande: the hamlet had 700 inhabitants in the 1930s and 
nowadays has 21 inhabitants, an overall reduction of 97 percent.

The idea of designating Val Grande as a protected area began in the 1950s when 
it was first discussed in parliament. The first strict nature reserve of the Italian Alps, 
Monte Pedum, was so designated in 1971. During the 1970s and the 1980s, several 
environmental associations and local stakeholders (politicians, inhabitants, cultural 
and hiking associations, local reporters, and the like) promoted the idea of 

FIG. 3—Prehistoric petroglyphs over the San Bernardino river valley, with Lake Maggiore in 
the background. Picture by Valerià Paül (09/01/2018).
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establishing a natural park in Val Grande. Finally, in 1992, the national park was 
approved according to a Ministerial Decree of 1989 and Act 394/1991. The first 
management authority was set up in 1993, the first president was nominated in 
1994, and the first director in 1995. The current boundaries of the national park 
were established in 1998, after an enlargement requested by some municipalities.

In accordance with Act 394/1991, a zoning plan was approved for the national 
park in 1999. Hence, it consists of the following zones (Figure 4): 

● A — highest protection. It matches the Monte Pedum strict nature 
reserve. Access is prohibited, except for specific reasons such as research, 
environmental monitoring, etc.

● B — in this zone, consisting of the main portion of the National Park, 
visitors are allowed access, but economic activities are prohibited.

● C — agriculture and livestock are allowed, together with tourism (for 
example, farm tourism).

● D — includes hamlets and farms, where local economic activities are allowed.

In 2013, the Val Grande National Park was included in the UNESCO Sesia- 
Valgrande Geopark. In 2018, UNESCO also designated the national park 
together with other neighboring areas as the Ticino Val Grande Verbano 
Biosphere Reserve, covering an area of 332,000 hectares. It is considered to be 
a first step toward the creation of a transboundary biosphere reserve with 
Switzerland, covering all the Ticino River basin. Since late 2019, a proposal for 
enlarging the Val Grande National Park has been under discussion.

FIG. 4—Simplified Zoning Scheme. Source: Giacomo Zanolin, 2020. 
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METHODOLOGY

This paper is primarily based on an analysis of texts published about the area. 
Based on our research goals and following Gordon R. Waitt’s (2011) recommen-
dations, we selected a number of publications prioritizing those dedicated only 
to Val Grande for geographical, environmental, historical, and tourism pur-
poses. After an extensive search, we identified 64 books of this type, published 
since the 1970s, but mostly after the national park’s designation in 1992. After 
careful review and analysis, we identified about a dozen of these books as the 
most critically relevant. We extensively refer to this selection in the results 
section. Most of the other publications pursue the same topics as the main 
books considered here, as we will highlight when dealing with the second 
narrative.

The corpus of books has been analyzed by means of content analysis. 
According to Kothari (2004, 110), this procedure consists of “analysing the 
contents of documentary materials.” José Ignacio Ruiz Olabuénaga (1999, 
194–195) states that content analysis is necessarily constructivist given that 
interpretation becomes central in this method. Accordingly, we may acknowl-
edge that the meaning of the original writer and the meaning of the researcher 
might not match, and readers of the subsequent work may also infer a third 
sense. Ruiz Olabuénaga (1999) and Kothari (2004) concur that content analysis 
may refer to subtle or latent contents, of which the original writer might not be 
aware, but that the researcher may attempt to capture. This echoes Waitt’s (2011) 
Foucauldian discourse analysis.

According to Rodolphe De Koninck (2001), fieldwork is crucial in geogra-
phical research because it allows us to comprehend the specific characteristics of 
places by means of direct perception. In this respect, Morange and Schmoll 
(2016) argue that observation becomes essential in the discipline of geography, in 
line with an anthropological approach. Additionally, fieldwork has also enabled 
discussions with people in contact with Val Grande via a shared, vivid experi-
ence in order to understand its inherent meanings. Those meanings might not be 
captured through the analysis of documents or through specific methodological 
instruments such as interviews and focus groups. It is important to mention that 
one of the authors of this paper walked along almost all of the footpaths in Val 
Grande National Park over a period of 15 years and frequently used some of the 
mountain huts that will be analyzed below, echoing the participant observation 
method as described by Morange and Schmoll (2016). In doing so, the authors 
were able to witness the evolution of the national park and interpret the effects 
of the policies implemented in the field.

RESULTS

The analysis we carried out identified three main narratives about wilderness in 
Val Grande that have converged after the national park’s designation in 1992. 

10                                      G E O G R A P H I C A L  R E V I E W                                                        



The first is quite apparent and derives from the manifest use of the word itself, 
or variations such as “wild nature,” as applied to the area. The second is devoted 
to the approach developed in local history books. The third deals with Val 
Grande viewed as a mountaineering attraction. This section is structured follow-
ing these three interwoven narratives, which are not addressed chronologically 
but which attempt to make sense of the discursive developments. Subsequently, 
a fourth section focuses on the national park’s institutionalization and formal 
policies, merging the three previous narratives.

WILDERNESS NARRATIVE

As already noted, in the 1950s and 1960s traditional human activities disappeared 
from the area. During that time few hikers visited the region. However, there is 
a meaningful account of one of these experiences, from Teresio Valsesia, who is 
essential in the development of the wilderness narrative.

“For us hikers, the Val Grande’s ‘golden years’ were those between the 1950s 
and 1960s. . . . These were the years of the discovery of a fulfilling training ground 
of wildness and freedom. [We] walked for days and days without meeting 
anyone . . .

“Great silence and sunny horizons. Nature that was wholesome and reward-
ing. Tangled forests and trails engulfed by vegetation. The most common option 
was to get lost and so to feel adventurously connected with the vegetation.” 
(Valsesia n.d., 1).1

In 1964, Mario Pavan, from the University of Pavia, led an expedition of 
naturalists and forest engineers into the area. He had, in 1959, promoted the 
designation of the first Italian strict nature reserve of Sasso Fratino in Emilia- 
Romagna, with the understanding that people had to be banned from certain 
parts of the Italian territory in order to exclude any human interference with 
a desired, pristine, natural environment. Interestingly, the expedition was 
supposed to research the area in a single day, arriving by helicopter in the 
central part of the Val Grande. However, a sudden storm meant that they 
could not be picked up that evening and they were forced to stay in the area, 
in tough conditions, for four days. The development of the notion of wild 
nature in Val Grande benefits from their personal experiences. The paper 
reporting their results concluded that the area was “still not yet subjugated or 
perhaps was even unknown to humans . . . . Up there, nature was . . . intact . . . . 
Only some rudimentary stone huts testified to the only human presence some 
centuries before” (Ingannamorte 1965, 16). The conclusion was in the title of 
the report: “Val Grande, the new Italian strict nature reserve.” Indeed, as 
already mentioned, Monte Pedum, at the core of Val Grande, was designated 
as a strict nature reserve in 1971.

In the 1970s, Franco Zunino frequently used the word wilderness in English 
when referring to Val Grande. The first time he might have said this was at an 
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international conference in Johannesburg in 1977, where he claimed that Val 
Grande had to be preserved as the “first wilderness area in Europe” (Valsesia 
1985 [ed. 2006], 51). In 1980, he published a book in Italian entitled Wilderness— 
A New Requirement for Nature Area Conservation, again using the English word. 
According to Valsesia (1985 [ed. 2006], 51), Zunino openly declared that Val Grande 
was “an area with wilderness values that must be preserved at any cost . . . It is 
a singularity, an island that has survived the pressures of civilization.”.

A milestone in the discursive construction of the wilderness notion in Val 
Grande is Teresio Valsesia’s (1985) book, significantly entitled in Italian Val 
Grande—The Last Paradise. The subtitle declared that it was The Largest Wild 
Area of Italy. This book, widely circulated, contained chapters devoted to 
natural and environmental features (for example, flora and fauna), and others 
to human intervention (for example, forestry, chestnut plantations, and topo-
nymy). Valsesia was aware that there had been intense human presence and 
wanted to show what it was like for people existing in an environment that he 
understood to be extremely difficult to live in. At the same time, from his 
walks since the 1950, he had realized that there was no one living, working, or 
experiencing nature in Val Grande, triggering in him a deep sensation of the 
rising levels of wilderness. Since the designation of the national park in 1992, 
the book has had several new editions, with subtle changes in the subtitle: at 
first, mentioning the Wildest National Park (1993), and later National Park 
only (2006) (Figure 5). The word wild has disappeared, although the changing 
picture used on the hardcover shows that the wilderness notion remains at the 
forefront with a spectacular image of the forests.

FIG. 5—Hard covers of Valsesia’s book. Sources: Valsesia (1985, 1992, 2008). 
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LOCAL HISTORY NARRATIVE

Valsesia’s (1985) book contained some considerations on local history. Later, 
local historians devoted complete books to this topic. An example is Nino 
Chiovini, who interviewed elderly people from the region to record their mem-
ories. His main book is dedicated to the area’s historical activities, such as 
shepherding, smuggling, poaching, and woodcutting. (Chiovini 1991 [ed. 
2002]). However, he has also written important works recounting his memoirs 
as a partisan in the area during World War II, recently expanded to include 
other people’s accounts (Chiovini 1966, 1974 [ed. 2005]).

Chiovini is one of the authors of this narrative, but there are many others 
who have contributed in this direction. There are recurrent themes always 
linked to the difficulties of working and living in an extreme environment for 
humans. We find an intertextual dialogue between these works and other 
repeated stories that, despite hardly mentioning any sources, might have 
been adapted from previous books, namely Chiovini’s. A clear example of 
this is the obvious correspondence between Chiovini (1991 [ed. 2002], 40–41), 
Valsesia (1985 [ed. 2006], 133), and Primatesta (2010, 19) that refer to the same 
early twentieth century anecdote. A shepherd boy had lived since birth in 
a remote hut in Val Grande for six years. When the time came to leave this 
place to attend school, he saw, for the first time, a horse (or a donkey, 
depending on the source) pulling a cart, and he mistook it for a cow with 
a spinning wheel. Interestingly, the quotes of the words allegedly used by the 
child are written in the dialect spoken in the region, but with different 
spelling, respectively: “vaca muta ch’la tirava ‘n grös finarèl,” “vaca müta 
ch’la tirava ‘n gròss finarell,” and “vaca muta tirà un grôs finarèl.”

An important part of these books lies in their images rather than texts, in 
particular in the recovery of old photographs. These show people, mainly men, 
working, conducting their activities, mostly shepherding, woodcutting, and hunt-
ing/fishing. Quite surprisingly, the implemented infrastructure for the timber 
industry was sophisticated, making it clear that the area was intensively exploited.

This set of books has helped result in the recovery of the locals’ lost memory. 
Importantly, local self-esteem has improved. A case in point is Alberto Paleari, 
a well-known local alpinist who has written mountaineering guides and novels 
set in a neighboring alpine region. However, though he was born nearby, he 
admits that he had never thought about Val Grande as a setting for his writings 
until 2018.

“A long time ago, in the late 1960s . . . nobody knew that there was a Val 
Grande . . . . Forgetting the Val Grande for our parents meant forgetting where 
we came from, forgetting the hardship, the ‘lives’ they led, the shortages, the 
need to save, forgetting the cold” (Paleari 2018, 3).
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MOUNTAINEERING NARRATIVE

The most prominent person to scale Val Grande is the free climber Ivan Guerini. 
He was the first to open up several climbing routes in Val di Mello (central Alps, 
Lombardy) in the 1960s, but, because he considered the area increasingly under 
pressure from tourists and other climbers, he moved to Val Grande in 1972 

(Guerini 1999, 2012). Over the next few years he pioneered several climbing 
routes, even in Monte Pedum’s strict nature reserve. Interestingly, in 1986 he 
decided to leave the Val Grande mountains as he saw, yet again, that the 
increasing number of visitors was irreparably changing the region (Guerini 
1999, 2012). Guerini’s books (written many years later, in 1999 and in 2012) are 
a unique testimony of his experiences over the years before the Val Grande 
National Park’s foundation. He describes the valley by expressing isolation and 
loneliness, at a crucial moment in history, in the period of total abandonment.

“The difficulty of finding one’s bearings due to the thick foliage boosted the 
ability to follow a certain direction without references. . . . The pace slowed by 
the tangle of vegetation made it possible to sharpen the capacity to observe 
which is often inhibited by haste . . . and the risky inclines of the steepest slopes 
strengthened concentration, eroded by unexpected obstacles . . . . So the obsta-
cles, more than a challenge to personal limits, turned out to be expressions of 
landscape elements” (Guerini 2012, 22).

But the fact that Guerini left Val Grande in 1986 demonstrates that the area 
was becoming a preferred destination for growing numbers of mountaineers. In 
fact, Chiovini also wrote in 1987 that “the area is always more crowded,” with 
some “negative behaviors” requiring “control and regulations” (Chiovini 1991 

[ed. 2002], 63). These mountaineers made use of two essential features from the 
past that had been abandoned: the trails and the huts. Valsesia’s (1985) book 
mapped some of these trails but, by then, they were neither marked and nor 
evident in the landscape. Some old huts initially were used for sleeping, but 
sometimes work was carried out by the mountaineers to adapt the buildings for 
accommodation (Figure 6).

Mountaineers frequently lost their way and, during the 1980s, there were 
several reported cases of mountaineers who went missing. This contributed to 
the Val Grande’s growing reputation as a dangerous, even bad, place that isstill 
heeded by mountaineers. Whilst the numbers of mountaineers increased, the 
published experiences acknowledge a rampant contradiction between the sense 
of wilderness that they were attracted to and their feelings while walking.

“June 1995 . . .
“— Wilderness! — I was swearing to myself, yeah, wilderness, wasn’t that 

what I was looking for?
“The trail, which was indicated on the map, was invisible. [. . .]
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“But where is this Borgo [a hut]? Finally, I emerged into a clearing where 
I found a trace and, a little later, here was a surprise: in front of the huts, clear in 
the twilight, burned a crackling fire.

“Gnomes? Elves? Wizards?
“No.
“Men, fishermen, brothers.” (Bellavite 2006, 32–33).

THE RECONFIGURATION OF THE NARRATIVES BY THE NATIONAL PARK

The new Val Grande institution held a conference in 1996. This was mainly 
devoted to discussing the compatibility between wilderness protection (wild-
erness, in English, was used in the title of the conference in Italian) and the 
development of tourism. Regarding wilderness conceptualization, one of the 
keynote speakers recognized that the area was “not necessarily a virgin forest 
—now practically unknown in Europe—[,] it rather means letting nature take its 
course, ‘abandoning the exploitation’” (Gotz 1996, n.p.). This was a recognition 
that wilderness had to be especially nuanced. Roberto Gambino (2016) has 
qualified the unique conceptualization of wilderness in Val Grande since the 
national park’s early years as wilderness di ritorno (“returning wilderness”), now 
that human exploitation ceased.

At that conference, Franca Olmi, the first president of the national park, 
declared that tourism was pivotal to the park. Tourism was planned to be based 

FIG. 6—Alpe Borgo delle Valli. Example of a hut adapted by mountaineers. Picture by 
Giacomo Zanolin (07/26/2008).
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on the notion of discovery and exploration of the wilderness, making use of the eco- 
tourism approach that was intensively developed in the 1990s, and also mentioning 
that wilderness was an opportunity to experience solitude and to move away from 
civilization through immersive experiences in nature. In this sense, she stated that 
“we should ask ourselves which type of tourism can be expected in Val Grande 
without compromising its uniqueness as a wild area” (Olmi 1996, n.p.). First and 
foremost, she acknowledged the natural features of the area, but also “various 
historical and cultural features” (Olmi 1996, n.p.). Ultimately, these developments 
could imply a socioeconomic development of the protected area.

Since its inception, the main tourism strategy developed by the national 
park has been to clean up several old trails and old huts to form part of 
a proper infrastructure for hikers in zone B. These huts are something of an 
oxymoron: through them the aim is to live an experience of wild nature, but 
sleeping there is the tangible proof of long-term human presence in the 
valleys. Twenty-seven of these ancient huts have been restored, and have 
a modest level of comfort, commonly including wooden tables with 
benches, a wooden chest, a wooden loft space for sleeping, a wood stove 
or a fireplace, and a small solar panel to produce power to light the building 
(Figure 7).

The bid for tourism of the national park has gained momentum in recent 
years, especially since the park joined the ECST in 2013. The most popular 

FIG. 7—Alpe Pian di Boit. Example of a hut restored by the National Park to experience 
wilderness in Val Grande. Picture by Giacomo Zanolin (6/10/2007).

16                                      G E O G R A P H I C A L  R E V I E W                                                        



intervention has been the implementation of a zip- line, which, thanks to gravity, 
allows you to “fly” (at more than 120 km/h) over the valley hooked onto a rope, 
offering a new way of enjoying the forest landscape. This zip line is strictly 
outside the park boundaries, but has been promoted by the national park itself. 
A third project under the ECST is the creation of the Val Grande Literary Park, 
entitled Nino Chiovini.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

As mentioned above, the aim of this paper is to consider the wilderness notion 
by means of the Val Grande case study, linking it to the sustainability concept. 
An initial finding from our analysis is that wilderness cannot be taken for 
granted. Researchers such as Höchtl (2005, 2006, 2007) had assumed, uncriti-
cally, that the Val Grande National Park area was a wilderness region. However, 
there is enough evidence to argue that we should be cautious about using this 
category without proper critical interrogation. In this sense, this case study 
confirms that wilderness should not be seen as a human-free environment, as 
this is unattainable (Sauer 1925; Dudley 2011). This is relevant for protected areas’ 
planning and management, also in terms of sustainable development, in accor-
dance with Ojeda (2006), and in terms of sustainable tourism, in accordance 
with Hughes and others (2015).

An outstanding contributor to the dissemination of the wilderness concept in 
Val Grande is Zunino. He made use of the word in English even when he was 
writing in Italian—a bizarre use that has persisted across the years. He assumed 
that the region was truly wild in the sense that human presence was nonexistent. 
This is in line with the ideological perspectives of deep ecology (Naess 1973; 
Capra 1995) and the new environmental paradigm (Dunlap and Van Liere 1978; 
Van Den Born 2001). Thus, biocentric ethics explain why Val Grande was 
initially conceptualized as wilderness. Beyond Zunino, the narrative of wild-
erness in Val Grande results from the works of many other authors.

Valsesia is particularly significant because his book has enjoyed wide circu-
lated. Interestingly, his notion of wilderness is more nuanced than Zunino’s by 
linking with the two other narratives set forth in this paper, in particular the 
local history narrative developed by Chiovini, amongst others. In fact, Chiovini 
echoes Jacoby’s (2001) perspective on the “hidden history” of conservationism. 
In short, Valsesia’s vision is conservationist and ecocentric according to Depraz 
(2008) and Andreozzi (2017). As shown in Figure 5, the word wild in Italian has 
disappeared from the hardcover title. This may be interpreted in the need to 
align the book with the national park imaginary and policy making since it was 
founded in 1992. It has progressively reflected a more commodified vision of 
wilderness where authenticity is not important, but the capacity to sell a product 
is (Lovell and Bull 2018).
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Guerini’s perception has also been relevant. He assumed, like Zunino, that 
previous human presence was imperceptible. Although Guerini’s free-climbing 
practices were different from traditional mountaineering, the Romantic move-
ment, which valued particular emotional connections with nature (Martínez de 
Pisón and Álvaro 2002; De Rossi 2014), echoes his words. In this sense, Guerini 
holds a Romantic gaze in Urry’s (2002) terms. When, in 1986, he perceived that 
Val Grande was beginning to be the object of the collective gaze in Urry’s (2002) 
terms, Guerini abandoned the area. This is a fundamental point of the literature 
on sustainable tourism: visitor thresholds are critical and can be different on an 
environmental, social, and even personal level (Hunter 2002; Frost and Hall 
2009; Hughes and others 2015).

Moreover, wilderness in Val Grande is also the consequence of the presence 
of forest engineers, biologists, and other academics such as Pavan. Although 
Pavan did not use the word wilderness, he inspired this notion in future itera-
tions. Interestingly, his colleagues in this campaign (for example, Ingannamorte 
1965) wrote that the human presence had dissipated some centuries before, when 
in reality it had been very active until the previous decade. This is in accordance 
with Haraway’s (1988) denunciation of the Western construction of culture and 
nature as ontological opposites. Importantly, the wilderness narrative creates 
a social imagery—in Debarbieux’s (2019) terms—free of humans, causing 
a separation with the communities that had used this space. As this paper 
explains, the acknowledgment of historical human presence by means of the 
local history narrative has led to the recovery of self-esteem for these inhabitants. 
This is central when developing a protected area that cannot be separated from 
the local inhabitants. In addition, self-esteem is essential in development terms, 
as a community cannot develop without an awareness of its own identity and its 
heritage (Ojeda 2006), an important point to take into account when dealing 
with sustainable development.

Pavan is also essential in the discussion of the regulatory institutionalization 
of wilderness in Val Grande. First, the strict nature reserve in 1972 resulted from 
his personal involvement, as did, indirectly, the national park in 1992, although 
under different circumstances. Hence, Val Grande is one of the “transfers” from 
the U.S. designations to Europe. However, as pointed out by Nash (1967 [ed. 
2014], 1970), Tuan (1996), Depraz (2008), Frost and Hall (2009), and Debarbieux 
(2019), U.S. wilderness designations are specific to their particular context, so its 
transferability to Europe, as confirmed in this paper, remains highly problematic. 
Additionally, strict nature reserves can be correlated with the “Great Wilderness 
Debate” as coined by Callicott and Nelson (1998) and Nelson and Callicott 
(2008), in particular the perceived need to set aside areas safeguarding them 
from human interference. The evidence reported here is strong enough to state 
that policy makers should think twice before equating protected areas with strict 
nature reserves.
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When the national park was designated, the concept of wilderness had to be 
reformulated in line with Valsesia’s works. Accordingly, the national park’s 
early years were based on three policies that can be linked with the three 
narratives: protection (linked with wilderness preservation), knowledge (imply-
ing an in-depth examination of the natural and cultural heritage of the area, 
critically including the historical human presence), and promotion. Arguably, 
this third narrative of tourism has gained momentum, as acknowledged in 
Franca Olmi’s writings. However, the national park has not abandoned the 
wilderness concept—with an ongoing use of the word in English—given that 
it constitutes a pivotal identity brand that creates a distinct image for the area as 
a tourist destination. In terms of sustainability, it seems dubious that tourism 
must be such an important component of a protected area. In this sense, we 
maintain that no tourism can be possible if the aim is to preserve unsullied 
nature, nor can any sustainability or development be possible if humans are 
excluded. In fact, it may be inferred that Val Grande demonstrates how wild-
erness can become a mere brand or slogan, even a metaphor, ready-made for 
tourism purposes, but with few connections with the real history of the 
territory.

A case in point in the wilderness reconceptualization encountered in the 
case study is the development of Gambino’s “wilderness di ritorno” notion. 
The park subtly assumed that the notion of wilderness as advocated by pre-
servationism and deep ecology (Naess 1973; Capra 1995; Depraz 2008; 
Andreozzi 2017) is unattainable and coined a new concept adapted to the 
particular circumstances of the region echoing the livelihood approach regard-
ing secondary forests, argued by Hecht (2004) and linked to ideas of territori-
ality, identity, and local knowledge systems. Franco Brevini (2013) has already 
warned that the wilderness concept is continually revisited and “di ritorno” 
seems to be a new variation. This is a worthwhile addition to the existing 
literature on wilderness. The analysis carried out here has been in line with 
Noel Castree’s (2001) call for a critical questioning of our knowledge of nature 
(and, consistently, wilderness) (Whatmore 2002), and its sustainability impli-
cations. In doing so, this paper reinforces the idea that wilderness, like nature, 
has to be understood as a social construction, corroborating Castree (2001; 
2014), Moeckli and Braun (2001), and Demeritt (2002). This is important for 
our understanding of national parks across the globe, enabling us to relate to 
them with greater awareness of the value of the heritage they protect, 
a prerequisite if we are to adopt a responsible and sustainable attitude toward 
them. On this basis, further research might focus specifically on sustainable 
tourism as conceived in Val Grande so as to question the park administrators’ 
default preference for tourism.

By focusing on a specific case study, this paper has highlighted some paradoxes 
referring to wilderness and sustainability, calling attention to the pivotal role 
achieved by tourism in the practical developments of both these concepts in Val 
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Grande. Further research should be concentrated on other comparable case studies 
where sustainable tourism is developing in protected areas, for instance by means 
of the ECST, to corroborate if the concept of wilderness always plays the same role.

The concept of wilderness has been and continues to be used and played 
upon as a socio-cultural-political construction in the case of Val Grande and, 
through these three narratives, demonstrates that there has been a shift between 
different cultural constructions of the concept, with different policy implications, 
namely from a more strict conservationist approach to a more utilitarian one. 
The latter aims to link the concept of wilderness to tourist practices and to the 
tourism potential of the area.

NOTE
1 This and the following are our translations.
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