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Abstract

In recent years, research on dry stone walling, recognized as intangible heritage by
UNESCO in 2018, has highlighted the gap between the need to protect this ancient
craft, with prehistoric roots, and national regulations. Italy’s unique topography, with
settlements mainly on the Apennine and Alpine slopes, required land modification
for cultivation. This essential need for food security fostered a construction expertise
passed down through generations, with many communities maintaining both
agricultural traditions and the craft of building dry stone walls to stabilize slopes and
manage rainwater.

Master stoneworkers know the exact geometry and dimensions required for dry stone
walls based on soil, crops, and local rainfall. For centuries, this knowledge was
passed through hands-on land maintenance. However, safety regulations later
introduced the need for technical verification, leading to the replacement of stone
walls with reinforced concrete, which caused new hydrogeological stability issues
on fragile slopes. As a result, many dry stone wall artisans are becoming obsolete,
along with their ancient craft.

In Japan, the state recognizes master builders as national treasures, valuing the
craftsmen themselves over the buildings they create, which undergo centuries of
maintenance. Without recognition of intangible heritage, the material heritage it
creates is at risk of extinction. Without wall builders, dry stone walls will disappear,
despite UNESCO’s recognition. This paper proposes reconsidering Italy’s heritage
protection approach, suggesting greater recognition of artisans who can ensure the
conservation of such works.
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