
Introduction: Castles

Between the 9th and 10th centuries, the new invasions that 
were threatening Europe, led the powerful feudal lords to 
build castles and fortresses on inaccessible heights, at the 
borders of their territories, along the main roads and ri-
vers’ fords, or above narrow valleys or near bridges. The 
defense of property and of the rural populations from ma-
rauding invaders, however, was not the only need during 
those times: the widespread banditry, the local guerrillas 
between towns and villages that were disputing territori-
es and powers, and the general political crisis, that inve-
sted the unguided Italian kingdom, have forced people to 
seek safety and security near the forts. Fortified villages, 
that could accommodate many families, were therefore 
built around castles. Those people were offered shelter in 
exchange of labor in the owner’s lands.  Castles eventually 
were turned into fortified villages, with the lord’s residen-

ce, the peasants homes and all the necessary to the community life. When the many threats gradually 
ceased, castles were built in less endangered places to bear witness to the authority of the local lords 
who wanted to brand the territory with their power, which was represented by the security offered by 
the fortress and garrisons.

Over the centuries, the castles have combined several functions: territory’s fortress and garrison 
against invaders and internal uprisings ; warehouse to gather and protect the crops; the place where 
the feudal lord administered justice and where horsemen and troops lived. They were utilised, finally, 
as the lord’s and his family residence, apartments, which were gradually enriched, both to live with 
more ease, and to make a good impression with friends 
and distinguished guests who often stayed there. Their 
size varied according to the importance of the castle, the 
lord’s wealth and the number of servants and soldiers who 
were housed. The first castles consisted mainly of a vague-
ly circular ditch, that enclosed a small hillock on which the 
excavation soil was accumulated. This terrain was reinfor-
ced with stones and timber and formed a hillock, from 5 to 
20 m high, on which a wooden tower (the keep) was built. 
The moat whose walls were often covered with timber, to 
prevent landslides, could be made more dangerous by planting sharp-pointed poles on the bottom. 
A wooden bridge which could be removed or lifted, secured the passage between the inside and the 
outside. 

Close to the inner ditch’s bank, it was eventually began to raise a logs palisade, often reinforced by hi-
gher corner towers, from which the archers could target the attackers. If the latter were able to cross 
the ditch and break down or climb over the fence, the besieged could still seek refuge in the tall and 



strong tower as extreme defense. The keep was equipped 
with slits to throw darts and well supplied with food and 
water to resist for long periods of time. Over time, castles’ 
structure evolved; the wooden constructions were repla-
ced by massive stone walls and the moat, if it existed, was 
widened and the drawbridge appeared. High and mighty 
towers defended the access, which was already protected 
by sturdy doors and iron gates. Around castles, just be-
yond their walls, developed villages. They were inhabited 
by servants’ families and the many artisans who worked at 
the manor: carpenters, masons, blacksmiths, locksmiths, 

armors and weapons manufacturers, tailors, potters, wagon wheels makers, barrels, crockery, but also 
clerics for the liturgical services, pages, wool spinners, staplers, allotment farmers and help cooks, di-
shwashers, maids etc. 

The village also hosted a small local market, and, a little further, just beyond the fields, there could be 
other buildings such as folds, mills, sheds and farm implements and wagons. Over the two hundred 
years since their first appearance, castles changed profoundly. They became bigger and stronger and 
often had a tower complex, with round corner towers (which ensured a better view of the defenders), 
up to 30-35 meters high and three or four floors. The keep was often surrounded by a second internal 
moat, while a second drawbridge could isolate it from the rest of the castle.

To make it simple, if attackers were able to penetrate into the castle, they would have found inside 
a second keep: higher, stronger and practically impregnable. The outer circle’s walls could be 4 me-
ters thick (six feet for the keep’s wall) and be formed by two walls of large hewn stone, with a space 
between the walls filled with rubble and concrete, and reinforced by piece iron chains. It should be 
noted that the term “castle”, in Friuli,  do not indicate a 
village defended by walls in which only a small portion is 
paid to the mansion with an exclusively military structures 
(formwork), but it refers to a fortified complex inhabited 
by a noble family whose features are distinctly military and 
defensive. 
The mighty and complex Friulian defensive system, was 
aimed to defend the outlets of the Tagliamento, the Nati-
sone, the Soca, against the dangers from the east and the 
north-south. They also controlled communications, as well 
as defending Friuli from the dangers coming from the sea. 
They were spread all over the plain as to defend the inner streets and fords, which were of major stra-
tegic and commercial importance. Each complex is an original unique and unrepeatable building. The 
castles were not the result of a predetermined project, carried out within a few years, but the result 
of a secular growth. 

Each fort was built, modified and, if damaged or destroyed, rebuilt in a different period and, someti-
mes, transformed, especially in the plains and on the hills,  into villas, mansions or offices or farms. 
The castles that were built on the mountains instead, with the advent of the Venetian’s supremacy and 
the increased use of artillery, lost many defensive functions, and were often abandoned, especially if 
located in inaccessible positions. 

Many of those castles are still privately owned, and others, especially the most important are property 
of the State, the Region or of Commons. Some retain certain residential functions or are uninhabited, 
others are reduced to fascinating ruins, still capable of evoking the echoes of a glorious past, despite 
the sense of deep melancholy that remains. Others have been converted into restaurants, hotels, wi-
neries, museums. Each one is worth visiting, even only from the outside, to appreciate the architectu-
ral features and ideally relive the complex historical events.



The route: Slovenia

Coordinate: 45.996723, 13.523483
Zone: hill
The site is reachable by: road

The castle of Dobrovo, which stands on a hill from 
which you can admire a beautiful view of the Italian 
and Slovenian Collio, is considered one of the most 
beautiful castles near Gorizia. It was built around 
1600 on medieval foundations, which were the only 
thing left of an ancient castle. The fortified manor 
house of the Renaissance, with a square base and a 
tower at each corner, stands on three floors and is in-
corporated in the large structure of the garden, sur-
rounded by walls and fortified by two circular towers 
of defense. This wall was probably erected during 
the second Venetian war, between 1615 and 1617 to 
be later transformed, after the ending of the Vene-

tian threat, in a porch. One of the towers became a chapel dedicated to Sant Antonio da Padua. In the 
chapel, you can visit the permanent exhibition of Gothic frescoes, made of original and copied works, 
found on the territory of the Northern Coast. The first owners of the castle were almost certainly the 
Colloredo. In the following century the castle was owned by several noble families of the area: in the 
late eighteenth century the castle passed to the family de Catterini-Erzberg of Gorizia, and later on 
to the Marquis of Montecuculi. In 1872, following the marriage between the last descendant of the 
Catterini family, Cecilia, and the Count Silverio de Baguer, the property passed to the descendants of 
this noble family of Spanish origin. After the Second World War, during which it was used for milita-
ry purposes, the castle was abandoned. The extensive restoration work, which began in 1979, were 
completed after 1991. From the main atrium on the ground floor, through a double side ladder, you 
can climb to the upper floors that house an art gallery that collects 134 chart sheets of world famous 
Slovenian painter Zoran Mušič. The Knight’s Hall is painted with the coats of arms of noble families, 
and a mural painting dating back to the seventeenth century, representing a naval attack of a city. The 
Hunter’s Room is also very interesting. It was decorated in 1894 by the isontino painter Clemente Del 
Neri, with wall paintings representing some castles belonging to the then owners of the manor and 
the Counts of Baguer.

The Castle of Dobrovo (Gorizia)

Coordinate: 45.96157, 13.686035
Zone: hill
The site is reachable by: road

On a panoramic hill, on the outskirts of Nova Gori-
ca, rises the castle of Kromberk, that now houses 
the Museum of Nova Gorica (Goriški muzej). At the 
end of the 16th century, on the ruins of a former 
manor house owned by Enrico of Dornberk, this typi-
cal Renaissance three-floors building was erected. It 
consists of a central body sided by 4 towers and sur-
rounded by a terraced garden which also includes a 
grotto with a statue by Kronos, a hawk’s turret and 
an artificial waterfall. The castle was named after its 
owner, Giovanni Maria Coronini, to whom the empe-

ror of Austria in 1609 conferred the nobility title of “von Cronberg” and the legal competence.

The Castle of Kromberk (Gorizia)



Since 1954 it houses the Museum of Nova Gorica with its rich collection of cultural history and pain-
tings, including in the works of artists of the Slovenian Littoral of the twentieth century such as Jožef 
Tominc, Franc Kavčič and Anton Karinger.
Museum hours
Winter: weekdays from 08.00 to 15.00, Sundays and holidays from 13:00 to 17:00, closed on Saturdays.
Summer: weekdays from 08.00 to 19.00, Sundays and holidays from 13.00 to 19.00, closed on Satur-
days.

Coordinate: 45.851114, 13.79129
Zone: hill
The site is reachable by: road

The hill on which the castle of Rihemberk (Rifember-
go in Italian) stands, was probably built on the ruins 
of a Roman fortress, overlooking a beautiful valley 
full of vineyards and peach trees. The lords of Rihem-
berk, ministers of Gorizia from South Tyrol, are men-
tioned for the first time in 1230 when they obtained 
a fief, from the Counts of Gorizia, a large estates in 
the valley of Vipacco, near Gorizia, on the Carso and 
also in the more distant provinces. In the following 
centuries it became property of the Habsburgs at 
first and later of the Lantieri, who held its possession 
until the confiscation, after the Peace Treaty of Pa-

ris, in 1947. During the Second World War, on the night between July 22 and 23 1944, the castle was 
mined and burned by partisans to prevent the German from using it. On that occasion the furniture 
and documents kept in the archives were completely destroyed. The tall and imposing round tower, a 
traditional element of the manors of Germanic origin, dates back to the thirteenth century, while the 
chapel belongs to the Gothic period and the defense walls equipped with towers, were reinforced 
during the Renaissance.  In the seventeenth century, the castle was transformed into a Baroque resi-
dence, thus assuming its present appearance.
The partially reconstructed ruins, host in the summer, cultural and social events.

The Castle of Rihemberk (Gorizia)

Coordinate: 45.589582, 13.860872
Zone: hill
The site is reachable by: road

The castle of Socerb (San Servolo in Italian), which 
was built on a sheer karst cliff face, more than 300 
meters high, is one of the most important exam-
ples of fortified architecture of the Kraški rob (Karst 
Edge). Even the Illyrians took advantage of this stra-
tegic location to build a fort. The property eventual-
ly passed to the Patriarch of Aquileia, and was later 
conquered by Trieste and Venice. The core structure 
was probably built to defend the territory against 
the Hungarians, while the remaining bodies have 
been erected during the following centuries. The im-

posing and well fortified castle has in fact a very rich and troubled history: in the Middle Ages it domi-
nated Trieste’s hinterland and controlled the trade routes between Carniola and the coast. Because 
of its strategic location and based on the discovery of a wellhead with a beautiful carved cross, some 

The Castle of Socerb (Trieste)



scholars believe that the Templars used to live in the territory to control the salt road that was produ-
ced in the salt marshes of Zaule and transited along Val Rosandra. The Venetians have owned it from 
1463 to 1511, when the castle was an extremely important defensive stronghold against the Turks and 
the Austrian empire, during the war between Venice and the Habsburgs that started at the beginning 
of the sixteenth century. Among the nobles who have owned it over the centuries there was the Trie-
stin Benvenuto Petazzi, whose family held the captaincy until 1688, when it returned to the Archduke 
of Graz. It then passed to the Marquis de Priè, and in 1768 it became property of the Montecuculi from 
Modena, who maintained the property even after the abolition of serfdom in 1848. At that time the 
castle had already begun its decline, due to the destruction caused by a fire produced by a lighting.
In 1780, the castle was so damaged that it was no longer possible to live within its walls. Between 1924 
and 1925 it was partially restored by Baron Demetrius de Economo who fortified the perimeter walls 
and removed the remains of the interior buildings. In the period of struggles for the national libera-
tion, the castle played an important role since partisans used it as the headquarters of the secret ser-
vices and people’s court. In 1944 it was conquered by the German army who turned it into a fortified 
stronghold. It was then restored after the war, and it assumed its current structure.

In the dense forest at the foot of the fortress, there is the cave of San Servolo, described in 1823 by 
Count Girolamo Agapito. Legend has it, that the martyr from Trieste retired there as a hermit to pray, 
to fast, and to quench the thirst only with the dripping water collected inside the cave. It is a karst cavi-
ty with a modest development, a large hall in which was housed an altar as well as some branches and 
lateral wells. The cave of St. Servolo (called in Slovenian Sveta Jama “Holy Cave”) is also very important 
because it is the only Slovenian underground church.
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