
25

ABSTRACT: PANIZZA M., The geomorphology of the dolomites from a
geomorphodiversity viewpoint. (IT ISSN 0391-9838, 2011).

After recalling the concept of geomorphodiversity, which was intro-
duced by the Author in 2009, the peculiarities of the geomorphodiversity
of the Dolomites are described.

First of all they have specific geomorphological and landscape char-
acteristics which distinguish them from all other mountains in the world:
i.e., they have greatly accentuated extrinsic geomorphodiversity on a
global scale. On a regional scale and in relation to morphostructural
landforms, the Dolomites have a high degree of extrinsic geomorphodi-
versity compared with other alpine mountains in relation to morphotec-
todynamics, morphotectostatics and morpholithology. They also have
greatly accentuated intrinsic geomorphodiversity on a regional scale from
the morphoclimatic viewpoint, considering their polygenesis linked to
pre- or inter-glacial, glacial, periglacial, fluvial, relict, dormant or active
landforms.

Nevertheless, when some geomorphological features, chosen with a
subjective criterion, are examined in detail on a regional scale (for exam-
ple talus cones or scree slopes), they show a limited intrinsic geomorpho-
diversity; whereas in other cases (as for landslides) they have a great in-
trinsic geomorphodiversity. Another example is offered by karst areas:
they display in detail a vast array of landforms, that is considerable intrin-
sic geomorphodiversity on a local scale.

For all these reasons the Dolomites make up an important geo-
heritage that can be considered as a high-altitude field laboratory for
research and development of geomorphological theories and under-
standing.

Finally the Author stresses that on June 26th 2009 the Dolomites were
included in the World Heritage List because of their scientific impor-
tance from the geological and geomorphological point of view, together
with their exceptional beauty and unique landscape. Furthermore, this
inclusion is an important scientific goal and an event which stimulates in-
depth studies, discussions and assessment of investigations and theories
in the field of Geomorphology.
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GEOMORPHOLOGICAL SETTING

The area of the Dolomites is part of the «Southern
Alps», in the north-eastern area of Italy: it broadly stretch-
es between the «Giudicarie tectonic line» and the «Puste-
ria tectonic line»; to the south and south-east it is bounded
by the «Venetian and Friuli Pre-Alps» and to the east 
by the upper part of the Cellina valley, in the Carnia
Dolomites (fig. 1).

The landscape and geomorphological features of this
region have been created mostly by dolomite rocks (fig. 2)
and partially by a wide array of other rock types, such as
limestones, sandstones, porphyry, clay shales etc. (see Gia-
nolla & alii, 2008). The rocks range in age from the
Palaeozoic to the Cretaceous. The geological importance
of the Dolomites is due to the extremely detailed and con-
tinuous manner in which they represent a large part of the
Mesozoic Era, bearing witness to a tropical sea which ex-
isted here between 260 and 200 million years ago. It is
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This text is derived from a lecture given at the 3rd Meeting of the Italian
Association of Physical Geography and Geomorphology, held in Modena on
September 13, 2009 in honour of Prof. Mario Panizza. FIG. 1 - Location of the Dolomites.
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