
Genoa: an urban archipelago  
Genoa is, and always has been, a fragmented city. This condition originates on the one hand in its 
physical location and on the other in the nature of the Genovese people. The steep ridges of the 
Appennine Mountains are not an obvious location for a city to form yet Genoa grew rich and 
powerful and ruled over an empire with territories as far as Greece and North Africa. Despite its 
great power during these times, Genoa had no overarching governance and was ruled by a handful of 
rivaling noble families, operating from their own alberghi: fortified city quarters with great economic, 
military and political power. By the fourteenth century, Genoa was divided into sixty-four of these 
strongholds. Social fragmentation and a clear physical disjunction in the urban fabric operated in a 
close synergy.  
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