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Monte Testaccio is an extant ancient landfill comprised of the fragments of nearly
25 million clay amphorae which conveyed olive oil across the Mediterranean
Sea from the provinces of Hispania to the heart of the Roman Empire. Monte
Testaccio is Rome’s feral monument, an ungainly aggregation of material,
mythology, interests and events. Over centuries the intersection of diverse
activities, interests and constituencies has transformed the cultural identity of
this waste space, and the peculiar material condition of the site has sponsored
curious uses and programs.

As a historical precedent, Monte Testaccio offers two models for the
contemporary aspiration to transform waste spaces into civic terrain. The first
model involves the aggregation of many uses and constituencies on a closed
metropolitan landfill in order to increase its cultural value. The second model that
Monte Testaccio provides is one of dispersal — landfills can be troves of valuable
material and potential energy that can be mined to prompt local and distant
industrial ecologies and urban processes over time. The vitality and longevity of
this archaeological site make Monte Testaccio a potent example of what a waste

landscape can become: an agent of civic engagement and an urban catalyst.
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2. Open pits reveal internal walls of amphora shards
constructed through intricate and orderly amphorae
disposal processes conducted centuries ago. Although
the landfill consists of hundreds of millions of fragments,
the shards can be categorized them into four main types:
curved handles, tight radius lips, polygonal plates and
pointed base tips. © Michael Ezban
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4. Tracing the arrangement of clay during its 1000-
mile journey from the banks of the Baetis River to the
floodplain of the Tiber River, including shaping and firing
into amphora, tesselated stacking in ship hulls, and
precisely dismantling and shaping into the terraces of
Monte Testaccio. © Michael Ezban

5. A palimpsest of Rome depicting the fluctuating
physiographic context of Monte Testaccio. In its 2,000
years history, the landfill has alternated between urban
and rural conditions. © Michael Ezban

6.  The landfill double functions as an air conditioner and
wine cellar at Flavio al Velavevodetto, a restaurant built
into the side of the landfill. © Michael Ezban
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Monte Testaccio is a mountain of detritus in a
city of storied hills. The seven hills of ancient
Rome were formed by the subtractive process
of water flowing west to the Tiber River
and eroding a plateau of volcanic deposits.

The eighth hill, Monte Testaccio, emerged

7. FEEEURBBLHERNBERR: EFSBTIE2 000
FHXUFRIEUNTER, BENENEBIR. £HA
BIKE, MNEMRENZR. © Michael Ezban

7. A digital and analog palimpsest of Monte Testaccio
and its adjacent context. The drawing traces the
trajectories and flows of emergent functions, fluctuating
constituencies, and social exchanges that have
contributed to almost two millennia of cultural and
physiographical flux. © Michael Ezban
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from a process of anthropogenic orogenesis
— the accumulation of trash in the Tiber
floodplain; it is a midden constructed entirely
from the fragments of nearly 25 million clay
amphorae, which conveyed olive oil across
the Mediterranean Sea from the provinces of
Hispania to the heart of the Roman Empire'".
The most recent fragments are dated to the
third century A.D., when Monte Testaccio was
among the largest and most highly engineered
waste sites in the world; in the centuries since
then, the intersection of diverse activities and

constituencies has transformed the cultural

identity of this historic waste space (Fig. 1).
Monte Testaccio has captured my
imagination as a precedent for modern
landfill reclamation. As the discipline of
landscape architecture lays claim to diverse
infrastructural challenges, municipal solid
waste facilities in cities worldwide have
been targeted for design interventions such
as landfill mining, energy production, and
urban redevelopment. Recent projects have
sought to integrate multiple functions and
constituencies at waste sites. Most famously,

Fresh Kills Landfill on Staten Island is set

VT 5! ; /// /%/

.

to become the largest New York City park
developed since 1888, a place where wetland
birds share space with horseback riders, public
art and methane collection wells. But this
type of reclamation needs historical models,
and Monte Testaccio is a useful precedent
for contemporary theory and practice — an
exemplar of both the transcultural practice
of manufacturing topography through urban
processes and the contemporary aspiration to
transform waste spaces into civic terrain. This

work extends my research into the culture

of waste — the metabolic landscapes where

food cultivation is entangled with urban waste
streams. This line of research has included
design work and writing on the intersection
of contaminated dredge management with
waterfowl hunting grounds, and wastewater
cleansing through productive aquaculture
landscapes.

I spent three months in 2010 as a visiting
scholar in Architecture at the American
Academy in Rome researching Monte
Testaccio’s origins, questioning its relevance
and making drawings of its history. Drawing
Monte Testaccio was challenging. Through
digital and analog palimpsests, notational
diagrams, and tracing of urban morphological
change, I endeavored to represent the landfill
not as a static archaeological site, but as a
dynamic landscape undergoing processes of
material exchange and cultural reinvention.
For me, drawings of Monte Testaccio, like
the landfill itself, are a site for accretion
where materials, impressions and information
collect. Representations of artificial oroge-
nesis and the intangible flows of energy and
events that have shaped this hill’s identity
oscillate between abstraction and veracity.
In this fertile gap there is space for viewers
to build new meaning through interpretation
and speculation. The multivalent exchanges
between author and audience reveal the
rich instrumentality of drawing: it is a
collaborative tool that exhumes histories,
traditions, and myths while simultaneously

constructing possibility.

Migration of Clay and Olive Oil

My stay in Rome coincided with an
annual archaeological dig at Monte Testaccio
held every September. On my first trip to the
top of Monte Testaccio, 115 feet above the
street, I found open pits ten feet deep and
braced with wood shoring, and I saw nothing
but tens of thousands of broken clay shards

(Fig. 2). Nearby, a team of archeologists was

ambitiously attempting to reconstruct whole
amphorae from fragments spread out on a
table. Stacked crates of sorted shards with
ancient markings — the names of olive oil
producers, shippers, customs agents, weights
of oil and amphora, and inspection dates —
reveal a complex economic and bureaucratic
apparatus of food production and transport.

At the height of the Empire, an impressive
18,000 metric tons of olive oil, along with
8,000 metric tons of clay amphorae, were
imported annually from the province of
Hispania to Rome™. The journey was
considerable (Fig. 3). From olive groves in
the province, the oil moved downriver in
barges to Hispalis, where the amphorae were
transferred to seagoing vessels owned by
shipping companies™. Given clear sailing,
the voyage to the Roman harbors of Ostia or
Portus would take about nine days, then the
journey by barge up the Tiber River from
the coast to the Emporium of Rome took
an additional three days. At the height of
the Empire, olive oil alone required 2,200
trips each year'”. The oil was poured out of
amphorae and stored in warehouses along the
east bank of the Tiber, and the clay amphorae
discarded out back; each year over 280,000
amphorae were smashed and deposited in a
series of raised terraces that became Monte
Testaccio™. The 1,000-mile migration of
clay and oil begining on the banks of the
Baetis (Guadalgiver) River would end with
the construction of an artificial monadnock
in the floodplain of Rome (Fig. 4). Monte
Testaccio is the physical byproduct of the
flows of materials and the exchanges of
goods and services that underpin processes of

urbanization in Rome.

Civic Aggregation at Monte Testaccio
The physiographic context of Monte
Testaccio has fluctuated dramatically in

the two millennia since it was constructed
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(Fig. 5). The completion of the Aurelian
Wall to the south and west, circa 275 A.D.,
incorporated the closed landfill within the
city limits and definitively confirmed its
urban status. After the collapse of the empire
in the late 5th century, the urban fabric of
Rome began to contract. Gradual destruction
of the surrounding buildings left Monte
Testaccio in a derelict zone — the disabitato,
or uninhabited — for centuries. In these years
Monte Testaccio, still within the city limits,
was, paradoxically, both urban and rural. It
was not until the late 19th century that the
area was re-urbanized. The fluctuating context
sponsored and negated a wide range of uses at
the site.

Today, high-end restaurants, auto body
shops, a small Catholic chapel, residential
units and a renowned gay dance club are built
directly against the base of Monte Testaccio.

The arched windows at the back of some

of these establishments frame views of an
unbroken wall of amphora shards. In the
warm summer months, wind that penetrates
the loose shards of the landfill is cooled
as it passes across clay moistened by rain;
the sheer size of the hill ensures enough
evaporative cooling to keep the landfill
temperature about 20 degrees below that of
the nearby streets. With the interior windows
open, Monte Testaccio serves as an outsized
air conditioner (Fig. 6).

Beginning in the 17th century, Monte
Testaccio became closely associated with
wine. In an inventive transformation of landfill
into civic infrastructure, the municipality
allowed the excavation of caves into the
hillside to create public wine cellars'. The
wine cellars inspired the Ottobrate festival,
an annual celebration of the autumn grape
harvest, held at Monte Testaccio between

the 17th and 19th centuries. The wine cellars

8. HEEELETOHMFMRE, —BEXMR. EiR. MRMEGHN, FABAFHOHENHE, © Michael Ezban
8.  Monte Testaccio is Rome's feral monument, an ungainly aggregation of material, mythology, interests and events. © Michael
Ezban

and the meadow and mulberry trees made
this a fitting destination in the “country” for
drinking, poetry recitals and dancing the
saltarello.

During the Renaissance, Monte Testaccio
became a quarry. Multiple accounts describe
clay shards used as a substrate for road
construction”'. Shards were also exported to
construct the vaulted ceilings of St. Peter’s
Basilica; the volume of material quarried for
that project was so enormous it lowered the
hill’s height by several feet'.

The Ludi di Testaccio (Games of
Testaccio) were part of a week-long pre-
Lent Roman Carnival held between the 13th
and 16th centuries. Thousands would gather
on the landfill, using it as a grandstand to
view the festivities. Ceremonies around
Lent also included an annual passion play.
A procession that started in the Forum
Boarium culminated at the summit of Monte
Testaccio, with enactments of the Passion of
Christ along the way. The landfill was chosen
for its resemblance to Golgotha, the mount
in Jerusalem thought to be the site of the
crucifixion of Jesus'”.

In the 17th century, the Pope’s guard,
the Bombardieri, launched cannonballs at
Monte Testaccio from Porta San Paolo as
target practice. One of Lanciani’s map in
Forma Urbis Romae shows a large divot in
the hill’s southeastern side, along with a note
that reads “breccia del tirodeibombardieri
(1600)”, which translates as “breach created
by the shooting of the bombardiers™™. The
landfill saw actual combat at least three times;
the remains of the WWII anti-aircraft gun
installations remain near the crest, nestled in
the shards adjacent to a massive steel cross.

Monte Testaccio has been a site of
infrastructure utility, religious ritual,
commercial enterprise, military operation
and secular celebration. And every time it

was repurposed, it reinforced the malleability

SWigit=  Landscape Architecture Frontiers

of its cultural identity and its agency in the

formation of a distinctive urban condition

(Fig. 7).

The Promise of Landfill Reclamation:
Two Models

Monte Testaccio offers two models for
reclamation that demonstrate the potential
agency of contemporary landfills in the
creation of resilient public spaces. The first
model involves the aggregation of many uses
and constituencies on a closed metropolitan
landfill in order to increase its cultural
value. Monte Testaccio is a precedent for
an expansive range of post-closure uses;
as such it could be said to anticipate a
growing consensus among contemporary
designers that the transformation of post-
closure landfills should incorporate multiple
activities, interests and constituencies over
time. Fresh Kills Landfill in New York
is being transformed over 30 years into a
“Lifescape”, designed by James Corner Field
Operations, that includes sports and eco-
education activities, wildlife refuges and a
9/11 memorial. Hirya Landfill in Tel Aviyv,
designed by Peter Latz, has reopened as an
urban park that mixes ongoing programs
for recycling with public recreation and
artificial water features. Byxbee Park on
the San Francisco Bay, designed by George
Hargreaves, Michael Oppenheimer and Peter
Richards, interweaves trails and land art
installations that interpret the convergence
of transportation infrastructure with the
Baylands Nature Preserve.

Too often, however, these projects fail
to address a critical question: what unique
opportunities are afforded by the composition
and properties of the landfill — by an
aggregated ground of differential settlement,
clay caps and active decomposition? When
the municipal government of Rome opened

Monte Testaccio to excavation by the public

to create wine cellars, the cooling properties
of the loose clay shards contributed to
the creation of a new form of public food
infrastructure. Though it could not have been
known at the time, this new use would enable
grape harvest festivals two centuries later
and establish the pattern of development of
restaurants and clubs in the 19th and 20th
centuries.

The second model that Monte Testaccio
provides involves the process of material
dispersal. As noted already, one of the crucial
public roles served by the ancient landfill was
as the quarry for materials used in projects
such as road and building construction.
Contemporary landfills differ from most post-
industrial sites; they should be understood
not simply as contamination sinks but more
expansively as troves of valuable material
and potential energy that can prompt local
and distant industrial ecologies and urban
processes over time.

The mining of the closed 16-million-
ton landfill at Houthalen-Helchteren,
Belgium, a 20-year process set to start in
2014, involves waste to energy conversions
and recuperation of 45 percent of the
waste material. Interestingly, the project
incorporates the phased introduction of native
habitat as the landfill is slowly dispersed
and converted into parkland™. The recent
dramatic rise in the price of metals, thanks
in part to the construction boom in China,
opens new horizons for this kind of landfill
mining. To cite just one example: the quantity
of waste aluminum — which requires less
energy to recycle than to mine from bauxite
— has caught the attention of Alcoa'”. This
reclamation model suggests a different role
for the landscape architect that engages
landfills, that of a conductor of processes and
flows of materials over time, knitting together
local public and private interests, natural

ecosystems and international markets.

Monte Testaccio is Rome’s feral monu-
ment, an ungainly aggregation of material,
mythology, interests and events (Fig. 8).
From the processes of food consumption,
waste production and landfill appropriation
there emerged over millennia a multivalent
terrain that continues to shape urban activity
in Rome. As contemporary governments and
citizens increasingly demand that reclaimed
landfills be many things to many people —
energy producers, social nodes, memorials
— we would do well to study the historical
precedent of Monte Testaccio. Nowhere
else in the world can you find a landfill that
has fostered such a heterogeneous mix of
events, interests and users, and done so for so
many centuries. Monte Testaccio’s longevity
and vitality make it an ideal model of what
a landfill can become: an agent of civic

engagement and an urban catalyst. LAF

NOTE

An original version of this article was published in Places Journal in
Spring 2012.

EDITORIAL NOTE

(O  The Seven Hills of Rome, located in the east of the Tiber
River, form the heart of Rome, figuring prominently into
Roman mythology, religion, and politics.
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