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The safeguard of a rural landscape and of its use.
Study on the western-south of Lazio (Italy).
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Abstract. The paper analyses the policy of the preservation and
enhancement (from the economic point of view) of the rural landscape in
the western-south of Lazio, and especially in the territory of Agro Pontino.
The final act of the reclaimed land, during the Fascism, was realized with
the development of the main preservation laws on what, nowadays, is
defined as “cultural heritage” but, at that time, was described as “things
of historical and artistic interests” and “natural beauties”.
The development of the policy of the Italian preservation went in parallel
with a deep interesting on the rural world, representing the base of the
national economy.
The paper starts from the Italian liberal policy of the first decade of the
th
20 century, considering the maturing attention on the Italian territory
between the needs of the economic emergencies (and the rural
settlement planning) and the necessary attention of the land
management.
The investigation on the interaction of the economic interests with the
cultural (and political) necessity of the safeguard of the national territory
must underline the role of public and private interests, and their influence,
on the use of the territories and on the realization of the marshes of the
Agro Pontino, a new reclaimed geographical area, very close the
beautiful land of the ancient Vulcan of Lazio (nowadays “Parco dei
Castelli Romani”).

Introduction
As the Modscapes programme states
Modscapes aims to explore, document, and raise awareness around this largely
underestimated shared cultural heritage, which has seldom been the topic of international and
interdisciplinary research. Modscapes introduces the concept of landscapes as a unifying
paradigm between tangible (the built environment) and intangible legacies (the related cultural
and socio-political contexts) to bridge the gap between research, practice and policies through
2
a trans-disciplinary approach .
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According to this project, it is also necessary to evaluate the item of the research as
an expression of cultural heritage that is able to communicate and identify a place
recognised as a common and shared value. It is necessary to remember that the Italian
regulation on Cultural Heritage (CH) concentrates on safeguarding private property
rather than on the definition of what is cultural heritage as more commonly understood.
Nowadays, it is necessary, especially in Italy, to start to develop methodologies
useful for the involvement of the people in the protection and conservation profession.
The national culture, represented by the Italian “intelligentsia”, defined the object of
artistic and historic interest while contemporary policy, instead, sustains the
involvement of the people in the identification of what it is possible to define as cultural
heritage.
Lowenthal states: “It is so customary to think of the historical past in terms of
narrative, sequences, dates and chronologies that we are apt to suppose these things
attributes of the past itself. But, they are not; we ourselves put them there” [1] & [2: 19].

The south of Lazio and the Agro Pontino: several questions
The subject of this research is the South of Lazio, and especially is focused on the case
of the “Paludi Pontine – Pontine Marshes” or “Agro Pontino”. The significance of this
case study is testified by its very long history (by all the “modern and contemporary” th
from the 18 century - literature dedicated to the reclamation of the area, and by the
ancient literature, starting from the poem Odissea, attributed to Homer and Latin Eneide
by Virgil) [3, 4, 5]. The main historical collections, such as that of Nicolaj [6], are devoted
to rebuilding the history of the place and of the reclamation, in order to promote and
validate other reclamation activities, considering and rooting the new projects in the
past and in the reasons pursued at those times.
The historical significance of the southern territory of Lazio is important, both for
the history itself and for the ideas that this story has produced in every sector of
human knowledge, starting from the earliest times. The area in question includes the
Agro Romano, the Colli Albani and the “Agro Pontino” as far as the current borders
with the Campania region. It is a place that largely coincides with the Ciociaria, a
portion of the geography of Lazio where it is possible to recognize a specific identity.
Its geographical complexity has influenced its physical and historical reading and
interpretation: actually, the three portions that we can make it coincide with the Agro
Romano, the Colli Albani and the Agro Pontino (which is part of the homonymous
plain) have been seen as separate entities both from a historical and cultural point of
view. A further geographical-cultural distinction is made between the Campagna
Romana, in the south including the Agro Romano and the Colli Albani, and the Agro
Pontino, which extends as far as Terracina and the National Park of Circeo. The
overlapping of these different appellations, rather than differentiate the geographical
areas, tries to identify different cultural, highlights the problematic nature of
interpretation and illustration of this territory.
Vincenzo Monti, an important poet and translator of classic Latin literature, in 1784,
on the occasion of the reclamation project of Pope Pius VI (the most important
reclamation before the fascist one) wrote a poem referring to the attempts to drain the
marshes in the Pontine region (the territory of Pomezia, from which the toponym
etymologically derives).
The reclamation was designed and started, several times, by the Romans (at the
time of the Republic and the Empire); then by Theodoric, Ostrogoth king of Italy and,
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after, by several Popes, till the solution by Pius VI, whose marks it is possible to find on
the territory nowadays, as referred by [7: 38].
This territory, since the ancient times, was effect by the impact of the human
activities, which is not only in the management of the territory, but also the narration of
the territory itself. This immense literature, is not dedicated exclusively to the description
of the “historical” events of this portion of Lazio, but constitutes a human interpretation
of a complex and difficult landscape. If the Agro Pontino is assumed as the starting point
of this review and the reclamation carried out in the Fascist era, the event that brought
to completion the reclamation that the historiographical tradition tells us developed, with
different techniques since the Volsci occupation, it becomes difficult to understand how
the landscape was interpreted in ancient times. In fact, today, it is difficult to accept the
idea of a landscape where wild and civil elements mingled in an order with unknown
rules [6: 1]. The archaeological evidences attest human settlements that make believe
an ancient use of the territory both in residential and agricultural terms.
In the reconstruction of the cultural value of a territory, the sense that this territory
has had in the past as well as in the present is also important. This means: to recognize
a different story, through time and space; to use the awareness to safeguard this
diversity and, in the same time, to guarantee the cultural valorisation and use the
territory itself, trigging activities of implementation and valorisation from the economic
point of view. In the specific case, obviously, we need to distinguish “profitability” as a
cultural asset, then as a “common good”, and “profitability” as a reality endowed with its
market value, capable of producing income: that is, it is possible to speak of the
territorial and urban reality as a common cultural asset and a private good [8].
Returning to the interpretation of the territory and the value that the most remote
past may have given to the territory itself, it is possible to say that: “Only the modernist
interpretation of ancient agrarian structures has generated, in the current mentality, the
idea that all the swampy areas had always been subjected to intense reclamation work,
at least during the periods of economic prosperity” [9: 15-16] & [9: 51]. On the other
hand, as Traina emphasizes, the same terminological definition of the marshes, in
antiquity, is subordinated to the translation problems related to what is the meaning of
the term palus. The palus, even in its plural paludes, assumes a negative sense in front
of the “positive” ager, that is the cultivated land, and seems to refer to an ideological
importance of the reclamation, as it is explained by [9: 123].
The Republican and Imperial ages of the Roman period provided for hydraulic works,
conditioning human settlements with the construction of villas dedicated to rural
activities and with the attempt to implement the economy of the place, linked to fishing,
agriculture and all the rural activities. In particular, as Lugli points out, in 358 BC, the
Romans added to the 25 tribes, already existing and recognized, the Pomptina Tribus
(Liv VII, 15), a very fertile land whose grain was as appreciated as the that from Cuma
and from Sicily. In the same time, the population in Terracina were ascribed to the
Oufentina tribe established in 318 BC and whose name derives from the river Ufente
that crosses the entire marsh and goes out to the sea near Terracina, called in Roman
period colony Anxurnas (from the Volsci’s toponym). The new colony, subjected to the
law and the government of Rome, was founded in 329 BC with the sending of 300
colonists who received two jugeri of good rural land, as is also testified by
archaeological evidence. [10, 11]. These are projects connected with a strong
ideological implication dictated by needs of prestige and by necessities to raise
government revenue. The hydraulic works by Pius VI seem to be linked to these aims.
th
The advent of the Historical Left in power (at the end of the 19 century and the first
th
decade of the 20 century) and, then, even more, during the Giolittian Era, which
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pointed to the fight against the spread of the marshes and malaria, was able to trigger
a strong policy for the rehabilitation of the environment and, then, the complete
reclamation of the Italian marshes [12]. Fascism took its political chance coming from
the Historical Left. For Mussolini, starting from the propagandistic and ideological
dimension, there was also the reform to enhance the use of the territory from the
agricultural point of view and the need to interrupt the unproductive institute of the
latifundium [13]. The need to reform the economy was one of the priorities during
Fascism, not only for the government, but also for scholars. Arrigo Serpieri, in fact, lent
his knowledge and his reform to activate the process of reclamation of the Pontino, a
process that acquires mainly, if not exclusively, an economic-political value, but in which
the attention to the landscape was not contemplated.
The geographical, geomorphological, climatic and hydrographic analysis, as well as
the description of fauna, flora and vegetation attested to the purpose of describing the
present situation, highlighting however, the environmental conditions and their
interesting interconnection with the nomadism of the people with farm animals (here
present only seasonally to occupy the housing structures formed by the hut and the
fence for pets, and so-called lestre).
Today the conditions of the Agro Pontino, as a zoological environment, is completely changed,
[…] but this will be a field of study extremely useful for the biologist. It is not easy, in fact, to
have a region that changes all of a sudden in all its characteristics: […] it will be very
interesting from the scientific view to keep behind all the changes that will take place in the
flora and fauna [14, 15].

Political propaganda interests prevailed. For this propaganda the history of previous
reclamation, (whether with a positive result or a negative outcome) underlined the
necessity of the work and it was useful to demonstrate the organizational and scientific
capacity of the government in agrarian property reform, that is seen as a driving force
of economic development, particularly in the moment of autarky.
The land transformation in the Pontine countryside did not have the desired results:
the real involvement of private property did not materialize, despite the advantages
promoted by the Serpieri law on the Integral Reclamation. The Opera Nazionale
Combattenti, the main institution in charge of developing the agrarian reform, in 1936,
in order to guarantee the subsistence families to the settlers, was forced to introduce a
guaranteed minimum income.
Mangullo [16: 8] states that the Second World War overwhelmed and destroyed what
had just been built in the Agro Pontino, and that “the complete agrarian transformation,
the stabilization of the land and the farm population, remained, however, goals not yet
reached”. After the war, the situation under Christian Democratic governments was as
follows, as also stated by Mangullo [16: 22]: “about 8 thousand hectares of land surface
were submerged, while 4 thousand were devastated by fighting”. 83% of pre-war
livestock was lost. Less than 35% of the farms suffered “minor” damage; between 35
and 80% had suffered “serious damage”; over 80% of the farms were “destroyed.”
The history of the Agro Pontino in the period of reconstruction, and subsequently, is
linked to the Cassa del Mezzogiorno, a special public institution in charge of supporting
the development of the South-Middle Italy, which started work in the late Fifties. The
Cassa assumed “the task of reconstructing and completing the reclamation: it restored
and strengthened the hydraulic works, completed the agrarian transformation and
financed the realization of all those services and infrastructures that did not yet exist or
were insufficient…” as is quoted, again, by Mangullo [16: 22].
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Although not homogeneously along the Agro, the investments for the upgrading of
agricultural activities and infrastructure (including electrification, aqueducts, “social viability”
and “productive viability”) in the decade 1950-1960 were really important. The
strengthening of the infrastructure and the viability of connections with Rome and Naples
were more intense in the second five years, as a prelude to the industrialization process
that would follow [16: 51] & [7].

What has been said up to now refers to important changes in a landscape that has
always had an agricultural vocation - the same vocation attested by Roman historians
as in recent times. However, the modern perception that the population, including the
public administrations, have and have had of this territory, in recent times, is not clear.
The cities have grown because the land was sold cheaply while, in 1951, the InaCasa, a governmental plan, was launched. The foundation cities in the Agro Pontino
began to expand. Pennacchi writes that the population of Latina from 1960 to 1964
rose, with housing units increasing from 50,000 to 57,000: where the Farmer's House
had been a twenty-two-floors skyscraper was erected (see [18: 406]).
Very briefly, the action of the Cassa per il Mezzogiorno is based on three guidelines:
the completion of reclamation, the large-scale irrigation, and the investment for land
transformation. The consistency of these public investments, also attracted middle and
upper middle-class investors who bought land to build villas and holiday homes (see
[16: 100] and [19: 71]). The Cassa del Mezzogiorno not only supported agriculture but
was also the most important state-owned financing body in the industry. In the decade
1951-1961 there was a doubling of companies carrying out construction, manufacturing
and other activities as noted in [16: 83 (table 8)].
In 1958, a nuclear power plant was built by ENI, an Institution supported by the
Government in Borgo Sabotino (Latina). The plant came into operation in 1963 and then
stopped work after the 1987 referendum. Since 2000 a dismantling plan has been
implemented by the Sogin Society. The plant is still visible today and is the subject of
guided tours [20].
The abolition of the Cassa per il Mezzogiorno in the 1980s and the progressive
dismantling of the power station marked the beginning of a new historical phase. It must
be stressed, very briefly, that the Pontine territory is not the subject of particular
protection policies, partly because they support a culture that, at least in Italy, does not
show particular attention to the landscape and, especially, is not able to find a
connection between the aesthetic and rural dimension of the territory. Specifically, no
attempt is made to link agricultural and industrial production with the safeguarding of
the naturalistic aspects [21].
Through the regional law 14/1999 the Province of Latina has formulated the project
“Monitoring of Water” paying attention to the state of the water in the territory of its
competence, as provided for by Legislative Decree 152/1999 and EEC Directive
2000/60/EC. This is a renewed interest that is rooted in the knowledge of the territory;
in the linkage of good management practices (including the participation of
stakeholders) with the real territorial needs and in the recognition of the constructive
value of biodiversity.
The study of the territory opens, on one hand, to the concept of the bioregion [22];
on the other to the need to assess the impact that agricultural and industrial production
has on the territory, activating processes of protection and enhancement of rural
heritage. Among the various aspects of the problem, it is impossible to ignore the
connections between agriculture and immigration. In short, the ethnical landscape,
which involves the introduction of new crops that trigger the development of new
competitive fruit and vegetable markets, makes use of favourable infrastructure, such
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as the road and rail systems and the presence of the Fondi city market, one of the most
important in Italy and in Europe [23, 24].

The protection of the cultural values of the Agro Pontino
The studies that the Modscapes project is conducting on the Agro Pontino reflect the
desire to enhance the cultural value of this territory. Therefore, it seems necessary to
define this cultural value. In particular, today, where is it possible to find such values?
The answer is simple: in what the Agro Pontino is today, in its articulated historical and
aesthetic dimensions, both in its most interesting realities and in its “beautiful” and “bad”
manifestations.
How can the cultural value of the Agro Pontino be managed? Through a series of
activities that facilitate awareness of the value of the territory. It is a cultural value and
an economic value. The policies, today, must protect the “agricultural landscape” and
must recognize and connect the historical, artistic and architectural values of the built
and archaeological heritage. During the design and construction of the Agro Pontino
reclamation, natural beauties were governed by the landscape law n° 204/1922 while
the management of things of historic and artistic interest is ensured by the law
n° 364/1909. What happens to the landscape and archaeological heritage during the
reclamation? Today we would add: what happened to the rural and peasant traditions
of the area, including agricultural products and rural infrastructures?
Certainly, the question of agrarian landscape is more recent and emphasizes the
history of the productivity of place and the ways of exploiting them. For this reason, the
construction of the events of the Agro Pontino could start from its name ager, through
the “negative” association of palus (with which it was referred in modern times, from the
th
16 century to the reclamation) until the recovery of epithet agro, to underline the
success of the Fascist reclamation and to indicate its agricultural potential or, in any
case, productive (therefore, also, industrial) meaning.
We must not forget the decisive interdependence that natural landscape and
productive landscape (with all its infrastructure) assumes in the concept of agrarian
landscape or rural landscape, with the addition of the historical and archaeological value
by which the site is distinguished. Despite the law of 1909, the operations carried out
for the reclamation, starting from the law for the complete reclamation, did not consider
the archaeological value of the heritage. Certainly, the official publications, including the
reports published in 1935 by the Institute of Roman Studies, a cultural regime organ
founded in 1925, do not refer to the historical value of the territory, focusing, “only”, on
the history of land reclamation, although from the earliest times.
It was Giuseppe Lugli, an important authority on Roman archaeology, who promoted
the knowledge of the archaeology of Agro with two volumes, the first two in the editorial
project titled Forma Italiae or Carta Archeologica d'Italia. Entitled, both, Ager Pomptinus,
the first is dedicated to the archaeological heritage of Anxur (the current Terracina), the
second to the Circei, that is the archaeology of Mount Circeo. The volumes were
published, the first, in 1926 and, the second, in 1928 as a result of surveys, certainly
carried out a few years earlier the start of projects and remediation works [25]. Although
the publications don’t seem to be explicitly connected to the land reclamation, Lugli
anticipated the publication of the lands of the Regio Prima Augustea (Lazio and
Campania) even if the Etruscan archaeological map for Tuscany was already arranged
[10, 26]. The survey is geo-locating the findings in the two analysed areas on the maps
of the Military Geographic Institute.
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Four studies were published in different times in the Forma Italiae Collection, and it
is interesting to note that they were dedicated to the archaeology of the Agro at different
very important moments for the history and the exploitation of this land [26, 27, 28].
While the first and the second, by Lugli, fall at the time of the Fascist reclamation, the
third, edited by Piccarreta, in the 1970s, affects the period in which the negative and
speculative reflections on the post-war reconstruction were maturing in Italian culture,
even under the influence of journalistic investigations by Antonio Cederna [29, 30].
Journalistic investigations and men of culture (the Italian cultural elite), like Pier Paolo
Pasolini [31], highlighted the lack of attention to the use not only of the territory but also
of the implementation tools that regulated its use. These are the same years in which
the Ministry for Cultural Heritage was established in Italy (1974/75).
The survey by Piccarreta underlines how the reclamation, first, and the industrial
structures, later, contributed to the loss of the physical traces of the history of the
territory, as it is exemplified in [27: 8-9 (Figs. 1-2)]. The Agro Pontino is not, at that time,
neither bound nor protected. The ancient via Appia, which crosses this territory, joining
Rome to Naples and then to Bari, as Antonio Cederna recognised, as did the most
recent journey-chronicle by Paolo Rumiz [32], has been lost in several sections, partly
due to the Fascist reclamation.

Figure 1. The overlay of the map of the reclamation of the Pontine Marshes during Fascism on
the map of the current urban situation. The simple comparison shows the important changes
due to the different and new use of the territory. (Source: elaboration by N. Lombardini and E.
3
Fioretto on the basis of [37] and Map of the situation up 2006 ).

Parpagliolo, one of the most important jurists lent to CH in the period under
examination, in a work published by the Istituto di Studi Romani and dedicated to the
3

Ortofoto, Ispra, Progetto IFFI.
Retrieved from: http://193.206.192.136/cartanetiffi/carto3.asp?cat=11&lang=IT#
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urban planning of the Castelli Romani, the hinterland between Agro Pontino and Rome,
laments the weakness of the protection law created in 1922, that was unable, in his
opinion, to reconcile the public and private interests. Referring to the construction of the
Via Appia Nuova, he criticizes the failure to apply the Piani Paesistici, an urban planning
tool designed by Gustavo Giovannoni precisely as a guarantee of the areas of respect
and protection of the “natural beauties” [33].
The archaeological writing by Lugli follows by two years the establishment of the
Circeo National Park, the third in Italy, after “Abruzzo” (1921-22), and the “Gran
Paradiso” (1922). In the Fascist period the management of these last two national parks
underwent a radical change, passing into the hands of the Forestry Militia. This
institution was incapable of developing a good policy to ensure the protection of natural
beauty against all forms of risks in the territories of the Circeo which were largely in
private hands [34].
In his Preface to Corrado Alvaro’s Terra Nuova, Sessa writes: “The reclamation of
the Agro Pontino appears to the primitive peoples of the place, the ‘eternal shepherds’,
like a wave that ‘falls’ on the hut”. The doubt as to whether it is progress or rather
breaking a secular balance, arises from the first pages of the text: “I wonder if they will
leave us here” the old inhabitants of these lands were asking [35, 36].
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