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ABSTRACT

Relatively little has been written about the ornithological and conservation work of Francesco Chigi Della Rovere, a prominentfigure in Rome in the first half of the twentieth century. To reevaluate his pioneering work in the field of bird conservation, weremember the 90th anniversary of his valuable, but little-known, contribution to the topic of animal extinction published in his ownjournal, Rassegna Faunistica. Although absolutely preliminary, the present contribution has the merit of placing Chigi in the historicalcontext of the “new ornithology” that emerged in Germany in the 1920s, as well as in the international bird protection movement,which has clearly Anglo-Saxon roots.
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In 2025 the Museo Regionale di Scienze Naturali inTurin published a monograph dedicated to biologicalextinctions (Andreone et al., 2025). Despite theprominence of the issue in global policies over the lastdecades, scientific institutions have rarely put the themein the spotlight, and Italian museums have celebratedeven less frequently the history of staff and collaboratorsthat were part of the pioneering efforts to preservebiodiversity in Italy (Gippoliti & Pedrotti, 2020). On the90th anniversary of a little-known paper on extinctionsby Francesco Chigi (Chigi, 1936), the opportunity tocontribute to the history of the protection of nature in thecountry arose. The topic of extinction and threatenedspecies would reach the general Italian public only in the1970s (Ziswiler, 1971; Baschieri Salvadori & Florio,1977; Pratesi, 1978).
Francesco Chigi
Francesco Chigi della Rovere (1881–1953; Fig. 1)(Chigi, 1934) was a member of one of the most importantRoman families (Palazzo Chigi in Rome is the officialresidence of the Prime Minister of Italy) and, althoughlacking a formal scientific training, he became a youngmember of the Società Zoologica Italiana run by Prof.Antonio Carruccio (1839–1923) as he started writingornithological notes and papers in 1903. The adjective“civic” added to “ornithologist” in the title is a referenceto what has been called the civic realm of science by thehistorian Lynn K. Nyhart, who described it as the “spheredominated by neither state nor university” (Nyhart,1998; De Bont, 2009). Chigi’s first ornithological phasedealt with species distribution and systematics, a classictheme in those years which he treated with someoriginality. He also had a scientific debate with TommasoSalvadori, the famous ornithologist of the Turin

Museum, concerning the taxonomy of the Passerdomesticus (Linnaeus, 1758) complex in WesternEurope, with Salvadori supporting species status forPasser domesticus, Passer italiae (Vieillot, 1817) andPasser hispaniolensis (Temminck, 1820) while Chigiacknowledged only one species (Chigi 1904, 1914). Asmost ornithologists at the time, Chigi was a hunter andbird collector with an exceptionally developed sensitivitytoward the scientific role of natural history collections.In Chigi’s view, private natural history collectionsshould contribute to the knowledge of a commonscientific heritage and “the collector who wants to makehis own work effective and useful must at least leave atthe disposal of the community of scholars what in acollection represents the scientific heritage, i.e. thenotions that can emerge through studying the collectedmaterial. And I have the firm belief that any collection,even if developed within modest [geographic] limits, canmake its contribution to science when a senselessselfishness does not hold back the owner from makingits contents known. This is the concept that determinedme to collect, and that has me now pushed tocommunicate the catalogue of my Roman regionalornithological collection to the Italian ZoologicalSociety” (Chigi 1912: 417, translated by the author; seealso Gippoliti & Battisti, 2025). In this phase, Chigi alsoplayed a crucial role in the establishment of the GiardinoZoologico in Rome and of the journal Rivista Italiana diOrnitologia (Gippoliti, 2010). After his death, hiscollection was donated to the Museo Civico di Zoologia,at the time still managed together with the GiardinoZoologico, and displayed in a hall dedicated to Chigihimself (Gippoliti, 2023). After the war, Chigi played animportant role in establishing the Unione ItalianaNaturalisti in Rome and in 1946 was among the 24members of the Commissione di studio per la



sistemazione dei parchi nazionali in Italia of the CNR(Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche) (Pedrotti, 1998:213–214).

Fig. 1. Prince Francesco Chigi observing some experiments with barn swallows. Reproduced from: Chigi, 1934.

The new ornithology
As reported elsewhere, in the 1930s Chigi shifted hisscientific activity to the study of bird ecology, behaviour,

and conservation (Toschi, 1954). This probably reflectsa drastic change within ornithology, which was mainlyprompted by German researchers. As reported by Haffer



(2001), the 1920s saw new trends in ornithologicalresearch, which were embedded inmodern biological science rather than in old-fashionednatural history. Haffer (2001) named this the“Stresemann revolution” after Erwin Stresemann(1889–1972), the then bird curator of the ZoologicalMuseum of Berlin University. Collaborators ofStresemann such as Oskar Heinroth (1871–1945),Konrad Lorenz (1903–1989), Otto Koelher (1889–1974)and Ernst Meyr (1904–2005) can give an idea of hisaccomplishments. Chigi, despite his status as a “civicornithologist”, maintained strong connections with theforeign ornithological community so that his approachremained novel. In 1931, for example, he asked Heinrothfor a short paper on the development of newborn quailsCoturnix coturnix (Linnaeus, 1758), which wastranslated by Theodor Knottnerus-Meyer (formerdirector of the Giardino Zoologico in Rome) andpublished in the hunting journal Venatoria with the titleQuando mutano le nostre giovani quaglie? It wasreprinted separately with the first data about themigration of quails collected at the Stazione Ornitologicadi Castel Fusano and authored by Ada Agostini andMario Rotondi (Chigi et al., 1932). Contributions fromthe German ornithological world were often published inRassegna Faunistica (Niethammer, 1935). This attemptto integrate lab and field data, the creation of anornithological station at Castel Fusano in collaborationwith the University of Rome, and his membership of theInternational Committee for Bird Preservation madeChigi well-known at an international level. WhenMargaret Morse Nice, one of the first followers of thenew avian biology introduced by Meyr in the US, visitedEurope and Italy in 1932, she was very impressed by hervisit to Castel Fusano: “Ornithologically, my mostinteresting experience in Italy was a visit to Prince Chigiat Castel Fusano, Ostia. Between his quail-bandingstation on the seashore and Castel Fusano there stretchesa beautiful wood of live oaks, maritime pines, and a greatdeal of underbrush. The bird life is very rich here understrict protection, and a large number of Raptores nest,among them the Black Kite, Buzzard, Kestrel, SparrowHawk, and the rare Honey Buzzard Pernis apivorus(Linnaeus, 1758). It was an inspiring sight to me to seetwo Harrier Eagles, or Biancone Circaetus gallicus(Gmelin, 1788), and the marvellously graceful great KiteMilvus milvus (Linnaeus, 1758), the Nibbeo Reale. Sofascinated did I become with the Italian methods ofcapturing birds by whistling in the boschetto and withthe trammel nets on the sand-dunes that I asked PrinceChigi whether he would not write an article for American

banders on his methods, and his response to my requestmay be read in the April number of Bird-Banding vol. 4,pp. 59–67, 1933” (Chigi, 1933; Nice, 1933).
The conservationist
At the beginning of the 20th century, bird conservationand management through hunting were internationallyrelevant issues for which Italy faced strong criticism, asat the time it was lacking a national law on hunting,which would be passed only in 1923 (Arrigoni degliOddi, 1927). The lack of a hunting law became ascientific issue, and the Società Zoologica Italiana heldmeetings on the preservation of wildlife and on a newhunting law for Italy. In 1912, botanist Lino Vaccari wasinvited to hold a conference in Rome on La protezionedella fauna italiana (Vaccari, 1912), which had a greatresonance. Chigi began his second phases ofornithological activity in the 1930s but the archives ofEttore Arrigoni degli Oddi feature a manuscript titledIntorno al Disegno di legge formulato dallaCommissione Reale sulla caccia presentato da S.E.Rava, which dated about 1905, and which demonstratedan early interest in the issue by Chigi (Fig. 2). In 1927,Arrigoni degli Oddi shortly reported about Italianlegislative issues on the Bulletin of the InternationalCommittee for Birds Preservation (Arrigoni degli Oddi,1927). This note is illustrated by the photos of threeItalian members of the committee: Ettore Arrigoni degliOddi, Alessandro Ghigi and Francesco Chigi. In 1930,Chigi began a noteworthy work of public educationthrough the hunting journal Venatoria. The paperspublished on Venatoria were also reprinted separatelyby the Stazione Ornitologica di Castelfusano, probablyto better reach the ornithological community. In 1933,Chigi was among the authors of a booklet titled Gliuccelli amici dell’agricoltore (Chigi et al., 1933), whichfeatured a contribution from Prof. Oscar de Beaux,curator and later director of the Museum of NaturalHistory “G. Doria” in Genoa, on Principi di EticaBiologica. Oscar de Beaux published in 1930 EticaBiologica, which would later be translated into Englishand German and which represents one of the firstcontributions to what is known today as Bioethics(Pedrotti, 2001; Gippoliti, 2006). One year later, Chigilaunched Rassegna Faunistica, a new technical magazineintended to be both professional and aestheticallypleasing through the heavy use of photographs. AlthoughRassegna Faunistica was published only for 5 years(1934–1938), this attempt deserves greater attention inthe framework of the history of environmental awarenessin Italy.



Fig. 2. Francesco Chigi’s document on hunting law. Source: Archive Arrigoni degli Oddi, Museo Civico diZoologia, Rome, Italy.

La morte delle specie animali
This is a lengthy and lavishly illustrated contribution of46 pages (Chigi, 1936; Fig. 3). Chigi received photos(Fig. 4) from several foreign institutions such as theAmerican Museum of Natural History and experts suchas Thomas Gilbert Pearson (1873–1943), one of thefounders of the International Committee for BirdPreservation (now Birdlife International). Other photoswere obtained from the Museo civico di Zoologia inRome and from the Zoological Museum of FlorenceUniversity; some are drawings from private collections(Fig. 5). Chigi’s first aim was to determine mankind’srole in extinction processes. He rightly emphasized therelevance of the relatively recent avian extinctions of theauk Alca impennis (Linnaeus, 1758) and of the migratorypigeon Ectopistes migratorius (Linnaeus, 1766); “whatwould have happened in the future, with the extension ofman’s dominion over the Earth, if in a short time hisdestructive action had been able to annihilate not onlythe great auk but also the passenger pigeon, whichnumbered millions and millions of individuals?” (Chigi,1936:3; translated by the author). Chigi also discussesavian extinctions in Italy by mentioning the blackfrancolin Francolinus francolinus, the Andalusianbuttonquail Turnix sylvatica (Desfontaines, 1787) andthe bald ibis Geronticus eremita (Linnaeus, 1758), andcriticised Arrigoni degli Oddi who denied its pastpresence in Europe. Extinctions and near-extinctions inNorth America were thoroughly reviewed as the paper

also featured a picture of the last living Tympanuchuscupido cupido (Linnaues, 1758) on Martha’s VineyardIsland before its extinction in 1932. Chigi’s claims onintrinsic vulnerability in species such as the wild turkeyMeleagris gallopavo (Linnaeus, 1758) seem largelyparadoxically unsupported in the light of what isgenerally recognized as the North American model ofwildlife conservation (Organ et al., 2012). For example,his comparison between the fate of the migratory pigeonin America and that of the common wood pigeonColumba palumbus (Linnaues, 1758) in Europecompletely overlooked the fact that European menreached America only a few centuries before, and thesame point is also missed in the discussion of islandextinctions. The contribution, possibly intended to beonly the first on the basis of the closing remarks, doesnot mention any ethical imperative against extinctions,although Chigi was well aware of de Beaux’s BiologicalEthics (de Beaux, 1930). It is possible that Chigi’s textwas conditioned by the then Italian political milieu as itwas published during the Comprehensive LandReclamation of the Pontine Marshes located south ofRome. However, we should also consider that the firstcomprehensive review of avian extinctions waspublished more than 20 years later (Greenway, 1958)and that conservation science was almost non-existent atthe time, as well as knowledge about the interactionsbetween ecology and social systems (Halliday, 1980),while topics such as Island Biogeography still awaiteddiscovery (MacArthur & Wilson, 1963).



Fig. 3. Detail of the title of “La morte delle specie animali” with a XVII-century drawing of Uro Bosprimigenius. Reproduced from: Chigi (1936).

Fig. 4. Two pages with two of the 26 illustrations included in the paper. Reproduced from: Chigi (1936).



Fig. 5. Drawing of a quagga Equus quagga, said to belong to Count de Germiny, Florence (see text).Reproduced from: Chigi (1936).

Conclusions
Rassegna Faunistica marked an early attempt to createin Italy a wider basis for naturalistic studies andenvironmental awareness that has been, so far, scarcelyconsidered in historical environmental studies. FrancescoChigi was geographically isolated in Rome, while mostof the then pioneers of conservation lived in northernItaly. Yet his journal was open to contributions ofnational relevance, such as the status of monk seal inSardinia (Del Lungo, 1935), the breeding of the black-winged stilt Himantopus himantopus in Tuscany(Catarini, 1936), or the creation of a National Park on theAdamello-Brenta massif for the conservation of the lastAlpine brown bears (Gallarati Scotti, 1937; see alsoChigi, 1935). Hopefully, the present contribution willrepresent only the first step in an effort to re-evaluate thecontribution of Francesco Chigi to ornithology and birdconservation.
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RIASSUNTO
Francesco Chigi, ornitologo civico e pioniere dellaconservazione, a 90 anni da “La morte delle specie animali”(The death of animal species).
Relativamente poco è stato scritto sull’attività ornitologica e diconservazione di Francesco Chigi Della Rovere, personaggiodi rilievo nella Roma della prima metà del ventesimo secolo.
Allo scopo di rivalutare la sua pionieristica attività nel campo

della conservazione degli uccelli, partiamo dai 90 anni di unsuo pregevole – ma scarsamente conosciuto – contributo sultema dell’estinzione delle specie animali, apparso sulla rivistaRassegna Faunistica da lui stesso creata. Sebbeneassolutamente preliminare, questo contributo ha il pregio diinserire Chigi nel contesto storico della “nuova ornitologia”che nasce in Germania negli anni venti dello scorso secolo, maanche nel movimento internazionale per la protezione degliuccelli, di chiara radice anglo-sassone.Parole chiave: consapevolezza ambientale, caccia, estinzioni,Italia, Stazione Ornitologica di Castel Fusano.
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