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ABSTRACT

The present research deals with four minor museums in Tuscany which took their origin from private bird
collections established in the second half of the 19th century and linked to the “Inchiesta Ornitologica” [Orni-
thological Inquiry] of Enrico Hillyer Giglioli: the Beni Collection (by Carlo Beni, from the district of Casentino,
Arezzo), the Gragnani-Rontani Collection (by Raimondo Gragnani, from the district of Massaciuccoli, Lucca),
the Lensi Collection (by Adolfo Lensi, from the district of Fucecchio, Firenze) and the Panciatichi Paulucci
Collection (by Marianna Panciatichi Ximenes d'Aragona Paulucci, from the district of San Gimignano, Siena).
The four collectors provided abundant information about their areas, later published in the “Resoconti” (a
series of periodic reports which were compiled by all the correspondents). Considering their typically local
peculiarity and thanks to their wide representativeness, these collections supply an exhaustive picture of the
bird species present in the territories covered by these ornithologists at the end of the 19th century.

Key words:
Ornithological Inquiry, Beni Ornithological Collection, Gragnani-Rontani Ornithological Collection, Lensi
Ornithological Collection, Panciatichi Paulucci Ornithological Collection.

RIASSUNTO

['musei ornitologici toscani nati da collezioni di corrispondenti dell'[nchiesta Ornitologica

Con il presente lavoro vengono illustrate le quattro realta museali presenti in Toscana che si sono originate da collezioni ornitologiche
private sorte nella seconda meta dell’Ottocento e allestite da personaggi legati all'Inchiesta Ornitologica di Enrico Hillyer Giglioli:
la collezione Beni (di Carlo Beni, dal distretto del Casentino, Arezz0), la collezione Gragnani-Rontani (di Raimondo Gragnani, dal
distretto di Massaciuccoli, Lucca), la collezione Lensi (di Adolfo Lensi, dal distretto di Fucecchio, Firenze) ¢ la collezione Panciatichi
Paulucci (di Marianna Panciatichi Ximenes d'’Aragona Paulucci, dal distretto di San Gimignano, Siena). I quattro collezionisti
raccolsero molte informazioni sui loro territori, in sequito pubblicate nei Resoconti (una serie di periodici compilati dai vari corri-
spondenti dell Inchiesta). Dato il loro carattere prevalentemente locale e grazie alla loro ampia rappresentativita, queste collezioni
forniscono un quadro esauriente delle specie ornitiche presenti alla fine del XIX secolo nei territori di azione di questi ornitologi.

Parole chiave:
Inchiesta Ornitologica, Collezione Ornitologica Beni, Collezione Ornitologica Gragnani-Rontani, Collezione Ornitologica
Lensi, Collezione Ornitologica Panciatichi Paulucci.

INTRODUCTION

The present paper deals with four minor museums

vided, later sending pre-printed questionnaires to be
filled with the required information by his correspon-

in Tuscany which took origin from privately owned dents. In such a way Giglioli covered all the national

collections mainly established in the second half of
the 19th century and connected with the "Inchiesta
Ornitologica” [Ornithological Inquiry] set up by En-
rico Hillyer Giglioli (1845-1909), professor of Zool-
ogy and Compared Anatomy of the "Istituto di Studi

territory and accumulated a great number of data,
which he condensed in two “Resoconti” published in
four volumes (Giglioli, 1889, 1890, 1891, 1907); thus
he managed to obtain a complete picture of the Italian
avifauna of his time (Barbagli & Violani, 1996, 2002).

Superiori Pratici e di Perfezionamento del Museo di
Fisica e di Storia Naturale” in Florence. In 1886 Gigl-
ioli published “Avifauna Italica” (Giglioli, 1886) where
instructions for bird surveyors in the field were pro-

The interest derived from this nationwide investi-
gation influenced many local naturalists who were
sometimes designated by Giglioli as official corre-
spondents. Consequently, they felt urge to study

FOUR MINOR MUSEUMS IN TUSCANY ORIGINATED FROM CORRESPONDENTS OF THE “INCHIESTA ORNITOLOGICA”




avifaunas and, when possible, to improve their own
collections. Unlike many of the nuclei which were
later incorporated into important museums—for
instance, the Arrighi Griffoli Collection, now pre-
served in the Museum of Natural History in Florence
(Nistri & Barbagli, 1999) and the Ettore Arrigoni de-
gli Oddi Collection, now preserved in the Museum
of Zoology in Rome (Barbagli et al., 1996a)—these
four collections represented the basis for the starting
of specific and local institutions.

The first collection concerns the "Museo del Bosco
e della Montagna” in Stia (Arezzo), which includes a
nucleus of stuffed birds collected by the lawyer and
notary Carlo Beni (1849-1932). This eclectic gentle-
man, besides holding some political positions (he was
mayor of Stia and provincial councillor of Arezzo
for almost 30 years), devoted himself widely to the
historical, cultural and naturalistic aspects of Casen-
tino, a portion of Tuscany from where the majority
of the specimens in his collection originated as well
as where he was born and lived.

The second collection, now located at the “Opificio
‘La Brilla" at Quiesa (Lucca), derived from the collec-
tion of Raimondo Gragnani (1850-1933) and Gustavo
Rontani (1921-2017). Raimondo Gragnani worked for
the Spada counts, in whose villa in Quiesa, near the
Massaciuccoli lake, he curated their ornithological
collection. When the last member of the Spada fam-
ily died in 1880, he inherited the collection, which
he cured and increased during the rest of his lifetime.
The collection then passed, through his nephew, to
Gustavo Rontani, who contributed to increase it to
its current size.

The third one is the collection of the “Museo Civico
e Diocesano di Fucecchio” (Florence), derived from
the collection of Adolfo Lensi (1855-1930), a surgeon
and medical doctor with a strong passion for Natural
Sciences. This hobby induced him to collect and pre-
pare the birds shot in the farmland around his estate
and in the marshy area near Fucecchio.

Last, but not least, is the collection housed at the
Ornithological Museum of San Gimignano (Siena),
assembled by the marquise Marianna Panciatichi

Ximenes d'Aragona Paulucci (1835-1919), which is
mainly formed by birds captured on her estate, Vil-
la del Monte at San Gimignano. It documents one
of her many interests in natural history which she
developed and which led her to become the only
prominent female figure in the scientific and collect-
ing entourage of the 19th century in Italy.

Besides the impulse created by the Ornithological
Inquiry, it is the high degree of territorial specifici-
ty which joins the four collections and makes them
truly interesting as a precious historical evidence
of bird communities from well defined geographical
territories, some of which have recently been deeply
transformed or destroyed.

Considering their prevailing local features and
thanks to their wide representativeness, these col-
lections give a comprehensive picture of the bird spe-
cies present in Casentino, in the Massaciuccoli and
Fucecchio areas (two of the most significant marshy
areas in Tuscany) and in San Gimignano at the end
of the 19th century. Their data, still useful today as
a starting point for synthetical studies on these areas,
are therefore excellent for comparing and evaluating
the distribution changes of the species which oc-
curred during the last centuries.

BENI COLLECTION

Carlo Beni conducted his collecting activity along
with his study of the local avifauna and his partici-
pation to the “Inchiesta Ornitologica” for which he
was an energetic correspondent for the Casentino
district, and where he published some contributions
in the “Resoconti” of 1890 and 1891 (see Giglioli
1890, 1891). His very commitment in the project,
besides starting direct contacts with Giglioli, was a
wide stimulus for the acquisition of specimens and
the increase in numbers of his collection. The com-
pendium of his work on the cultural, historical and
naturalistic aspects of his home valley was the “"Guida
del Casentino”, published in 1881; a second edition
appeared in 1889 (Beni, 1881, 1889). This guide book
was a fundamental point of reference for the knowl-
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Fig. 1. The visitor's notebook signed by Gabriele D'’Annunzio in December 1928 (photo F. Ceccolini).
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Montagna” in Stia (Arezzo) in a photo in 2021 (photo F. Ceccolini).

edge of the local territory, and particularly in the
second edition. Beni gave a great emphasis to the
book section on the vertebrate fauna (mainly birds),
listing the different species and marking those also
present in his private collection with an asterisk.
The Collection, originally located in the premises of
the “lemon-house” annexed to the "Palagio Fiorenti-
no" in Stia and which also had Gabriele D'’Annunzio
among its visitors (fig. 1), is now hosted in the "Museo
del Bosco e della Montagna”, in a particular section
built for this collection (fig. 2). In 1889 it counted
“more than 550 bird specimens” (Beni, 1889), pre-
pared and identified by Carlo Beni himself. Only
520 specimens pertaining to 176 taxa are now extant,
even if an individual of Common Buzzard (Buteo buteo)
does not seem to belong to the original collection
(Tellini Florenzano, 1997). Unfortunately the origi-
nal registers relative to the collection have been lost
and, therefore, it is not possible (apart from a few
exceptions) to extract precise collecting data for each
individual bird. Labels with scientific names of the
birds are still glued on many stands and sometimes
the name of the supplier is also given.

About ten nesting species represented in the col-
lection are no longer present in the Casentino area,
while eight new ones have arrived since the times
when the collection was started (Lapini & Tellini,
1996). Particularly interesting are two specimens
of the Slender-billed Curlew (Numenius tenuirostris)
(fig. 3), a taxon now extinct—still classified as CR
in the IUCN list (BirdLife International, 2018, see

website 1), but recently declared globally extinct with
a 96.0% probability by Graeme et al. (2025)—and
two White-backed Woodpeckers (Dendrocopos leuco-
tos), among the few birds collected on the Northern
Apennines, where the species has now disappeared
(Boano et al., 2019; Brichetti & Fracasso, 2020).

Fig. 3. The two specimens of Slender-billed

Curlew (Numenius tenuirostris) in the Beni Ornithological
Collection (photo F. Ceccolini).
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GRAGNANI-RONTANI COLLECTION

The Collection arose around 1870 thanks to the
counts Luigi and Cesare Spada, who used for hunt-
ing purposes the villa of Quiesa, near Massarosa,
carrying out hunting trips to Lake Massaciuccoli
and its immediate surroundings (Tomei, 1977). Rai-
mondo Gragnani, a local naturalist and taxidermist
employed by them, was charged with the prepara-
tion of the most characteristic specimens collected;
he personally took care of the collection, which
he inherited in 1880, when the last member of the
Spada family died. Thanks to the hunting activity
carried out since he was young and thanks to the
ornithological notions he received at just 18 years
of age from Giglioli himself during his apprentice-
ship at the Natural History Museum of Florence,
Gragnani was an expert on the local avifauna and
became a passionate authority among various or-
nithologists.

As correspondent of the “Inchiesta Ornitologica”
for the district of Massarosa and Viareggio (Gigli-
oli, 1890, 1907), he provided much of the historical
ornithological data of Versilia (Barbagli & Violani,
2002). Thanks to his skill in the field of taxider-
my, learnt in the Florentine museum from Riccardo
Magpnelli, he had several commissions for ornitho-

logical preparations assigned to various Italian mu-
seums and the main private collections of the time
(Moltoni, 1933).

The collection of Quiesa quickly became known
for the rarities it contained and, although composed
almost completely of specimens collected in the area
of Lake Massaciuccoli, it came to include several
hundreds of specimens, representing 285 species of
birds (Tomei, 1977).

Recently restored, it is now visible to the public in
the premises of the factory "La Brilla" in Quiesa, an
ancient building initially intended for the “polishing”
of rice and now converted into a multipurpose space
(fig. 4).

The collection numbers 625 birds (Tomei, 1977),
including a specimen of the nowadays globally ex-
tinct Slender-billed Curlew (fig. 5), three specimens
of Baillon's Crake (Zapornia pusilla), one of which is
a pullus (fig. 6) collected in 1886 testifying the nest-
ing of this species in the area of Lake Massaciuccoli
at the time—today the Baillon's Crake is no lon-
ger a nesting species in Italy (Brichetti & Fracasso,
2018)—and three specimens of Aquatic Warbler
(Acrocephalus paludicola), a species globally decreas-
ing (BirdLife International, 2022, see website 2) and
an uncommon migrant to Italy (Brichetti & Fracasso,

Fig. 4. A view of one of the two rooms devoted to the Gragnani-Rontani Ornithological Collection in the

“Antico Opificio 'La Brilla” in Quiesa (Lucca) in a photo in 2024 (photo F. Ceccolini).

FILIPPO CECCOLINI - STEFANIA LOTTI



2020). Particularly interesting is also a specimen of
Terek Sandpiper (Xenus cinereus) collected in 1883
and reported by Giglioli in the “Inchiesta Ornitolog-
ica" (Giglioli, 1890, 1907). One of the most typical
aspects of the collection is the abundance of birds
with plumage anomalies like leucism (fig. 7), partic-
ularly sought after at the time.

2
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Fig. 5. The specimen of Slender-billed Curlew Fig. 6. The pullus of Baillon's Crake (Zapornia
(Numenius tenuirostris) in the Gragnani-Rontani pusilla) in the Gragnani-Rontani Ornithological
Ornithological Collection (photo F. Ceccolini). Collection (photo F. Ceccolini).

Fig. 7. Three leucistic specimens in the Gragnani-Rontani Ornithological Collection. From left to right:

Eurasian Blackcap (Sylvia atricapilla), European Stonechat (Saxicola rubicola), Common Reed Bunting (Emberiza schoeniclus)
(photo F. Ceccolini).
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LENSI COLLECTION

The Collection is almost exclusively composed of
birds (but also includes a few fossils, some mammals,
insect nests, plants, rocks and shells). Up to 1978 it
was kept in the premises of the Lensi family, near
the Villa di Tricolle at Ponte a Cappiano; after being
acquired by the Fucecchio Municipal Administration
it was moved into the municipal premises. Recently it
was merged with the "Museo Civico e Diocesano di
Fucecchio” where, after an operation of conservative
restoration, it presently forms a specific section of
the museum complex (fig. 8).

Today there are 296 specimens, 249 of which have
indications of collecting localities (Lotti et al., 2009).
The Lensi collection was started in 1876, but gained
its strictly local connotation only in the 1880s, as the
first specimens to arrive were from the Pisa territory
(Barbagli & Nistri, 2009). An albino nestling of Reed
Warbler (Acrocephalus scirpaceus), collected in 1882 by
hand because of a complete atrophy of the eyeballs
(see Giglioli, 1891), does represent the first of many
specimens deriving from the Fucecchio area (Barbag-
li & Nistri, 2009). A strong commitment to the col-
lection enrichment was given by the “Inchiesta Or-
nitologica”, which Lensi joined enthusiastically and
later became one of the most active correspondents
from the Tuscany area (see Giglioli, 1890, 1891). His
observations, combined with those of Italo Turchet-
ti-Centofanti, have contributed to making the Fuce-

cchio area one of the few ltalian districts with an
almost complete overview of the avifauna. Starting
from 1884, the Collection was regularly enriched
with birds almost exclusively from Tuscany; the ter-
ritory where Lensi lived is represented by a number
of specimens equal to three fifths of the total.

The sharp predominance of birds with such prove-
nance makes the collection very interesting from the
historical and scientific point of view as a precious
testimonial of the past local bird richness. Among
the water birds, there are some interesting species
found for the area: e.g. a specimen of Baillon's Crake
(Zapornia pusilla) (fig. 9), collected in the marshland
where it is now extinct (Barbagli et al., 1996b) and
two specimens of Ferruginous Duck (Aythya nyro-
ca) (fig. 10) collected in 1885 and in 1892. This last
species was so common in the marshland during the
19th century that it gave the name to the local har-
bour “Porto delle morette” but now it is observed
only during the migration periods (Barbagli et al.,
1996b; Melega, 2007). Well represented is the Flor-
ence area too, where Lensi practised medicine for
some years, and where he could easily exchange or
acquire birds with other well-known collectors or
taxidermists who lived in the city area. Fairly nu-
merous are the specimens from Sardinia, probably
thanks to a local contact, where from he could obtain
some species difficult to find or to observe; e.g. the
Purple Swamphen (Porphyrio porphyrio), represented

Fig. 8. A view of a room devoted to the Lensi Ornithological Collection in the "Museo Civico e Diocesano

di Fucecchio” in Fucecchio (Firenze) in a photo dating from 2007 (photo F. Ceccolini).
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in the collection by two individuals caught in Janu-
ary 1941, the Griffon Vulture (Gyps fulvus) and the
Flamingo (Phoenicopterus roseus).

Lensi finished his commitment to the Ornithological
Inquiry, which yielded a large improvement to his
own collections and also an important contribution
of notes and observations published in the three vol-
umes dedicated to the first report of results of the
Giglioli's project (Giglioli, 1889, 1890, 1891). Lensi
slowed down his collecting activity and interrupted
it in 1901. An exception is the purchase of about 20
specimens in 1913, 1914 and 1916, made through
Sardinian contacts or visits to the Florentine market.
A male of Alpine Accentor (Prunella collaris) collected
in January 1923 on the top of Montalbano (near the
Padule di Fucecchio), was the last single contribution
to his collection (see Lotti et al., 2009).

PANCIATICHI PAULUCCI
COLLECTION

Although the marquise Marianna Panciatichi
Ximenes d'Aragona married Paulucci became a
prominent authority in the malacological field, she
was interested in many branches of Natural Sciences
(Barbagli & Santacroce, 2022). Regarding ornitholo-
gy, her activity also included the collecting of birds
and the study of local avifauna.

The first step of the birth of her collection was
bird-trapping which she began practising in 1880,
at the “paretaio” located in her Villa del Monte es-
tate, near Certaldo (municipality of San Gimignano).
Orriginally created with the aim of facilitating the
identification of the species of captured birds, the
collection grew rapidly between 1886 and 1889, in
connection with the gathering of data for the Or-
nithological Inquiry (Barbagli & Nistri, 2002). She
was an active correspondent for the district of San
Gimignano (Paulucci & Marri, 1890). A strong im-
pulse towards bird studying and collecting was also
influenced by the marriage of her niece to the orni-
thologist Ettore Arrigoni degli Oddi (1867-1942).
Her grandson-in-law gave her many valuable speci-
mens from his own rich collection kept in Monselice
(Padua) (Arrigoni degli Oddi, 1908), such as, for in-
stance, the first Yellow Breasted Bunting (Emberiza au-
reola) captured in Tuscany, which formed the subject
of a paper published in the journal "Avicula” (Arrigo-
ni degli Oddi, 1906). Her last specimen dates from
1911, after about 30 years of activity. An individual
of Slender-billed Curlew caught at Massaciuccoli in
September 1900 is also worth mentioning.
Precision, good taste and exactitude marked the ca-
reer of the marquise as a keen collector. She assem-
bled up to 1,260 specimens (Massi, 1994), 67% of
which were captured in Tuscany, even if many others
came from different Italian regions (Veneto, Lom-
bardy, Apulia) as a consequence of presents made by

Fig. 9. The specimen of Baillon's Crake

(Zapornia pusilla) in the Lensi Ornithological Collection
(photo L. Lupi, property Museo Civico e Diocesano di
Fucecchio).

Arrigoni degli Oddi or exchanges with correspond-
ing ornithologists. A small portion of her collection
was composed of rare or accidental species from Italy
or from the nearby area of Nice in South France,
the latter however being geographically considered
[talian territory at her time (Barbagli & Nistri, 2002).
The Sardinian materials are significantly represented
in line with many other bird collections of the time.
The capture of peculiar birds, rarely or not found in
the rest of Italy, was relatively easy in the isle; more-
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Fig. 10. The two specimens of Ferruginous

Duck (Aythya nyroca) in the Lensi Ornithological
Collection (photo L. Lupi, property Museo Civico e
Diocesano di Fucecchio).
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Fig. 11. The specimen of Eleonora’s Falcon

(Falco eleonorae) in the Paulucci Ornithological Collection
(photo F. Ceccolini).

over the marquise kept commercial contacts with
some able taxidermists on this island, such as the nat-
uralist Pietro Bonomi and the Meloni family; there-
fore she could acquire 34 specimens of interesting
species, such as Eleonora’s Falcon (Falco eleonorae) (fig.
11), Barbary Partridge (Alectoris barbara), Marmora's
Warbler (Sylvia sarda), Audouin's Gull (Larus audou-
inii), Griffon Vulture (Gyps fulvus) and Bonelli's Eagle
(Hieraactus fasciatus). Many of the preparations were
made by the famous taxidermist Riccardo Magnelli,
who was responsible for mounting numerous birds in
the Museum of Natural History in Florence. Among
the many stuffed works carried out for the marquise
collection, which he considered to be among the
most important ones in Tuscany (Magnelli, 1907),
there is a single specimen of Mandarine Duck (Aix
dalericulata), a male caught in Leccio in the municipal-
ity of Reggello (Florence) in 1902. Marianna present-
ed the bird to the former “Istituto Tecnico Galileo
Galilei” in Florence, founded in 1850 by Grand Duke
Leopold I (1797-1870) with the name of “Imperiale
e Regio Istituto Tecnico Toscano” (Barbagli & Lotti,
2002). This specimen is still housed in the Muse-
um of the “Fondazione Scienza e Tecnica”, which
preserves the historical heritage of the school. The
Florentine museum also includes a rich herbarium
gathered by the marquise between 1878 and 1898;
it is an additional evidence of the many interests and
scientific versatility of this noblewoman in the pan-
orama of the Italian naturalistic studies of the 19th
century (Lotti, 2022).

Fig. 12. A view of a the former Church of San Francesco devoted to the Paulucci Ornithological Collection

in San Gimignano (Siena) in a photo dating from 2010 (photo F. Ceccolini).
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Shortly before her death, the marquise presented
her bird specimens to the municipality of San Gimi-
gnano (Siena) (Barbagli & Nistri, 2002). The local
authorities, after moving the collection several times,
established a specific museum for it in the former
“Chiesa di San Francesco” (fig. 12). Unfortunately,
years of neglection and vicissitudes of the collec-
tion through temporary storage have caused serious
damages and the disappearance of many specimens
by theft, reducing the number of birds now present
to just 696 alone.
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