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Some animals are somehow paradoxical: well impressed in the collective imag-
inary of the recent past, perhaps even legendary, they might be nonetheless soon
removed from our memory. Among these, the black francolin (Francolinus fran-
colinus, Galliformes; see Figure 1), a pheasant-like bird known as Attagen or At-
tagas in the Classical Age, is an exemplary case. The dramatist Aristophanes, the
natural philosopher Pliny the Elder, the lyric poet Horace, the epigrammatist
Martial: these are only some of the eminent ancient Greek and Latin authors
mentioning this bird in their works.¹ Currently found from Cyprus and the Middle
East eastwards to the Indian subcontinent with six morphological subspecies in-
habiting a variety of open ground habitats, the black francolin was also found in
Italy and Spain until the nineteenth century.² However, the nativeness of the spe-
cies to such areas was seriously doubted and the origin of these putatively im-
ported westernmost populations shrouded in secrecy.³

The present study brings together historical evidence and results from DNA
analyses to reconstruct the origins and uses of the black francolin in the Medi-
terranean area from the medieval period to the nineteenth century. As we will
see, these birds largely owed their importation and survival from the Late Middle
Ages to the nineteenth century to the needs of princes for exclusive and tasty
game animals. Accordingly, deprived of fostering and special protection, their
presence in Western Europe ended together with the age of the courts of the An-
cien Régime.

 See the editions by Thompson D’Arcy (1895): 37–38; Borghini et al. (1983).
 Madge McGowan (2002): 193–198.
 See for example, Martorelli (1906): 20.
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1 Food for Gourmets, Game for Nobles:
The Black Francolin in Historical Sources

Long celebrated as a true delicacy, the meat of this bird was also thought to pos-
sess remarkable medical (for this reason it was sometimes referred to as Predice
Asculapica) and even aphrodisiac properties.⁴ Concerning the supposed curative
powers of the black francolin, it is worth reporting that in the sixteenth century,
the Spanish viceroy in Sicily, Lope de Vega, described these birds as “useful on
several occasions for human body health”.⁵ Later, seventeenth-century Italian
naturalist Giovanni Pietro Olina praised their meat as not only incredibly flav-
oured, but also as a portentous remedy against kidney problems.⁶ Interestingly,
such benefits were acknowledged also in the Islamic culture, its higher digesti-

Fig. 1: A couple of black francolins (Francolinus francolinus asiae), male (left) and female (right)

 See Cosman (1983): 1–33; Adamson (2004): 37.
 “utili in molte occorrenze per la salute dei corpi umani.” Pragmatic sanction of 10 March 1550
promulgated by Viceroy and Captain General of Sicily Juan de Vega y Enríquez de Acuña.
 James (1753).
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bility making this food specifically recommended in place of chicken for pilgrims
travelling to Mecca.⁷

For all of these reasons, the black francolin was held in high regard by the
aristocracy in Medieval and Renaissance Europe and was often demanded as a
courtly gamebird.⁸ Similar to exotic relatives from faraway places such as the
peacock (Pavo cristatus), the common pheasant (Phasianus colchicus), and the
Guinea fowl (Numida meleagris),⁹ it was also kept as an ornamental bird in
model farms and parks, either free ranging or captive in menageries. This was
the case for the Medici villa in Poggio a Caiano (Florence) in grand ducal Tusca-
ny in the fifteenth century, the aviary of Cardinal Scipione Borghese in papal
Rome in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and, later, La Favorita hunting
estate in Bourbon-Sicily in the nineteenth century.¹⁰ In Spain, the bird was
reared in El Pardo, Aranjuez, and El Escorial, two royal estates near Madrid,
and was particularly appreciated by King Philip II of Spain in the sixteenth cen-
tury.

The strong interest of the mighty and powerful is also documented by the
severe bans restricting the hunting of this bird to ruling elites enacted in
Spain, Sicily and the Grand Duchy of Tuscany from the thirteenth century on-
wards. Penalties for the offenders ranged from exorbitant fines to life imprison-
ment and corporal punishment such as public whipping and even the cutting of
hands.¹¹ For example, the ban proclaimed in March 1550 by the Spanish viceroy
in Sicily, Juan de Vega, reported a “200-ounce fine for each offender to be paid to
the Treasury, or an appropriate prison sentence for low-born people”.¹² Unlike
the common pheasant that was mostly hunted with dogs,¹³ the black francolin
was traditionally hunted by falconry, as reported in the famous treaty De arte
venandi cum avibus by Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II and in coeval docu-
ments of the Islamic culture.¹⁴

The charismatic bird is mentioned in a number of letters exchanged by Ital-
ian and Spanish rulers in the Late Middle Ages where the species is regarded as a

 Luqa (1992): 89.
 Ortalli (1985): 1389– 1443.
 Lamblard (2003).
 Oriani (2014).
 Baldacci (1964): 16– 18.
 “[…] pena onze 200 in pro dell’erario in ogni trasgressore, o di galea ad arbitrio del Governo
qualora il reo fosse persona di basso rango.” Pragmatic sanction of 10 March 1550 promulgated
by Viceroy and Captain General of Sicily Juan de Vega y Enríquez de Acuña.
 See Anderson (1975).
 See Trombetti Budriesi (2000); Viré (1969): 113– 139.
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symbol of wealth and prestige.¹⁵ One such example is a letter dated 26 May 1368
and sent by the Catalan king Peter IV of Aragon from Sicily to the governor of
Mallorca, informing him about the shipment of pheasants and francolins to be
reared in the local Esporles estate. Another letter, written by the poet Michele
Verino before May 1487, reports that Lorenzo the Magnificent himself had solicit-
ed and obtained the shipment of some black francolins from Sicily to his model
farm in Poggio a Caiano.¹⁶ Remarkably, there are documents proving that the
Medici imported a number of francolins from Sicily to their dominions.¹⁷

The black francolin is also portrayed as a valuable game species in a num-
ber of still life paintings realized in the same countries during the seventeenth
century. In most of these representations, male birds with their brightly coloured
and strikingly patterned plumage are preferred to the pale and cryptic females.
Some examples are the oil paintings on canvas Still Life with Cardoon, Francolin,
Grapes, and Irises by Felipe Ramírez and Still Life with Birds and Hare (see Fig-
ure 2) by Tomás Yepes as well as Still Life with Game Birds (Lombard School, pri-
vate collection, Milan, end of the seventeenth century). The best example, how-
ever, is probably The Hunters’ Gathering by the Flemish painter Justus
Sustermans, where a male francolin is portrayed as a trophy at a highborn hunt-
ers’ rendez-vous (see Figure 3).

When the strict protection ended, however, the black francolin rapidly dis-
appeared from the Western Mediterranean due to uncontrolled harvest and
land reclamation.¹⁸ It is worth mentioning the belated attempts by the Bourbons
to save the species from extinction in Sicily with the offer of cash prizes for peo-
ple protecting nests and broods. Poor flyers and mediocre runners, these birds
were easily spotted because of the male calls heard across long distances;
they were caught with nets, snares, and even bare hands.¹⁹ As noted by the Bo-
lognese nobleman, agronomist, and gastronome,Vincenzo Tanara,²⁰ the increas-
ing use of firearms heavily contributed to the carnage of this game bird, whose
short-distance linear flights made the job quite easy for shooters. Finally, egg
depredations gave the final blow²¹ and the bird was officially declared extinct
in Sicily in 1869.²²

 Masseti (2009).
 Masseti (2002): 211–213.
 Encyclopédie Méthodique (1784): 50.
 Andreotti et al. (2001): 136.
 Olina (1622): 33.
 Tanara (1886).
 Carvana (1889): 516–520.
 Doderlain (1874): 9–72.
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Fig. 2: Tomás Yepes, Still life with birds and hare, 1643 (Madrid, Museo del Prado). A pair of
black francolin males (second from right) is portrayed along with mallards, red-legged par-
tridges, a hare and a wood pigeon.

Fig. 3: Justus Sustermans, The Hunters’ Gathering, 17th century (Florence, Palatine Gallery)
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2 The Origins of the Black Francolin: The
Results of a DNA Analysis

Relying on a thorough historical documentation and an extensive DNA analysis
of modern and archival specimens (mitochondrial DNA Control Region gene;
n = 281), we aimed at unveiling the enigmatic origin of the black francolin in
the Western Mediterranean and, at the same time, rescuing the memory of this
prized bird from oblivion. The sample of modern birds included 205 specimens
collected between 2007 and 2013. In addition, we also analyzed 76 samples from
archival specimens housed in 15 museums in the United States and Europe, in-
cluding 17 individuals from regions where the black francolin is now extinct.23

As far as the specific use of archival specimens is concerned, the majority of
tissues used were toe pads of stuffed birds (see Figure 4). There is a double ad-
vantage in using this part of the animal: first, it has not generally been treated
with chemicals (for example, formalin/formaldehyde), thereby inhibiting DNA
amplifications; second, this operation does not leave visible traces on the exte-
rior of the specimen. Not only did the use of such specimens enable us to inves-
tigate the historical populations from the Western Mediterranean (namely Tusca-
ny, Sicily, and Spain), it also ensured an extensive and comprehensive sampling
across the species range, which mostly stretches across remote and socio-politi-
cally unstable countries in Asia. Importantly, detailed information on collection
sites and dates was a fundamental prerequisite, along with the overall state of
preservation at the time of assessing the value of the archival specimens, thus
selecting those to be included in the sample size. It was by scanning this infor-
mation that the only two archival species of black francolin from Tuscany and
Spain, both dating back to the first decades of the nineteenth century (and, as
such, being the most ancient specimens still available), were identified in the
natural history museums of Florence and Geneva respectively.

The genetic results obtained were startling, pointing to the occurrence of
two non-native geographically distinct genetic stocks in the Western Mediterra-

Fig. 4: Black francolin archival specimen, Spain, c. 1838 (Geneva,
Muséum d’histoire naturelle)
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nean.²³ On the one hand, the estimated but not yet proven importation from Cy-
prus during the Crusades (specifically attributed to the Templars²⁴) was con-
firmed on a molecular basis. On the other hand, strong evidence for importations
from southern Asia through long-distance trade routes emerged. This overall sce-
nario points to the black francolin, a bird of eastern origin, as one of the valued
ornamental game birds that became part of the Western world’s collective imag-
inary.²⁵ Moreover, chronicles of European pilgrims and merchant travellers like
Marco Polo exploring Asia report game birds like the chukar partridge (Alectoris
chukar) as being used as fresh-food supply along the Silk Road.²⁶ Particularly
noteworthy is Florentine explorer Leonardo Frescobaldi’s mention of the black
francolin during his journey across the Holy Land around 1385, once again, cel-
ebrating its meat.²⁷

Our findings also shed light on the likely role Portuguese merchants played
in satisfying the elite’s demand for exotic species at European courts during the
Renaissance.²⁸ The importance of Portuguese trading posts in western India and
the trade monopoly they held in the Indian Ocean suggest a maritime route for
the importation of black francolin Indian stocks to Europe. This possibility is fur-
ther supported by molecular data, which show no evidence of Indian lineages in
mainland Asia between India and the Mediterranean Basin. Definitive evidence
for such trade might be found in repositories of archival documents about the
history of Iberian countries in the East, such as the General Archive of the Indies
in Seville. Another possibly pertinent bibliographic reference to the eastern ori-
gin of the black francolin may be found in a comment made by the Aragonese
naturalist and Carthusian clergyman Diego de Funes y Mendoza in his transla-
tion of Aristotle’s Historia Animālium in the seventeenth century, in which he de-
scribes the francolin as an “Asian bird introduced to France and Spain”.²⁹

While the Indian stock would have reached the Mediterranean through Lis-
bon and possibly Seville emporia, the Cypriot stock would have followed a more
linear trajectory. First imported to Sicily, this stock seems to have been spread to
southern Italy and Spain by the Catalan-Aragonese, as strongly suggested by the
clear-cut overlap between their dominions and the historical distribution of

 For more details, see Forcina et al. (2015).
 Amari (1937): 1082– 1084.
 See for example Nair Thankappan (1974) for the peacock, and Ghigi (1958) for the common
pheasant.
 Barbanera et al. (2007).
 Gargiolli (1862).
 Ringmar (2006); Jordan Gschwend (2009).
 Maluquer, Travé (1961).
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the black francolin in the Western Mediterranean.³⁰ This is particularly true for
Spain, where francolins were mainly found in Catalonia, Aragon, Valencia, the
Balearics, as well as in the Roussillon province in France; but records from
the dominions of Castilla are quite limited. There is also an etymological clue
concerning the provenance of this stock. The term “francolin” is likely to derive
from the Late Latin Gallina Franca referring to the fact that it had been imported
by French (Frank) crusaders.³¹ The French Royal House of Lusignan ruled in Cy-
prus during the High and Late Middle Ages, making it quite possible that the
French were responsible for the first shipments of francolins to Sicily and
other destinations in the Central and Western Mediterranean.

Conclusion

Summing up the results of this work,we can say that the surprising results of our
molecular DNA analyses find a plausible explanation in literary and iconograph-
ic records. Reference to these sources has allowed us to better evaluate molecu-
lar data pointing to the exotic origin of this species in Europe and provides im-
portant insight into both the mechanics and the larger geopolitical framework
for the trade in this charismatic game species. The investigation of the bird speci-
mens residing in museum collections played a major role in this work. And while
no misidentification of taxidermied specimens of black francolins was discov-
ered in this study, this work points to the potential value of molecular biotech-
nologies in enhancing the value of such archival resources.³² By pursuing an in-
terdisciplinary approach, we were able to document the profound impact of
geopolitics and trade relationships from the Late Middle Ages onwards in shap-
ing Western Mediterranean biodiversity. On the other hand, it became evident
how fruitful the exchange with zoologists could be in giving further value to hu-
manists’ daily work. The main lesson of this story is the paramount importance
of integrating complementary information from different areas of expertise when
addressing the process of biological globalization and the history of human-an-
imal relationships. Also, this study evidences how, similar to other prized game
birds such as the common pheasant, the presence of the black francolin in West-
ern Europe was entirely attributable to the ongoing demand and protection by

 Muntaner et al. (1983): 297–298.
 Jiménez (2013).
 For example, Barbanera et al. (2016).
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princely courts, yet in this case their persistence ceased definitively with the fall
of the Ancien Régime.
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