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An unusual urban refuge for the crested porcupine, Hystrix
cristata (Linnaeus, 1758) (Mammalia Rodentia): the ancient
Catacombs of Priscilla in Rome (Italy)
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ABSTRACT

In this note the author reports the unusual use of ancient catacombs as a daytime refuge for

some specimens of crested porcupine Hystrix cristata (Linnaeus, 1758) (Mammalia Rodentia)
belonging to the population of the Villa Ada urban park in Rome.
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INTRODUCTION

The crested porcupine Hystrix cristata (Lin-
naeus, 1758) (Mammalia Rodentia) is a species of
rodent belonging to the family Hystricidae. The
adult H. cristata has a body length of about 60 to
83 cm, excluding the tail, and a weight from 13 to
27 Kg. This rodent occurs in Italy, North Africa and
Sub-Saharan Africa. It is sometimes asserted that
the porcupine was introduced in Italy by the Ro-
mans, but fossil and sub-fossil remains suggest that
it was probably present in Europe in the Upper
Pleistocene. Recently the Italian distribution area
has had a considerable expansion (Amori &
Capizzi, 2002). At the end of 2010, H. cristata is
recorded throughout the Italian region with exclu-
sion of Friuli Venezia Giulia and Val d’ Aosta (Mori
& Sforzi, 2012). In the province of Rome the cres-
ted porcupine is widely spread and in some places
is rather abundant (Angelici, 2009). The crested
porcupine are active during the night (Corsini et al.,
1995; Angelici, 2009) and spend most of the day-
light hours in their dens located in natural or artifi-
cial caves or in underground tunnels (Monetti et al.,
2005). They are particularly widespread in the agro-

forestry systems of the Mediterranean region. Oc-
casionally can also be found in the green areas loc-
ated within big cities, provided adjacent to a service
area with abundant vegetation (Amori & Capizzi,
2002). Banks of streams and hedges are important
wildlife corridors and are used as ways of expan-
sion (Amori & Capizzi, 2002). Another hallway that
allows crested porcupine easy expansion is con-
sisting of railway lines (Gippoliti com. pers.).

STUDY AREA

Villa Ada, an urban park in Rome (Central Italy)
with a surface of 450 acres (1, 8 km?), it is the second
largest park in the city after Villa Doria Pamphili. It
is located along Via Salaria, in the northeastern part
of the city. Its highest relief is Monte Antenne with a
height of 67 m above sea level (Fig. 1). The Cata-
combs of Priscilla are located in Via Salaria just in
front of Villa Ada. These Catacombs are mentioned
in all of the most ancient documents regarding Chris-
tian topography and liturgy in Rome; due to the great
number of martyrs buried therein, were called
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“Regina catacumbarum - The Queen of the Cata-
combs”. The galleries dug into the tuff, a soft vol-
canic rock used to make bricks and lime, have a total
length of about thirteen kilometers, at various depths.

RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

The presence of the crested porcupine in Villa
Ada has been known since the 80s (Angelici, pers.
com.) and well documented (Zapparoli, 2009).
However, what was not known is the habit of this
rodent to use the long underground passages of the
Catacombs of Priscilla as daytime refuge. In recent
years, religious custodians of the Catacombs, have
repeatedly requested the intervention of the Wildlife
Rescue Centre Lipu of Rome to try to remove some
specimens of crested porcupine which had chosen
as a refuge the long series of tunnels that form the
underground part of the Catacombs of Priscilla
(Mangzia, pers. com.). Three of the six entrances of
Villa Ada are located along the Via Salaria, just
opposite to the above mentioned Catacombs.

The crested porcupines spend the daylight hours
in their dens located in natural or artificial caves or
underground tunnels (Monetti et al., 2005). The
long tunnels (about thirteen kilometers) are rarely

Forte Antenne

Villa Ada

Villa
Torlonia

Figure 1. Study area: Northeastern part of
Rome (Latium, Italy).
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visited, the small distance and the ease of achieving,
have made it possible the use of Catacombs of
Priscilla as daytime refuge for the population of H.
cristata of Villa Ada.
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