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In memory of Egidio Mellini (1924 - 2024)

On January 30" 2024, Professor Egidio Mellini passed
away in his house at Ponte alla Venturina, Alto Reno Terme
(Bologna). He was born on July 18, 1924, a few miles away
in the hamlet of Borgo Capanne, then in the municipality of
Granaglione (Bologna). He missed for a few months his
100" birthday.

He studied in Bologna, first at the Liceo Scientifico
“Augusto Righi” and then at the University of Bologna
where he graduated in Scienze Naturali in 1948, with a the-
sis in Comparative Anatomy under the supervision of Pro-
fessor Pasquale Pasquini. Through Pasquini, the young
Mellini met Professor Guido Grandi, then Head of the Insti-
tute of Entomology of Bologna, who asked him to join his
team of entomologists. This meeting signed the beginning
of a brilliant scientific career: Grandi was a Master and a
Guide for Egidio Mellini and he had always the best words
recalling his mentor. Mellini spent the following fifty years
at the Istituto di Entomologia in Bologna, first as an Assis-
tant Professor, then from 1970 as a Full Professor, until his
early retirement, due to health problems, in 1998.

The Scientist. The great part of his scientific production
was devoted to the study of insect parasitoids, mainly
Tachinid flies, a group on which he wrote 75 scientific pa-
pers and contributions. The choice of a group of parasitoids
less glamorous than “fancy” Hymenopteran wasps was
somehow typical of Professor Mellini’s temperament and at-
titude. At the same time, being among the largest families of
Diptera (about 8500 valid species) and the largest group of
parasitoids other than Hymenoptera, the Tachinidae were an
ideal group to study in order to get a broad view on many
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Young Mellini walking with Guido Grandi.

topics of protelean parasitism. Professor Mellini was not as
much interested in their systematics as in how various and
elaborate their life histories and strategies are and, together
with the life histories of several host-parasitoid associations,
he wrote some excellent essays drawing comparisons and
differences among the life styles of the Hymenopteran
wasps and those of the Tachinid flies. These assays have the
same broad view of the works of entomologists like Clausen
or Askew and also (unfortunate those who cannot read them
in Italian!) a beautiful prose. In the mid ‘70s, Mellini and his
collaborators established a permanent lab rearing of the
tachinid Pseudogonia rufifrons (=Gonia cinerascens) on the
factitious host Galleria mellonella and this allowed him to
conduct many experimental studies on the physiological in-
teractions between the two symbionts. Professor Mellini
could combine the experience and the insights of the natu-
ralist with the meticulousness and precision of the experi-
mental biologist, and he was able to collect a great amount
of experimental data, in a time when no molecular biology
tools and techniques were available. His intuition and in-
sights on the effects of the host hormones on the develop-
ment of the parasitoid symbionts were experimentally tested
by him and his collaborators and proved correct. Another
experimental project that started in the ‘80s was the devel-
opment of artificial diets to rear the larval stages of tachinid
flies, a project carried on several species (P. rufifrons,
Archytas marmoratus, Palexorista laxa, Eucelatoria bryani
and Exorista larvarum) with more than 40 papers by Pro-
fessor Mellini and his working group.
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In the desert of Libya (Egidio Mellini on the right).

The Naturalist and the Explorer. Since the beginning of
his scientific activity, he combined the curiosity of the nat-
uralist and the passion for exotic travels through several en-
tomological expeditions, focused on the study of desert in-
sects. Here again, the choice of such peculiar insect commu-
nities, their adaptations and life strategies in extreme cli-
matic conditions, was somehow typical of his personality.
He wrote, alone or with his fellow travelers as coauthors,
several papers about the scientific tours he did, first in the
deserts of Libya, Tunisia and Algeria in the ‘50s and ‘60s and
later in the early ‘80s in the desertic highlands of Bolivia.

These papers are not only entomological reports, but also
complete geographical and travel diaries, following the foot-
steps of a long and established tradition by western natural-
ists in exotic lands. His last tour was, soon after his retire-
ment, in Mali, with his former student and collaborator
Amadou Konotie Coulibaly as a guide.

The Teacher. He was a brilliant and charismatic teacher.
Usually, early morning classes were not too popular among
students, with one clear exception: his 8:00 am lectures of
General and Applied Entomology were crowded and with
no sleepy students. His clear and vivid talks had no noticea-
ble decline in attendance as the term progressed, because he
was able to keep our attention in a time when no fancy Pow-
erpoint slides or visual special effects were available. He
was indeed using some big and beautiful tables and paint-
ings that were hanged up just before every lecture and that
could slide manually, but the real special effect was the pas-
sion he was able to transmit with his words: we could actu-
ally “see” the insects while he was describing a world we
were previously unaware of. To quote the title of a book by
Guido Grandi, a “secret world of rulers” (un mondo occulto
di dominatori) was disclosing in front of our eyes.

The Man and the Magister. Egidio Mellini was a man of
his time and of the world he grew up in. To be part of the
Academy was to him like to be admitted in a cult of initiated,
and you should prove worth of it (he usually complained that
too many people were “intruders”). He combined a great er-
udition (he had an available maxim in Latin for any possible
instance) with a subtle and witty humor: we will not quote
some of his puns here, but they will accompany us for years.
He was an avid reader, of course of everything connected
with entomology and zoology, but of other scientific subjects

Egidio Mellini and his wife Wanda during their trip in Mali, just after his retirement.
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With some of his former students and collaborators (from left to right: Paolo Fanti, Marco Borgatti, Luigi Ruggeri, Miria Monti,

Alessandro Bratti, Luciano Mazzetti, Egidio Mellini).

as well as humanistic literature. His ideal model of man was
Leonardo da Vinci, someone who was able to embrace all
the possible knowledge of his time. His retirement over-
lapped with the different routes, academic or not, that we
took, far away from the Istituto we grew up in. After a while,
some of us, either former students, collaborators and/or
friends (we believe we are legitimate in forcing the use of
this word) decided that at least once in a year we should go
to Professor Mellini’s home at Ponte alla Venturina and
spend some time with him. Every time it was a beautiful
jump in our youth and our past: Professor Mellini always
kept a clear mind and a brilliant spirit, even if his health had
been weakened many times. The last time one of us was able
to talk with him, on his 99" birthday, his mind was still clear,
but the voice was weak and he said “you see, I'm getting
tired of living”.

Getting in tune with Egidio Mellini was not a quick and
easy task, but if you could capture his attention and be ad-
mitted in his circle, you could see a very different and spe-
cial person. We feel honored to have been among his stu-
dents and collaborators, and indeed it is strange that a per-
sonality so different from us in many points and instances
had such a great influence on us. We will miss him, but we
will never forget what he taught us.

Paolo Fanti and Alessandro Bratti
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