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Alberto Malatesta, former Professor at the Rome 
University Sapienza in the Master Course of Geological 
Sciences, geologist and palaeontologist, passed away 
when he was 92 years old on 9th October, 2007. 

 
A. Malatesta was born in Livorno the 15th of July 

1915; there he attended classic studies at the second-
ary Jesuit school “Niccolini-Guerrazzi” and obtained his 
degree on 1933. He graduated in Natural Science at the 
Pisa University, tutored by Prof. Alberto Carlo Blanc. 
Immediately after the degree he started to teach 
Science at the secondary school of Piombino; there he 
met Miss Gianna Torricelli, who became his wife some 
years later. They had three children: Giuseppe, Gabriel-
la and Giovanna.  

During 1939, A. Malatesta abandoned teaching 
and left for East Africa (Ethiopia) as a geologist of the 
Reale Corpo delle Miniere. In this period he mainly stu-
died the geology of the Awash Valley (unfortunately only 
in very recent times important fossil remains were dis-
covered there). At the beginning of the Second World 
War he was in Ethiopia as second lieutenant of the Ital-

ian Army. After a romantic adventure spent flying be-
tween Ethiopia and Eritrea, he was captured and kept 
prisoner by the English troops. A very serious form of 
malaria stopped his run and he was transferred first to 
the Asmara harbour and then to the English war prison-
er camp at Peshawar (Pakistan). Notwithstanding his 
prisoner status, after the 8th September 1943 he was 
able to carry out some scientific missions on the Hima-
layan Range and in very interesting paleontological 
areas. The observations made during these field surveys 
were published some years later on the scientific journals 
Atti della Società Toscana di Scienze Naturali (1948) and 
Bollettino del Servizio Geologico d’Italia (1951).  

During 1948, he came back in Italy and, starting 
from 1950, he was employed by the Italian “Servizio 
Geologico Nazionale”. There he worked as a field geol-
ogist and carried out the geologic survey of several 
1:100.000 geological sheets in central and southern Ita-
ly, Sardinia and Sicily. This activity gave him a huge 
knowledge of the Italian Quaternary geology and the 
possibility to gather a very large collection of fossil re-
mains that he studied during the following years.  
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A. Malatesta attained the “Libera Docenza” in Pa-
laeontology in 1959 and he became Associate Profes-
sor of Palaeontology in 1981. He taught “Palaeontolo-
gy” at the Messina University (1960-1962) and at the 
Sapienza Università di Roma (1962-1973). At the Sa-
pienza Università di Roma he gave also the courses 
“Quaternary Geology and Palaeontology” (1973-1975 
and 1981-1985) and “Vertebrate Palaeontology” (1975-
1981). During this period he headed several paleonto-
logical expeditions in Crete, Sicily and Sardinia caves. 

He retired on November 1985 when he was 70 
years old, but he did not stop his research activity as 
testified by several scientific publications dated up to 
1994. 

 
 A. Malatesta has been author or co-author of 104 

scientific papers dealing with Pliocene and Quaternary 
geology and geomorphology, invertebrate (molluscs) 
and vertebrate (insular quaternary mammals) palaeon-
tology and palaeoethnology. In his book on Quaternary 
geology and palaeontology, he synthesized the general 
scientific approach to the study of Quaternary problems 
on the base of his own field experiences and his huge 
global geo-paleontological culture. 

Among the most important results deriving form the 
scientific activity of A. Malatesta it is possible to mention 
his synthesis of the Quaternary geology of the Roma sur-
roundings (1978, 1980) and his many contributes to the 
knowledge of the Italian Plio-Quaternary paleontology.  

Born first as a geologist, his biological and paleonto-
logical preparation, gained at the Pisa University when he 
was a student, lead him to solve some problems met dur-
ing the geological surveys with the aid of taxonomical and 
palaeoenvironmental studies on mollusc and vertebrate 
remains. He studied fossil molluscs collected in the Qua-
ternary of Sicily, in the Pliocene of Umbria and in the Pa-
leocene of Mozambique, writing important monographies 
(among which the “Malacofauna di Grammichele”, 1960, 
1963 and the “Malacofauna Pliocenica Umbra”, 1974). 
Such monographies are benchmarks for the Italian, and 
in some cases, for the worldwide mollusc palaeontology. 
Studying molluscs he erected 1 new genus, 1 new sub-
genus, 22 new species and 3 new subspecies.  

At the same time, the recovery of dwarf cervids 
during his geological surveys in Sardinia aroused his 
interest on the phenomena of “nanism” and “gigantism” 
of insular mammalian taxa and induced him to organize 
several paleontological expeditions in Sardinia, Sicily 
and Crete. These experiences lead him to propose a 
new model for the mammal population of insular districts 
and the consequent endemism (1980). He erected 1 
new genus, 1 new subgenus and 3 new species of 
mammals. Under his guide, a Roman School on verte-
brate palaeontology was born and several researchers 
at the Sapienza Università di Roma and at Roma Tre 
University still carry on his heritage today.  
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