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Hidden treasures and the reorganization of the Bird Collection in  
the Hungarian Natural History Museum

Tibor I. FuIsz, zoltán Vas, Róbert Rácz

ABSTRACT

Fuisz, T. I., Vas, z. & Rácz, R. 2010. Hidden treasures and the reorganization of the Bird collection in the Hungarian 
Natural History Museum. J. Afrotrop. Zool. Special Issue: 37-43. 
The history of the Bird collection of the Hungarian Natural History Museum can be divided into two main epochs: 
pre- and post-1956. We compare the pre- and post-1956 numbers of inventoried specimens, types and geographical 
representation and give an account on surviving specimens dating before 1956. The Bird collection grew to a con-
siderably large, significant central European ornithological collection till it was completely destroyed in 1956. The whole 
scientific collection, containing skins and eggs and the exhibition material (in two separate buildings) perished. It had 
contained 36,000 mounted and skin specimens, and 22,000 eggs. Fortunately, the card indexes of the specimens partly 
survived; hence the main collecting data of specimens is available. From the foreign material the most significant were 
the hummingbirds (Trochilidae) with 3000 specimens. The collection contained two then already extinct species: the 
Passenger Pigeon Ectopistes migratorius (Linnaeus, 1766) and carolina Parakeet Conuropsis carolinensis (Linnaeus, 1758). 
During the approximately one-and-a-half century establishment of the HNHM, between 1802-1956, 133 type specimens 
were recorded in the inventories, but not all of these taxa were considered valid by 1956. a handful of mounted specimens 
and few skins from that era survived. since 1956, foreign donations and intense collection activities have restored  
to some extent the Hungarian material, but at present no type specimens are held, and the foreign material is poor 
compared to the state prior 1956. The reorganization of the Bird collection started in 2007. Dickinson’s (2003) 
nomenclature and taxonomical arrangement is the base for the arrangement of the egg, skin, mounted specimen and 
bone collections. The present skin collection contains 11,487 specimens; it mainly represents the carpathian Basin, 
but significant materials are stored from Brazil, argentina, the Near East, North africa and australia. The mounted 
specimen collection consists of around 2220 specimens, but only 958 are registered in the inventories. The oological 
collection consists of approximately 2000 clutches and we store 200 nests. The latter represent foremost the Hungarian 
avifauna. 

Fuisz, T. I., Vas, z. & Rácz, R. Bird collection, Hungarian Natural History Museum, 1088 Budapest, Ludovika tér 2-6 (fuisz@nhmus.hu)

Keywords: HNHM, Bird collection, skin collection, mounted material, egg collection, history of collection, type 
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IntroductIon

The Bird collection of the Hungarian Natural His-
tory Museum (HNHM), founded in 1802, was not 
the biggest but still one of the most significant cen-
tral European ornithological collections, till it was 
completely destroyed in 1956. Both the building of 
the National Museum, where the bird exhibition was 
housed, and the Department of zoology research 
building in Baross street were hit by artillery shells, 
hence the Bird collection was completely annihi-
lated. I. Boros, Director General, gave a vivid account 
of the losses suffered by the museum (Boros 1957). 
The Department of Geology and Mineralogy was 
completely burnt out, and 80 % of the Department of 
Palaeontology was destroyed. In the zoology Build-
ing the following collections were completely burnt 
out: the bird collection, ichthyology and herpetology, 

lower invertebrates, and malacology. But the mammal, 
Diptera and Lepidoptera collections also suffered 
severe losses. afterwards, decades of diligent collect-
ing activities and exchanges restored to some extent 
its former magnitude, but neither its geographic rep-
resentation nor the number of stored specimens or 
type specimens at present are as significant as the 
pre-1956 bird material.
In this article we aim to compare the perished and 
the present material of the Bird collection according 
to the following criteria:
– the number of skins and mounted specimens;
– the number of clutches and nests;
– the geographic composition;
– the number of type specimens.
We will also give an account of the reorganization 
that began in 2007, and will list all the specimens 
that are housed in the collection today and could be 

93934_JAZ_Birds_05.indd   37 22/11/10   10:27



T.I. FuIsz, z. Vas & R. Rácz

38

unambiguously dated back to the pre-1956 period. 
We also identify the most significant collectors con-
tributing to the increase in quantity of our bird mate-
rial. We will follow Dickinson’s (2003) nomenclature 
and taxonomical arrangement throughout the article. 
We also used this checklist to build a comprehensive 
digital database on the material of the Bird collection 
of the HNHM. 

THe pRe-1956 ColleCTioN

The Bird collection of the HNHM grew, till 1956, to 
become a considerably large collection, which not 
only held specimens from the carpathian Basin, but 
also significant material from Europe and other con-
tinents. as only the index cards are available today we 
cannot separate the skins and mounted specimens; 
we only know whether an item belonged to the egg 
collection or the osteological collection, or was a bird 
specimen prepared either as a skin or a mounted 
specimen (Table 1). The number of bird specimens 
amounted to 36,000, and more than half of the mate-
rial arrived from outside Hungary. Regarding the 
skins, the main home material came from P. Jányi,  
s. Petényi, O. Herman, I. chernel, Gy. Madarász,  
L. Horváth and N. Hommonay. The most significant 
foreign material was that of hummingbirds, approxi-
mately 3000 specimens. significant foreign collections 
were assembled by J. Xántus (california, Indonesia, 
Great sunda Islands; 787 specimens), K. Kitten-
berger (East africa; 1818 specimens), L. Bíró (Papua 
New Guinea, north-western africa; 580 specimens), 
á. Vezényi (Brazil; 238 specimens) and by others 
from India, south africa, Mexico, Norway, Inner 
asia, Venezuela, sudan, etc. Many foreign materials 
were purchased from wholesale dealers (such as 
W. schlüter, F. Gerrard).
From all the pre-1956 material only eight specimens 
have been recovered in the course of the reorganiza-
tion till 2010, although some more skins are expected 
to show up in the course of the complete revision. 
Four Kittenberger specimens were identified: two 
Goliath Herons Ardea goliath cretzschmar, 1827, 
one shoebill Balaeniceps rex Gould, 1850 (all mounted) 

and a White-bellied Tit Parus albiventris shelley, 
1881 skin (Fig. 1). K. Kittenberger contributed enor-
mously to the enrichment of the Bird collection. To 
cover the expenses of his african collecting expedi-
tions Kittenberger offered many specimens to Lord 
Walter Rothschild; even more were confiscated in 
1914 by the ugandan British authorities, and finally 
got into the possession of F. J. Jackson, governor of 
uganda (Prys-Jones et al. 2008). as a result several 
Kittenberger specimens that were not sent to the 
HNHM survived, and also some others, namely 
those exchanged by the HNHM with other collec-
tions. Other survivors include two mounted speci-
mens collected by J. Xántus, a Tufted Puffin Fratercula 
cirrhata Pallas, 1769 and a Jambu Fruit-dove Ptilinopus 
jambu (Gmelin, 1789); a mounted senegal coucal 
Centropus senegalensis (Linnaeus, 1766) collected by 
Franz Joseph, Emperor of austria and Hungary; and 
a mounted head of a European stone-curlew Burhinus 
oedicnemus (Linnaeus, 1758), collected by O. Herman, 
a legendary figure of Hungarian zoology and par-
ticularly ornithology.
The oological collection contained 22,000 eggs; the 
common cuckoo Cuculus canorus (Linnaeus, 1758) 
material was especially valuable. But the representa-
tion outside the carpathian Basin areas (compared to 
the bird skins) was considerably lower. Only approx-
imately 10 % of the egg collection originated from 
abroad (Table 1). 

Table 1. The material of the HNHM’s Bird collection perished in 1956.

pre-1956 Total Carpathian Basin Foreign

skins and mounted specimens 36,000 16,000 20,000
Egg collection 22,000 20,000 2000
Type specimens 133

Fig. 1. White-bellied Tit Parus albiventris shelley, 1881; as of 2010, 
the only surviving skin found from the pre-1956 era. specimen 
collected by K. Kittenberger in Ngare-Dowash, africa in 1909.
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The osteological collection contained 2500 bird 
specimens, and was then considered one of the larg-
est in Europe. 
The pre-1956 collection was also very important as 
it held many type specimens. although the majority 
of the species types were later synonymized or are 
considered now only valid subspecies, compared to 
the present collection figures, it was very impressive. 
Deposits of 133 type specimens were recorded dur-
ing the collection’s approximately 150-year opera-
tion, till 1956. L. Horváth (1970), then curator of the 
Bird collection, listed the 133 type specimens, and 
he considered 43 taxa still valid. These species were 
described (with one exception) by Gy. Madarász, and 
due to his limited access to literature, many of them 
were later synonymized. Table 2 lists the type speci-
mens of the still valid three species and 42 subspe-
cies according to Dickinson (2003). It is worth not-
ing that a specimen of the african citril Serinus 
citrinelloides hypostictus (Reichenow, 1904) in the 
Museum für Naturkunde of the Humboldt univer-
sity, Berlin (47.46), has an original label indicating 
that it was collected by K. Kittenberger in Moshi, 
Tanzania in 1903, and sent to the HNHM. The label 
attached to the specimen in Berlin states that the bird 
was purchased from the HNHM, and was part of the 
series on which the description of Spinus citrinel-
loides hypostictus Reichenow, 1904 (later assigned to 
the genus Serinus) was based. 
The collection contained four specimens of two then 
already extinct species: two Passenger Pigeons Ecto-
pistes migratorius (Linnaeus, 1766) and two carolina 
Parakeets Conuropsis carolinensis (Linnaeus, 1758). 
The loss of other species such as four kiwis (Apteryx 
sp), two lyrebirds (Menura sp) and a condor is par-
ticularly regrettable. 

THe poST-1956 ColleCTioN

after 1956, decades of foreign donations and intense 
collection activities restored to some extent the 
HNHM material, but at present no type specimens 
are held in our collection, and the foreign material is 
poor compared to the state prior 1956. Figure 2 
shows that the growth of the collection was espe-
cially intense in the first decade after 1956. This is 
partly explained by the fact that after the devastating 
fire many donations arrived to the HNHM from all 
over the world. The HNHM also organized collect-
ing trips to the ‘friendly’ socialist regimes outside 
Europe (Egypt, Iraq, North Korea, Vietnam, Mon-
golia). Donations also poured into the museum from 
dissident Hungarians (e.g. from J. Hidasi in Brazil, 
Gy. Hangay in australia, and from a. Kovács in 
argentina). The total of inventoried items grew to 

around 14,000 specimens by 2010 (Fig. 2). Nowa-
days, as a result of strict national and international 
laws concerning collecting and shipping protected 
birds, the Bird collection is enriched mainly through 
the preparation of specimens donated by national 
parks, zoos and animal hospitals. The birds that arrive 
with collecting dates are usually assigned to the skins, 
and birds without collecting dates or arriving from 
zoos are mounted. as the largest Hungarian bird col-
lection we frequently loan mounted specimens to 
other museums and cultural institutions (for exam-
ple, theatres). a significant number of birds arrive in 
the collection as confiscated material from illegal bird 
trafficking by hunters. 
according to the inventory, the present skin collec-
tion contains 11,487 identified specimens (Table 3), 
and approximately 620 as yet unidentified speci-
mens, which are thus not included in the inventory. 
The skin collection represents mainly the car-
pathian Basin, but significant materials are available 
from Brazil, argentina, the Near East, North africa 
and australia. The approximately 2200 mounted 
specimens are less well-elaborated, and only 958 are 
registered in the inventories. The oological collec-
tion today consists of approximately 2000 clutches, 
which represent foremost the Hungarian avifauna. 
From the 212 breeding bird species of Hungary,  
the eggs of 192 species are present, thanks mainly 

Cumulative growth after 1956
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Fig. 2. cumulative growth in the number of inventoried items in 
the Bird collection 1956-2009.

Table 3. The present Bird collection in numbers.

After 1956 Total

skins 12,000
Mounted specimens 2200
Egg collection 2000 clutches,  

approx. 10,000 eggs
Nests 200
Type specimens 0
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to the bequests of I. Homonnay, D. Radetzky and 
M. Janisch. Besides eggs, we store 200 nests. We 
still possess a rarity though, one specimen of an 
extinct species: a Passenger Pigeon Ectopistes migra-
torius originating from the Royal Ontario Museum 
of zoology.
The reorganization of the Bird collection started in 
2007. Dickinson’s (2003) nomenclature and taxo-
nomical arrangement is the basis for creating the egg, 
skin, mounted specimens and osteological collection. 
Besides the paper-based inventory, a digital database 
was created using Microsoft access. First, the cards 
that survived the fire in 1956 were digitally recorded. 
From the cards the species name, sex, collection date 
and locality of the bird could be retrieved. some 
duplicate records are undoubtedly present in the 
material, possibly due to the fact that the card system 
was organized according to the collecting year, but 
in some cases other organizing criteria (taxonomic, 
geographic composition of the material) were also 
applied (T. Kecskeméti, retired deputy director gen-
eral, pers. comm.). all inventory books are fully digi-
tized. In 2009 we began building a photographic 
record of the eggs within the framework of the 
sTERNa project, and also rearranging and thor-
oughly revising the mounted specimens. a large pro-
portion of the unlabelled birds in the mounted col-
lection were also identified. 
Our main task in the coming years is to reorganize 
and complete the inventories of the skins and mounted 
specimens. We would also like to photograph the full 

mounted bird material, as the Hungarian Museum 
Law requires the creation of photographic records of 
every individually inventoried item. 
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