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Abstract. The National Museum of Natural History in Sofia (NMNHS) was founded in 1889 by the Bulgarian king Ferdi-

nand I. From 1889 to 1892 he personally identified and arranged the bird specimens of the collections. Between 1918 and

1943 his son Tzar Boris 111 worked in the collections and he was himself an expert ornithologist. In total, ten curators of

birds have cared for the NMNHS's avian collections since 1 889. Today, the collections contain 30,192 specimens of about

1980 recent and fossil taxa: 12,154 fossil and subfossil bones in 349 taxa, 1,995 partial and complete skeletons in 358 taxa;

11,237 stuffed skins in 1,298 taxa, 4,271 mounted skins in 1,116 taxa, 129 feather sets in 97 taxa; 259 eggs in 70 taxa, 1

fossil egg shell in one species, 122 nests in 56 taxa, and 25 fluid preserved specimens in 14 taxa. More than 340 specimens

(stuffed and mounted skins) in 56 species belong to extinct, endangered and vulnerable species and subspecies.
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1. HISTORY

The ornithological collections are the oldest nature

collections kept at the National Museum of Natural

History in Sofia (NMNHS). This paper will present

data on the history of the collection, the amounts in

different collection categories and on various aspects

of the scientific value of the largest avian collection in

Bulgaria.

Some of the specimens were collected 140 years ago

(Boev 1991a and in press). The oldest specimen is a

mounted Channel-billed Toucan (Ramphastos vitelli-

mis), shot in Brazil in 1860. In the period of the foun-

dation of the NMNHS in 1889, several dozens of

birds were collected by Count Amede Alleon ( 1 838-

1904), a French ornithologist and traveller. Most of

his specimens originate from the European part of

Turkey. Several specimens of Glossy Ibis (Plegadis

falcinelhts) and Ruddy Shelduck (Tadorna ferriig-

inea) are the oldest of the Alleon's specimens, col-

lected in 1881 and 1885 in what is now Bulgaria.

About 900 well prepared specimens of Alleon's col-

lection bought in 1892 were the first considerable

acquisition for the NMNHS's collection.

From 1889 to 1892 the Bulgarian Tzar Ferdinand I,

founder of the Museum and a good ornithologist,

identified and arranged the bird specimens of the col-

lections. Many exotic specimens of cage birds

(mainly Psittacidae, Loriidae, Emberizidae, Estril-

didae, Ploceidae, Fringillidae) were bred by Ferdi-

nand before he came to Bulgaria (Russ 1 878). Later,

most of the specimens came from the Royal Zoologi-

cal Gardens in Sofia (Korn 1999). From 1918 to 1943

his son, the Bulgarian Tzar Boris III, replaced him.

Boris III was also a sound avian expert.

Table 1: List of the curators of avian collections of the

National Museum of Natural History in Sofia.

Curators of Birds From To Duration

Ferdinand I Sax Coburg-Gotha* 1889 1892 4

Paul Leverkühn 1893 1900 8

Knut Andersen 1901 1904 4

Paul Leverkühn 1904 1905 2

Hermann Graetzer 1905 1907 3

Henrich Julius 1907 19XX XX
Pavel Patel 1928 1948 21

Nikolay Boev 1962 1968 7

Stefan Donchev 1969 1974 6

Krasiinir Kumanski** 1976 1986 11

Zlatozar Boev 1986 16

* Names in italic indicate that the person was both director of the

whole Museum and curator of birds

** Dr. K. Kumanski as an entomologist was only a formal curator of

the bird collections

In 1893 a small part of the famous zoological and eth-

nological collection of the Czech traveller and natu-

ralist, Dr. Emil Holub (1847-1903), collected from S

Africa was purchased for the Museum. It numbered

over 30,900 specimens (including 2,000 birds), but

only 300 of them are still kept in the NMNHS (Boev

& Staneva in prep.). Another considerable addition

to the avian collections was the purchase of the some

2,100 bird skins of the collection of Stuart Baker - a

famous British ornithologist. His important collection

from Hindustan and Indochina was divided into three

parts that went to Lord Rothschild, to the Bombay
Natural History Society and (the largest part) to the
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Bulgarian Tzar Ferdinand I. At the end of the 19*

century the bird collection of Emil Werner, a Ger-

man collector, came via Paul Leverkuhn to Ferdi-

nand I. In an extra paper in this issue we report on

this valuable collection (BoEV 2003). In 1907 H.

Julius was employed as a curator of birds and mam-
mals. Being a good hunter and taxidermist, in the next

six years he considerably enriched the avian and

mammalian collections.

In 1904 the bird collections occupied four halls of the

second storey of the old two-storey building. In 1905

Hermann Graetzer became curator for all zoological

collections. Graetzer was the second court physician

but together with Heinrich Julius, a talented taxider-

mist, he started the first arrangement of zoological

exhibits, of which birds represented the largest part.

In 1907 the tlrst exhibition was opened for the public.

In the same year the first (and last!) complete cata-

logue of the NMNHS was published (Anonymous
1907). It contains data for 8,229 bird specimens of at

least 1,538 species and subspecies. During that time

the ornithological collection contained 2,210 bird

eggs, 45 bird nests and several dozens of fluid-pre-

served specimens, most of them moi-phological

abnormalities or juveniles. It is worth mentioning that

these two collections, the oological and the nidologi-

cal, made no progress until recently. Even worse,

most of their specimens suffered from the large fire in

March 1944 during the World War II (see below). In

2001 the avian collections contain 122 nests in 56

taxa and 259 eggs in 70 taxa.

During two decades from about 1910 to 1930 (and in

some sense during the whole history of the NMNHS),
birds in the collections, through research and in the

exhibitions, played the most important role in the

museum. Furthermore, they were an excellent basis

for ornithology in the Balkans. In 1927 the Bulgarian

Ringing Centre was founded at the NMNHS. In 1935

the NMNHS was considered one of the richest natural

history museums of Europe.

Dr. Pavel Patev (1889-1950) was the first Bulgarian

ornithologist and he became curator of the avian col-

lections of the museum in 1928. Betweenl928 and

1938 he enriched the bird skins collections by up to

9,000 specimens. Some of them were collected during

joint field trips with the British ornithologist Dr.

James Harrison through Bulgaria, Greece, etc. In

expeditions in NE Bulgarian swamps along the

Danube river (Srebarna lake, now a Biosphere nature

Reserve, Popina, Malak Preslavets, etc.) Patev and

Alexi Popov, an eminent Bulgarian naturalist and col-

lector, collected 166 bird skins at least, most of them

of water birds ~ herons, spoonbills, waders, cor-

morants, ducks, etc. Between 1942 and 1950 Patev

added at least 5400 new specimens to the collections

(BoEV 1991 a, b). Thus, by the end of his life Patev

enriched the NMNHS's bird collection by up to

11,000 skins. He also organized specimen exchanges

with the British Museum (Natural History) and some
other museums of Europe. He was especially inter-

ested in the subspecies living in Bulgaria for which

purpose he collected good samples of skins.

Occasionally some Bulgarians, travelling abroad,

offered to the NMNHS their small bird collections or

single specimens. One of them was Nenko Radev
who donated a series of valuable bird specimens from

Abyssinia (Ethiopia).

The disaster of World War II came with five heavy

bombs dropped over the museum's buildings on 30

March 1940. Some of the laboratories, offices, the

taxidermist's laboratory and the library were com-

pletely or partially destroyed. A large fire burnt down-

parts of the bird (and other zoological) collections, the

rich archive of the Bulgarian Ringing Centre, and

parts of the most valuable library on ornithology and

zoology of the Balkans.

In 1945-1947 an accelerated rebuilding of the whole

museum was started. In that period 161 mounted birds

and mammals were prepared for the collection.

Between 1949 and 1957 another 1,100 birds and

mammals came into the collections. In 1950 the Zoo-

logical Department numbered 42,000 preserved spec-

imens, of which 15,380 were birds (Buresh 1951).

In 1960, 111 mounted specimens of birds and mam-
mals were shown at the International Game Exposi-

tion in Florence, where they won a collective golden

medal and 31 other medals (15 of them in gold),

which gave the NMNHS exhibits second place in

Europe. Several other participations (London 1968,

Budapest 1968, Plovdiv 1981 etc) of the NMNHS
with bird specimens also confirmed the high quality

of its avian collections.

As the Sofia Zoological Gardens and the NMNH were

two subdivisions of the Bulgarian Academy of Sci-

ences until 1 950, many exotic interesting and rare bird

specimens entered the museum's halls and cabinets.

When in 1950 the Sofia Zoological Gardens came
under the guidance of the Sofia Municipality this ben-

eficial collaboration was lost.

In the 1950s we observed an increasing interest in the

natural resources of the country. All collections of the

museum, and especially those of birds, were visited

and used by numerous students, teachers and artists.

Nevertheless, from 1962 to 1968 the NMNHS was

closed to the public because of the severe restrictions

of funds. In this time the NMNHS was reduced to a

section of the Institute of Zoology of the Bulgarian
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Academy of Sciences. In 1968 the museum exhibition

halls opened their doors for visitors again. The newly

an-anged bird display was now overcrowded because

it was necessary to host as many specimens as possi-

ble in the exposition cabinets. The same happened

with the scientific collections in the stores. The cabi-

nets with the study skins were stored in three and even

four layers - one above the other. The drastic lack of

free space for additional offices for the enlarged staff

of the Institute of Zoology was the main reason for

this packed arrangement of all avian specimens.

2. PRESENT STATE

In 1995, after a new division of the NMNHS was
established, all avian collections were transferred to

the new „Fossil and Recent Birds Department". Since

then its staff has consisted of two persons - a scientist

(senior research associate) and a technical assistant.

An updated inventoi^ of the whole bird collection is

available from the author as a data file where all spec-

imens are listed, following the systematics of Peters

(1931, 1934, 1937, 1940, 1945), del Hoyo et al.

(1992, 1994, 1996, 1997, 1999, 2001 ) and Howard &
Moore (1980). In this inventory the number of spec-

imens are given in the categories: study skins,

mounted birds, feather sets, skeletons, fossil/subfossil

bones, eggs, nests, and preserved in fluid.

No catalogue of the bird collections has been published

since 1907. Exceptions are several papers of BoEV
(1990) on the collection of mounted paiTots (Psittaci-

formes) and BoEV ( 1 997a) on the mounted skins of the

Stuart Baker collection. A catalogue of the osteologi-

cal abnormalities in herons, egrets and bitterns (Ardei-

dae) has also been published by BoEV ( 1 986 b).

A complete catalogue of the mounted birds of extinct,

endangered and vulnerable species and species of the

Appendix I of CITES has been prepared by BoEV (in

press). It will include 222 specimens of 51 avian

species of 14 orders. At the moment it is not possible

to do the same for the study skins because their num-
ber is much larger. The donation of a portable com-

puter by Kansas University in 2001 will facilitate the

work of building a database.

3. EXAMINATIONS OF THE NMNHS'S AVIAN
COLLECTIONS

Most of the collections of recent birds remained

almost completely unexamined in taxonomical, mor-

phological, pathological, and other aspects. An excep-

tion is a comparative study on the morphology of bit-

terns, herons, and egrets (Boev 1986 a). Bochenski

(1994) examined the skeletons of grebes for a com-

parative osteology of Podicipediformes. In addition

Boev ( 1 999) examined the Neogene and Quaternary

birds from Bulgaria, based on the collection of fossil

and subfossil remains of birds from Bulgaria, now
numbering 12,153 specimens of at least 349 taxa.

Whereas the bird faunas of Bulgaria of Patev (1950)

and Boev (1962) were based on the collections in the

NMNHS, later research on Bulgarian birds (Sime-

ONOV et al. 1990; Simeonov & Michev 1991;Nanki-

Nov et al. 1997) was carried out mostly without using

the specimens and the collection data of the museum.
However, several papers have appeared on single

specimens - Mitu mitii (BoEV 1997 b), a hybrid of

Falco chernig and F. biannicus (Boev & Dimitrov

1995).

4. THE ORNITHOLOGICAL COLLECTIONS
(s. table 2)

4.1. Study skins

The collection of stuffed skins contains 11,248 speci-

mens in 1 ,298 species representing 37.26 % of all bird

specimens. There are good series of recent species,

eg: 191 Sturnus vulgaris, 147 Acanthis cannabina,

144 Ferdix perdix, 119 Panis major, 109 Alectoris

graeca, 108 Motacillaflava, 102 Accipiter nisiis, 101

Emberiza citrinella, 100 Fringilla coelebs, 99 Alaiida

arvensis, 97 Garniliis glandariiis, 87 Tiirdiis meriila,

85 Picus viridis, 85 Picoides major, 83 Aegithalos

caiidatiis, 81 Corviis monedula, etc.

4.2. Mounted birds

This collection now numbers 4,270 specimens in

1,116 species. The Count Amede Alleon, Stuart

Baker, Emil Holub and their taxidermists made the

best examples in the last decades of the 1
9^'^ century

(see above). Most of the specimens are mounted on

wooden stands, sometimes on a modelled specific

ground, or on the nest.

4.3. Feather sets

This collection is also a new one for the NMNHS,
started in 1981 and it was only occasionally com-

pleted, hut by October 2001 it contains 129 sets of 97

species (Table 2). All feather sets are kept unmounted
in plastic bags. All sets came from birds collected

from Bulgaria, but no collection data are given on the

labels.

4.4. Skeleton collection

This collection contains mainly species that live in

Bulgaria and was started in 1980. Before that time the

museum possessed only 18 mounted skeletons (Boev

1993) of species, which in part are extinct now in Bui-
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Table 2: Summary of quantitative data of the avian collec-

tions of the NMNHS in 2001.

Collections

Species Specimens

Number

Percentage

of

the

world's

avifauna*

Number

Percentage

of

NHMNS

avian

collection

Study skins

Mounted skins

Feather sets

Skeletons

Fossil and

subfossil bones

Eggs

Nests

Fluid-preserved

1,298 14.3

1,116 12.30

97 1.06

358 3.94

349 23.26

70 0.77

56 0.61

14 0.15

11,237 37.26

4,271 14.14

129 0.42

1,995 6.60

12,154 40.25

259 0.85

122 0.40

25 0.08

Total 2,006 22.11 30.192 100

*Percentage of the World's total recent and fossil avifauna -

9,072 recent species (Monroe & Sibley 1993) and ca. 1,500

species, known by their fossil and subfossil remains (del Hoyo
et al. 1992).

garia. At present the NMNHS osteological collection

contains 1995 specimens in 358 species. Twenty-one

species are represented by more than 20 specimens

(partial or complete skeletons): Accipiter nisiis. Anas
plat\>rhynchos. Ardea purpurea, A. cinerea, Asio otus,

Athene noctua. Bubo bubo, Buteo buteo, Coturnix

coturnix, Egretta garzetta. Fúlica atra, Gallus gallus

domestica, Ixobrychus minutus, Lantus collurio,

Larus ridibundus, Nycticorax nycticorax, Phasianus

colchicus, Sturmis vulgaris, Tadorna tadorna and

Tyto alba. During the last two decades skeletons from

the NMNHS collection were exchanged with various

corresponding institutions in France, Georgia, Hun-

gary, Poland, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom, etc.

4.5. Collection of fossil and subfossil bones (and

egg-shells)

Within the avian collection this part is the largest; it

covers 40.25 % of all avian specimens of the

NMNHS. The greater part of this collection consists

of subfossil and fossil bird bones and bone fragments

from Bulgarian Quaternary and Tertiary deposits.

Only single specimens came from abroad, e.g. from

Azerbaijan, Namibia, New Zealand. Fossil eggshells

are represented by a single fragment of a Pliocene

Struthio sp. from Namibia. The collections keeps

holotypes of 17 fossil species {Phalacrocorax serdi-

censis Burchak-Abramovich & Nikolov, 1984;

Anser thraceiensis Burchak-Abramovich & Niko-

lov, 1984; Geronticus balcánicas BoEV, 1998; Balc-

anas pliocaenica BoEV, 1998; Tetrao rhodopensis

BoEV, 1998; Cygnus verae BoEV, 2000; Buteo

spassovi BoEV, 1998; Falco bakalovi BoEV, 1998;

Tetrao rhodopensis, Lagopus balcanicus BoEV, 1995;

Chauvireria balcánica BoEV, 1997; Gallinula bal-

cánica BoEV, 1999; Actitis balcánica BoEV, 1998;

Regulus bulgaricus BoEV, 1999; Coccothraustes

simeonovi BoEV, 1998; Coccothraustes balcanicus

BoEV, 1998; and Loxia patevi BoEV, 1999), and two

fossil genera (Chauvireria and Balcanas), described

from Bulgarian localities. In addition seven fossil

species (Tetrao partium (Kretzoi, 1962), Lagopus

aff. atavus Janossy, 1974, Perdix palaeoperdix

(Mourer-Chauviré, 1975), Pavo bravardi (Gervais,

1849), Otis aff. khosatzkii Bochenski & Kurochkin,

1987, Apus baranensis Janossy, 1977, and Corvus

aff. praecorax (Deperet, 1 890)) and one fossil sub-

species (Pyrrhocorax cf. graculus vetus Kretzoi,

1962), known from the localities of other European

countries, were determined with fossil bird remains of

the NMNHS collection. Now it is one of the largest

collections of this kind in the Balkans and in SE
Europe.

4.6. Nests

The nest collection is very small (0.40 % of all bird

items). Some of the nests are mounted on wooden
stands and shown as exhibits. Most of them are kept

in cartoon boxes and plastic bags at the depots. The

nests of some hummingbirds (Trochilidae) are among
the most curious exhibits. They are not included in the

nests of table 2.

4.7. Eggs

As mentioned above, the egg collection in 1907 num-

bered a total of 2,210 items. Most of them were dam-

aged during the bomb attack in 1944. The number of

259 eggs in table 2 are those with labels. Additionally,

an unknown number of eggs (over 1 20) without labels

are also part of the collection.

4.8. Fluid-preserved birds

This is the smallest collection of the „Fossil and

Recent Birds Department" of the NMNHS. Though

the number is small it contains some valuable speci-

mens, as nestlings of Lophophorus impeyanus, Bam-
buscicola thoracica and Passer domesticus italiae.
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Table 3: Representation of threatened species of birds in the collection of the NMNHS (according to Howard & Moore
(1991) and BirdLife International (2001)).
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Apteiyx OM'enii 1 1

Sphenisciis demersiis 1 3 4

Eiidyptes chiysolophiis 2 2

Diomedea exiilans 1 1

Pelecanus crispiis q 12

Geronticiis eremita 2 2 4
Plioenicopterus jainesi 1 1

Anser erythropus 1 3 1 9 3 17

Bmnta mficoUis T. Q f, 2 20
Branta sandvicensis 1 1

Canina scutulata J 3

Dendrocygna arbórea 1 1

Aythya nyroca 3 1 1 4 48
Oxyiira leucocephala 3 14 3 2 22
Gymnogyps californianus 11 1 1 3

Aguila clanga 5 19 2 26
Falco naunianni 30 15 45

Mitu mitu 1 1

Francolinus guiaris 2 2

Syrmaticus elHoti 5 5

Syrmaticus reevesii 22 6 28
Tragopan caboti 2

Crossoptilon mantchuricum 3 3

Catreus wallichii 4 4
Pavo muticus 2 2

Anthropoides paradisea 1 1

Grus aiitigoiie 2 2

Grus japonensis 11 1

Otis tarda 5 2 14 21

Numenius tenuirostris 4 7 1

1

Columba inornata 1
1

Columba punicea 2

Goura cristata 4 4
Loriculus amabilis [catamencj 9z 2

Cacatúa moluccensis 1 1

Cacatúa sulphurea [párvula] 1 1 2

Agapornis nigrigenis 7 3 10

Amazona barbadensis 1 1

Amazona leucocephala 3 3

Amazona pretrei 4 1 5

Anodorhynchus hyacinthinus 1 1

Anodorhynchus laeri 1 1

Strigops habroptilus 1 1

Lathamus discolor 2 1 3

/ Gymnomyza samoensis 3 2 5

? Moho braccatus 3 3

Pangarafastuosa 1
1

1

Gubernatrix cristata 9 4 1 14

? Sporophila melanops 1 1

Loxops coccínea 1 1

Carduelis cucullata 3 1 4
Chloebia gouldiae 36 2. 38
Foudiaflavicans 1 1

Padda oiyzivora 22 5 27
Sporopipes frontalis 1 1

Total 176 171 2 41 37 1 3 431
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5. SCIENTIFIC VALUE OF THE
COLLECTIONS

This general review shows that NMNHS's avian col-

lection is of great scientific and cultural value, due to

the following facts:

- it is a historical collection from eminent collectors

and from localities which in part have since been

devastated or have disappeared;

- it contains taxa which now rarely reach collections

as they are either fossil, extinct, rare or now pro-

tected under CITES;
- it contains curious specimens: unique and famous

specimens, avian bones worked by prehistoric

humans, plumage colouration abnormalities,

pathological abnormalities;

- it contains large samples of several species and has

a broad representation of taxa.

The Carolina Parakeet (Comiropsis carolinensis) has

been extinct since early 20''^ century (Day 1981; del

Hoyo 1994) and the Alagoas Curassow (Mitii mini)

does no longer occur in the wild. The NMNHS avian

collection contains at least 56 species which are now
threatened with global extinction (Wof^ld Conserva-

tion Monitoring Centre 1993). Their 431 speci-

mens (table 3) represent a valuable source for exami-

nation of taxonomy, external and internal morphol-

ogy, adaptations, former distribution, etc.

Ten subspecies, described from specimens of south-

east European populations, are represented as skins in

the collection: Erithacus rubecula balcaniciis,

Picoides syriaciis balcaniciis, Picoides major Can-

didus, Picas viridis dofleini, Piciis caniis perspiciiiis,

Picoides minor Serbiens, Galerida cristata meridion-

alis, Eremophila alpestris balcánica, Sitta neumayer

neumayer, Pariis montanus montanus. Prunella col-

laris subalpina, Carduelis carduelis balcánica, and

Corvus corone sardonicus . All these taxa are consid-

ered as valid by Howard & Moore (1980). Some
taxa, now synonymised, have been described with

material of the NHMNS: for example Phasianus

colchicus europaeus Hachisuka (1937). Despite the

synonymy, they reflect the former stage of the devel-

opment of avian taxonomy and have a valuable his-

torical significance. The type was part of the ornitho-

logical collection, but meanwhile its whereabouts is

unknown.
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