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History of the Bird Collections at the Zoological Museum
of Moscow University and their Role for Russian Ornithology

Mikhail V. Kalyakin & Pavel S. Tomkovich
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Abstract. A history covering the past 210 years of the bird collection of the Zoological Museum of Moscow Lomonosov
State University (ZMMU) is presented here. Periods of increase of the collection reflect stages of increasing interest in

ornithology in Russia, because science priorities correlate with the need of scientific collections. Many regional and national

handbooks are based on specimens deposited in the museum. The value of the collection ofZMMU will be demonstrated

by some examples, and comparisons will be made between this collection and others in the former USSR. The results of

recent eftbrts to prepare a catalogue of type specimens are also discussed.

We will give information about ( 1 ) the collection: volume, composition, forms of preservation, geographic co\ erage, com-
pleteness of documentation, and availability of rare and e.xtinct species, and (2) the staff of the Ornithological Department.

The possibilities for collecting birds in Russia and the main directions of the ZMMU collection management are also dis-

cussed. New types of collection material, creation of computerized catalogues, and cooperation in this field with other

museums are among the future priorities.
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Fig.l: The Zoological Museum of the Moscow State Lomonosov
University

In 1822, the museuin had 422 bird speci-

mens. Prior to the 1840s the collection

mostly coinprised mounted speciinens, usu-

ally without associated documentation.

This material can still be found in the cur-

rent museum exhibition. As they lack any

collection data, it is difficult to use these

specimens for research.

The next period of the museuin's history

was linked with activities of its director

(from 1863) Anatolii Bogdanov. His

energy stimulated an increase in collecting

activity. He established both the activities

of the Society Amateurs for Natural History

& Anthropology, and the Moscow Zoo.

Several thousand specimens were added to

the ornithological collection in the second

1. HISTORY OF THE COLLECTION

We welcome you to the Zoological Museum of

Moscow State Lomonosov University (ZMMU) and

provide here some information about its ornithologi-

cal collection. The Museum was established in 1791

as a Natural History cabinet, but was soon trans-

fonned into a purely zoological museum (Rossolimo

1991). Unfortunately however, inost of the original

collections including all ornithological material were

lost in 1812 during the Napoleon War. A new director

of the Museum, Fischer von Waldheim, then began

to restore the collections with his own material as well

as with help from the Moscow Society of Naturalists

which he himself founded in 1805.

Fig. 2: Johann

Gotthelf Fischer

VON Waldheim (or

Gregory L Fisher)

1771-1853
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Fig. 3:

Anatoli Bogdanov
1834-1896

half of the 19''^ century, mainly in the form of skins

with labels containing scientific data. The style of col-

lecting and the careful attention to scientitlc materials

were formed in the museum in Bogdanov 's time and

became the tradition which is still followed today.

At the end of the 19*11 century, Mikhail A. Menzbier

published his two-volume (1,200 pages) „Birds of

Russia" (Menzbier 1893-1895). It was the tlrst all-

Russian review of birds, and it was based entirely on

the collections of the ZMMU. Menzbier mentioned

that Russian ornithology was far behind that of the

rest of Europe and the following historical events,

such as the revolution and following decades of isola-

tion in Russia did not help to reduce these differences.

But this book stimulated the studies - and collecting

in particular - of Russian birds in all parts of this huge

country.

As a result of Menzbier's book and due to activities

of ornithologists from St. Petersburg, birds became the

best studied animals in Russia at the turn of the cen-

tury. However, the gain for the collections of the

ZMMU was still low, at least much lower than that of

the Zoological Institute in St. Petersburg. By 1917 the

bird collection in the ZMMU numbered 10,955 spec-

imens.

After the October Revolution of 1917, our collection

sharply increased in size. Initially this was due to pri-

vate collections being donated to the ZMMU, but later

special expeditions were organized, especially in the

1930s. We also suppose that the move of the country's

capital from St. Petersburg to Moscow was another

reason for further collection growth; that is because

from the official point of view the Zoological Institute

in St. Petersburg (ZISP) had decreased in its role as an

all-union centre of studies on systematics and of col-

lecting. As a result, this period saw the most intensive

increase in growth of our bird collection.

In 1 93 1 , the position of a curator of the bird collection

was introduced, and Georgy Dementiev (Fig. 4) was
appointed to fill this role. In the following years a

team of scientific staff was established in the

museum. This period saw the start of active collecting

by Eugenii Spangenberg, Alexey Mikheev and oth-

ers in different parts of the Soviet Union, and to some
extent this tradition is still alive today.

Fig. 5:

Sergey Buturlin

1872-1938

Fig. 4:

Georgy Dementiev
' 1898-1969

In the first half of the 20* century, especially after

1917, the museum bird collection was most effec-

tively used for research. Sergey Buturlin (Fig. 5),

though an amateur, undertook a comprehensive study

of ail specimens in the museum collection and identi-

fied them to species and subspecies level. He was

later joined by Georgy Dementiev. Their five volume

„Complete Key to the Birds of the USSR" (Buturlin

& Dementiev 1934-1941) was the main result of that

work. In it, the birds of the former USSR were

described in detail on a subspecific level for the first

time. With only a few amendments it is still in use for

the Russian bird fauna (Stepanyan 1990).

During World War II, collecting activity ceased com-

pletely. The whole University, including the Museum,
was evacuated to Ashkhabad, Turkmenistan, where

an inventory of the bird fauna of Turkmenistan was
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Fig. 6: Annual increase of the bird skin collection in the Zoological Museum of Moscow State University in the years

1933-1999 (from Kalyakin et al. 2001).

started (Dementiev 1952). By the way, this was the

only field research Dementiev did in his life, as his

main field was the study of Hterature and museum
coUecfions.

After World War II, birds were again actively col-

lected as a result of a programme by the Academy of

Science of the USSR to obtain an inventory of nature

resources in the country. However, collecting was not

as effecfive as it had been in the 1930s.

The bird collection of the ZMMU was also the main

source of information for the compilation of the most

complete handbook on Russian birds; the famous

„Birds of the Soviet Union". This key work in six vol-

umes was edited and published by Georgy Dementiev
and Nikolay Gladkov in only three years (1951-

1954), and was also translated into English.

In the 1960s, other fields of ornithological research

took priority over faunistics, zoogeography and sys-

tematics in the USSR. As a result, collecting activity

and thus increase of the bird collection of the ZMMU
gradually diminished (Fig. 6). Another probable reason

for this trend was the establishment and progressive

development of regional science centres where collec-

tions were also started (such as those in Kiev, Alma-
Ata, Vladivostok, Kharkov, and Tashkent).

Currently, the museum primarily receives small col-

lections or single dead birds from various research

insfitutions, amateurs and the public. A certain

amount is obtained by museum staff during expedi-

tions. The use of the collections for the preparation of

a new handbook on birds of the USSR that was started

in the early 1980s, was far from being intensive; it

was even less intensive than in the 1930- 1940s, as

Priklonski (2001) recently evaluated.

It can be concluded that in Russian museums a clear

trend can be seen, which possibly is similar to that in

West European countries. This is a sharp decrease in

funds for the collecfion of new materials. The recent

state of museum research is characterized by revived

interest in historical studies based on the available

collections, such as studies of memorial collections,

original descriptions, type specimens, taxonomic revi-

sions, and the hope for a possibility to monitor

regional faunas.

Even when we see hardly any chance to obtain new
collections at the moment, we are looking for possi-

bilities to receive new specimens (Kalyakin et al.

2001). Collecting is difficult nowadays because of

financial problems, difficulties of getting collecting

permits in certain regions, "greener" attitudes in the

society, lack of special courses in universifies, lack of

clear short-term aims for collecting, and also by diffi-

culties in stuffing skins. However, we hope to over-

come these difficulties.

2. THE BIRD COLLECTION TODAY

At present the ornithological collection of the ZMMU
contains 117,000 bird skins, over 6,000 nests with

clutches of eggs, and 2,900 alcohol specimens. We are

also proud of our collection of downy chicks, which

contains about 3,000 specimens. The 1,760 bird

skeletons belong to the Secdon of Evolutionary Mor-

phology. Recently we also started to collect and keep

bird tissues for DNA analysis in buffer or alcohol

(2,000 specimens from 350 bird species) and flat

spread wings (750 specimens) (Fig. 7). When we
compare the current bird collection of the ZMMU
with other similar collections in Russia, we see that it

is the second in size after ZISP with over 160,000 bird
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Fig. 7: Numbers of specimens (bird skins, downy chick

skins, bird skeletons, nests with clutches, spread wings, tis-

sue for DNA analysis) in the bird collection of the Zoolog-

ical Museum of Moscow University (November 2001).

skins. The museum collection of nests and eggs is the

largest one in East Europe and North Asia, and

undoubtedly the largest in the world for the fauna of

North-East Palearctic. The bird exhibition of the

museum is not very large, it has 1 184 specimens dis-

played, but the space in the exhibition halls limits our

possibilities to show bird diversity.

In the collection of study skins, birds from the former

USSR territory predominate. Only a few vagrant and

extremely rare species are missing. In the collection

ofdowny chicks, divers, geese & ducks, waders, gulls

and auks are all well represented. Other rather large

collections are from Mongolia and China (about

1,000 each), and the USA (several hundred).

ir Leonovich

998

Among specimens of extinct and threatened species,

the following species deserve mention: a Passenger

Pigeon (Ectopistes migratoria) and a Carolina Parra-

keet (Comiropsis carolinensis) which are in the

museum exhibition, skins of Short-tailed Albatross

(Diomedea albatnis). Slender-billed Curlew (Nume-

niiis teimirostris). Common Scaly Woodpecker (Piciis

squamatus). Aquatic Warbler (Acrocephahts pahidi-

cola), Jankowski's Bunting (Emberizajankowskii).

Series of skins of Hawk Owls (240 specimens), large

falcons (600), Goshawks (420), Willow Grouses (720

specimens) and some other species are also of great

scientific importance. Series of hybrid buntings,

grasshopper warblers, dippers, goldfinches (in total

up to 1,000 specimens) are also unique.

The collection of nests together with eggs is a pride of

the museum. The oldest labelled eggs are those of

House Sparrow, Pied Wagtail and Isabelline Wheatear

from the collection of Ivan Ostroukhov. They were

collected north of the Caspian Sea in 1854 and 1855.

The tradition to collect and keep together both eggs

and nests started in the 1930s, and is unusual for

western museums. The collection of Vladimir Flint

(initially 760 egg sets) was donated to the museum in

1970 and became the real basis for the modern oolog-

ical collection in the museum. The largest and most

valuable additions to the oological collection were

private collections of Vladimir Leonovich (Fig. 8)

and Alexander Kuzyakin (1,200 and 1,000 egg sets,

respectively). Approximately 80 % of the breeding

bird fauna of the former USSR are represented in this

oological collection.

Most of the museum collections are kept in cardboard

boxes, though large birds are stored in large wooden
boxes. Previously all these were placed in wooden cab-

inets, however by the request of tlremen the cabinets

were broken down about 25 years ago and replaced by

open metal shelves. Absence of tightly closed rooms

and cabinets creates a lot of problems: it is necessary to

use insecticide for each individual specimen box annu-

ally. Nests with eggs are mostly kept in cardboard

boxes with glass lids. Alcohol specimens are stored in

various glass vessels on shelves. All the collections are

placed according to the Checklist of the USSR bird

fauna by Leo Stepanyan (1990).

Researchers are allowed to study specimens in the

collection by appointment. Russians also have to

complete a special application form. The study of

eggs, with few exceptions, is allowed in the presence

of a curator. Up to 50 researchers, usually 25-30, visit

us annually to work in the collection, with only about

five visiting from abroad. Exchange of specimens is

rare, especially during the past 15 years when funding

difficulties have prevented it. Exchanges have been
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arranged with about a dozen countries, with the

largest number of specimens received in exchange

with museums from the United States.

Recording ofnew specimens continues in a traditional

way by completing a museum label and a catalogue

card. However, about 3 % of the collection remains

uncatalogued. Computer databasing of the collection

started in 2001. Without special funding and because

of lack of technical staff the progress is at low rate.

However, we hope to combine our data with the data-

base of the Paris Museum.

Type specimens: the ZMMU collection of types are

kept separate to the main collection and comprises

currently 335 specimens of 191 taxa (Pavlinov &
BORISSENKO 2001). A further 10 specimens can be

added in the near future following their publication.

The oldest type is that ofPodoces panden FiscH., col-

lected in Kisil-Kum Desert in 1820 or 1821. It repre-

sents a type for a new bird species and genus. Most of

the other types are of subspecific level. We recently

published a catalogue of ZMMU type specimens,

though during its preparation many queries were

raised. However, we have already received feed back

on this catalogue with some additions and corrections

(thanks to Vladimir Loskot and Edward Dickinson).

Data for all type specimens are now recorded in a spe-

cial database, which probably will be included in the

Museum web site in the near future

(www.zmmu.msu.ru).

3. RESTRICTIONS

The library of the Museum specialise in zoological lit-

erature and currently contains about 200,000 vol-

umes. It is based on several private collections

donated to the museum by former museum directors

and professors (Dementiev, Gladkov, Plav-

ILSCHIKOV, Ognev, NiKOLSKY and others). It also sub-

scribes to a number ofjournals and receives others in

exchange. However, sets of the most popular interna-

tional ornithological journals are far from complete.

With a now complete absence of funding, the library

receives only a few ornithological journals thanks to

foreign friends. Soviet periodicals and books on

ornithology are rather more complete, though series

of modern Russian periodicals and books have many
gaps.

Financial situation: in the last decade the university

has covered the costs of salaries, some building facil-

ities, local phone calls, and occasionally stationery,

computers and some collection management
expenses. However all travel costs, part of office

facilities, alcohol, and some of the literature for the

library are paid from research funds and some special

grants, often from abroad. The museum has neither

sponsors, nor patrons, nor its own societies. Salaries

currently vary between an equivalent to US$ 40-50

and$ 120-130 per month.

4. STAFF

Many well-known ornithologists have been employed

by the ZMMU. They have always had to combine

their research and care for the collection with collec-

tion management. For the first 1 6 years after the foun-

dation of the Department of Ornithology in 1932 the

collection-leader was Georgy Dementiev. Subse-

quent leaders have been: Nikolay Gladkov (1947-

1954, 8 years), Angelina Sudilovskaya (1954-1975,

22 years) and Pavel Tomkovich (since 1977, over 25

years).

Other well known ornithologists who formerly

belonged to the museum staff are Alexey Mikheev
(1935-1940), Eugeny Ptushenko (1936-1940),

Eugeny Spangenberg (1946-1968), Ryurik Boehme
( 1 959- 1 964), Vladimir Flint ( 1 969- 1 976), Alexander

KuzNETSOV (1977-1988) and Vladimir Babenko
(1976-1989).

Currently, there are three scientists in the Ornithology

Section of the museum. These are: Pavel Tomkovich
(since 1976), Eugeny Koblik (since 1989) and

Yaroslav Red'kin (since 2000). Additionally, Mikhail

Kalyakin was on the staffln 1988-1999, but currently

his official position is that of the Museum's Secretary.

Only one technician works for the section and we
have help from two museum taxidermists.
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