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Abstract.  Bird collections were very rare in the early 18th century. Evidence is presented that 
Count Johann Rudolf Sporck (1694-1759) possessed such a collection in Prague, Bohemia. 
A catalog of his collection is presented and its historical importance is discussed.
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IntroductIon

Bird collections were very rare in Europe in the first half of the 18th century (Stresemann 
1923, Steinheimer 2005). In Bohemia, ornithology became a neglected field following 
the publication of Balbín’s1 (1679) work on the Bohemian avifauna until the local revival 
of science in the 1780s (Sandberg 1786, Voigt 1786; see also Jungmann 1825), and it is 
generally  assumed that it was virtually non-existent in that period. In this paper I present 
first piece of  evidence that ornithology was not dead in Bohemia in the first half of the 
18th century, because Count Johann Rudolf Sporck possessed a small collection of birds 
in Prague in the 1730s.

Johann Rudolf Sporck (1694-1759; also Spork or Špork) was an auxiliary bishop and 
capitulary at the Saint-Vitus Cathedral at the Prague Castle in Prague, Bohemia (Podlaha 
1903, 1904). He was apparently interested in arts and sciences, because he created a pri-
vate cabinet of curiosities. He is known as a significant collector of arts (Dlabacž 1815, 
Podlaha 1903, 1904, Slavíček 1993, 1996, 2004, 2007), but his natural history collections 
would have passed away unnoticed if he would not create, probably during 1719-1741 
(Anonymous 2010), a catalogue illustrating specimens in his possession. This catalogue, 
known as Delineationes Sporckianae, is deposited in the library of the Královská kanonie 
premonstrátů in Prague, Czech Republic. It includes Sporck’s sketches of specimens in his 
collection, from human statues and coins to birds, turtles and shells, but also independent 
drawings. Bird drawings are included in volumes IV and VI of the Delineationes, which 
were created during 1719-1734 and 1739-1740, respectively (Anonymous 2010). It is 

1  Bohuslav Balbín (1621-1688), Czech scholar.
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unknown whether Sporck depicted in his Delineationes all specimens from his collection 
or just a selection. In spite of that, the Delineationes provide first piece of evidence that a 
bird collection existed in Bohemia in the first half of the 18th century.

Below I present a list of bird specimens from the Sporck collection shown in the 
Delineationes, and briefly comment on other bird drawings. Sporck’s legends to his draw-
ings, written in Latin or German, are given where available. I identified the birds accord-
ing to the drawings, taking names used by Sporck as supplementary pieces of evidence. 
If species within species complexes could not be identified with certainty, I assumed that 
the species occurring in Central Europe was illustrated. Ornithological taxonomy and 
nomenclature follow Dickinson (2003). For the spelling of authors’ names see Mlíkovský 
(2010).

SySTEMATIC LIST

ostrich Struthio camelus Linné, 1758: “Ovum struthionis” (Vol. IV, fol. 95r), i.e. “an 
ostrich egg”.

northern Shoveler Anas clypeata Linné, 1758: “Lefel-Oenterich” (Vol. VI, fol. 65r), i.e. 
[drake of] “Löffelente” in modern German.

Duck Anas sp.: “Leffel-Oente” (Vol. VI, fol. 64r), i.e. “Löffelente” in modern German. 
Sporck apparently believed that this is a female of the bird shown on fol. 65r (see 
above), but bill shape indicates that this was a female (?) of another, currently not 
identifiable Anas species.

Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus (Linné, 1758): “Sperberräub” (Vol. VI, fol. 67r), 
i.e. “Sperberraub” (attack of a Sparrowhawk) in modern German. This is a panorama 
showing a Sparrowhawk attacking a small unidentified songbird.

common coot Fulica atra (Linné, 1758): “Blass-ändten” (Vol. VI, fol. 5r, fig. 1), i.e. 
“Blässente” in modern German (see Suolahti 1909: 304, 306).

toco toucan – Ramphastos toco Müller, 1776: “Rostrum avis rapacis america nae, apud 
alios rarissimum & ab incolis nuncu: tocan” (Vol. IV., fol. 122r), i.e. “Bill of a very rare 
American raptorial bird, called by local inhabitants: tocan”. Sporck was  apparently 
 attracted by this specimen, because he added on the verso of the folio (122v) a descript-
ion of this bill adopted from “Allg. Lexicon” [= Jablonski 1721]. This toucan species 
is limited to north-eastern part of South America (Short & Horne 2002). Its oldest 
description was provided by Oviedo y Valdés (1526; see Smith 2007: 77), but first 
figures available to Europeans were printed only in the 1550s by Belon (1555: 184), 
Thevet (1558: fol. 91) and Gessner (1560: 130; note that Gessner 1555 did not known 
the bird). In the early 18th century, toucan bills still belonged to rarities in Europe, al-
though their number increased (cf. Smith 2007). Nevertheless, their peculiar shape and 
structure continued to attract attention of scholars (e.g. Spalowsky 1795, Traill 1815; 
see also Tattersall et al. 2009)2.

2  Johann Theodor Jablonski (1654-1731), German scholar; Gonzalo Fernández Oviedo y Valdés (1478-1557), 
Spanish scholar; Pierre Belon (1517-1564), French naturalist; André de Thevet (1516-1590), French scholar; 
Conrad Gessner (1516-1565), Swiss naturalist (see Pyle 2000 for the spelling of his name); Joachim Johann 



35

Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius (Linné, 1758): 66r – “Nussgötzer” (Vol. VI., fol. 66r). 
This German name was not recorded by Suolahti (1909) and Stresemann (1941).

Penduline tit – Remiz pendulinus (Linné, 1758): “Nidus avium. dic. remis. // Nest” 
(Vol. VI, fol. 54r), i.e. “Nest of a bird, called remis // Nest”. The drawing shows an 
unfinished nest of the Penduline Tit. In the 17th-18th centuries, Penduline Tits spread 
through Central Europe from the north-east toward the southwest (Kinzelbach 2002), 
and their hanging nests, unlike those of any other European bird, awaked great interest 
(cf.  Balbín 1679: 180-181, Albin 1738: 53, Monti 1745, Klein 1750: 86, Tietz 1755, 
Brisson 1760: 565)3.

Eurasian Blackbird Turdus merula Linné, 1758: “Amsl” (Vol. VI, fol. 15r, fig. 2), i.e. 
“Amsel” in modern German.

Song Thrush Turdus philomelos C.L. Brehm, 1831: “Trossl” (Vol. VI, fol. 5r, fig. 2), i.e. 
“Drossel” in modern German. 

Island canary Serinus canaria (Linné, 1758): “Canari” (Vol. VI, fol. 37r). I identified this 
bird only on the basis of its name; the Sporck’s drawing being useless in this respect. 
Canaries were first recorded from Central Europe in the mid 16th century (Gessner 
1555: 234, Birkhead et al. 2004). Schwenckfeld4 (1603: 298) knew the bird as a great 
rarity from Silesia. In the secons half of the 17th century, Canaries were probably well 
known in Bohemia, because Balbín (1679: 163) reported on hybrids  between Canaries 
and European Goldfinches produced in captivity. Jirásek (1786) knew from Bohemia 
only wild-colored Canaries. These scanty data indicate that Canaries were kept in capt-
ivity in Bohemia in Sporck’s times. The drawing of a Canary in the  Delineationes 
provides no proof that Sporck himself held these birds in captivity, but lends support 
to such a possibility.

European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis (Linné, 1758): “Stiglitz” (Vol. VI, fol. 37r), i.e. 
“Stieglitz” in modern German.

Eurasian Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula (Linné, 1758): “Gimpl” (Vol. VI, fol. 37r), i.e. 
“Gimpel” in modern German.

Hawfinch Coccothraustes coccothraustes (Linné, 1758): “Dikkopf” (Vol. VI, fol. 5r, fig. 
3). This German name was not recorded by Suolahti (1909) and Stresemann (1941).

OTHER BIRD DRAwINGS

Vol. IV, fol. 119r, shows “Avis synicae plumae varii colores” (“variously colored 1. 
plumes of a Chinese bird”). The figure shows four pieces of skin with attached plumes. 
I was not able to identify them and I suspect that they might have been a fake.
Vol. VI, fol. 71r and 72r, shows drawings of dead, probably recently killed birds 2. 
 (hunter’s bags?), among which ducks and snipes are tentatively identifiable.

Nepomuk Anton Spalowsky (1752-1797), Austrian naturalist; Thomas Stewart Traill (1781-1862), British 
naturalist.

3  Eleazar Albin (1680-1742), English naturalist; Gaetano Lorenzo Monti (1712-1797), Italian naturalist; Jacob 
Theodor Klein (1685-1759), German naturalist; Johann Daniel Tietz (1729-1796), German naturalist.

4  Kaspar Schwenckfeld (1563-1609), Silesian naturalist.
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Vol. VI, fol. 20r, shows “Gal. domes.”, i.e. a domestic cock, standing next to a cup.3. 
Vol. VI, fol. 96r (untitled), shows (re)drawings of four pictures with birds. The upper 4. 
left figure shows herons and ducks; the upper right figure shows domestic chicken and 
a Muscovy Duck Cairina moschata (Linné, 1758); and the lower right figure shows 
a Peregrine (?) Falcon Falco cf. peregrinus Tunstall, 1771. All four figures show also 
birds that I was unable to identify.

dIScuSSIon

Johann Rudolf Sporck’s collection included mounts of at least 11 bird species (the 
Sparrow hawk prey not included), pieces of feathered pieces of skin of a “Chinese” bird, 
an  ostrich egg, and a nest of the Penduline Tit. The collection might have been much (?) 
larger, however, because the Delineationes possibly do not contain drawings of all speci-
mens from the Sporck’s collection and I was not able to identify some species shown in 
the Delineationes.

Most of the specimens were probably of local origin, but the Ostrich egg was imported 
from Africa or the Middle East, the Toucan bill was imported from South America (Brazil 
or the Guyanas), and the Avis synicae plumae were possibly imported from China (if they 
were not a fake). In addition, the Canary originated from Macaronesia, but the species 
was held in captivity in Central Europe in Sporck’s times (see above). The composition 
of Sporck’s collection shows that he collected not only enigmatic, extravagant or rare 
specimens, but also less attractive, common birds, such as Blackbirds or Thrushes.

The presence of exotic birds in the Sporck’s collection indicates that he was in con-
tact with foreign collectors or international natural history dealers. Collecting birds was 
a rare activity in the first half of the 18th century (Stresemann 1923). Nearest contemp-

orary collections of birds included those of Georg wilhelm Beyer (ca. 1675-1741) in 
Kahla, Thuringia (Jencquel 1727: 143) and Friedrich August I von Sachsen (1670-1733) 
in Dresden, Saxony (Eilenburg 1755). The Sporck collection was unknown to Stresemann 
(1923).

Sporck’s reference to Jablonski (1721) indicates that he was acquainted, at least to 
some degree, with scientific literature of his time. His excerption of notes from Jablonski 
(1721) on the toucan bill further indicates that was interested in natural history specimens 
he had in his collection. On the other hand, Jablonski (1721) was a general encyclopedia 
and Sporck did not refer to any zoological or ornithological work available in his time. 
His interest in ornithology thus was marginal.

All bird specimens illustrated by Sporck were mounted on (wooden?) stands. Most 
were mounted solitary, but the Sparrowhawk was mounted together with its prey and fol. 
37r (Vol. VI) shows four birds (Canary, Goldfinch, Bullfinch and an unidentified wood-
pecker) mounted on a little tree. All birds were apparently mounted in a natural position 
or nearly so. This implies that the person who prepared the mounts was acquainted with 
live birds and their behavior. Some folios show non-avian specimens in glass contain-
ers. Placing bird mounts in glass containers was the only mean known in Sporck’s times 
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how to save dry bird specimens from the attack of insects and rapid decay (Farber 1977, 
Piechocki 1982, Schulze-Hagen et al. 2003). It is thus possible that Sporck conserved his 
bird mounts in this way. Stands, on which bird were mounted, bear labels with names of 
the species (in Latin or German). This indicates that Sporck’s collection was built on the 
“scientific” basis.

Although no ornithological papers are known to have been published in Bohemia in 
the 18th century prior to the 1780s (Sandberg 1786, Voigt 1786), Johann Rudolf Sporck’s 
Delineationes indicate that scientific (in the then sense) interest in birds was not dead. 
Next oldest bird collection is known to have existed in Bohemia in the early 1780s in the 
village of Zbiroh, ca. 50 km southwest of Prague (Jirásek 1786, Mlíkovský 2007). This 
was a state collection, supervised by king’s Supreme Hunter. In that time, this function 
was held by Johann Karl Sporck (1722-1790), nephew of Johann Rudolf Sporck.
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