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A lth o u g h  archaeo log ica l d a ta  ev idences t h a t  in  th e  e a r ly  M iddle  A ges 
E u ro p e a n  b iso n  ro am ed  la rg e  a re a s  o f C e n tra l a n d  E a s te rn  E u ro p e , a lread y  
in  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  th e  ra n g e  o f th is  species h a s  s h ru n k  to  th e  G ran d  
D uchy  o f L ith u a n ia , P ru s s ia , M oldav ia  a n d  th e  C au casu s . In  th e  cou rse  of 
n e x t c e n tu r ie s , consecu tive  p o in ts  w ere  e ra se d  from  th e  m a p  of th e  d is tr ib u ­
tio n  o f free-liv in g  b iso n  h e rd s . In  th e  en d  of th e  1 8 th  cen tu ry , on ly  one place 
re m a in e d  on  th is  m ap : B ia łow ieża  F o res t. A t t h a t  tim e , ev en  th e  m o st p ro m i­
n e n t  n a tu r a l is t s  d id  n o t be lieve  in  th e  ex is ten ce  of b iso n  p o p u la tio n s  in  
C a u c a su s  o r in  to d ay ’s R o m a n ia 1. No w o n d er t h a t  in  th e  1 9 th  cen tu ry , th is  
species en joyed  a  g re a t  in te r e s t  of n a tu ra l is ts  a n d  w as  a  su b jec t of m an y  
p u b lica tio n s , so m etim es ev en  th e  m a in  m o tiv a tio n  for sc ien tific  ex cu rsio n s to 
B ia łow ieża  F o re s t, since 1795 p a r t  o f th e  R u ss ia n  E m p ire . M ost o f th e  m u ­
seu m s a n d  n a tu r a l  co llec tions co n sid e red  ow n in g  a  b iso n  ex h ib it, be i t  
a  sk e le to n , fu r  o r o th e r  a n a to m ica l p a r t ,  a  p o in t of honour.

1 Daszkiewicz P., Samojlik T. 2004. The history of rediscovery of the European bison in the 
Caucasus in the 19th century. „Przegląd Zoologiczny” 48(1-2): 73-82 (In Polish with English 
summary).
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“M iska” from  V ienna

C o n q u ests  o f N apo leon ’s a rm y  in  E u ro p e  w ere  accom pan ied  by  confisca­
tio n  o f n a tu r a l  h is to ry  co llections in  th e  occupied co u n trie s . A r iv e r  o f spec i­
m e n s  from  th e  c a b in e ts  o f cu rio s itie s , ch u rch , sc ien tific  in s t i tu t io n s  a n d  m u ­
seu m  collections in  co n q u ered  c o u n trie s  w as  flow ing  to  F ra n c e 2. A m ong th e  
s to le n  item s, th e re  w as  also  a  sk e le to n  (an d  p e rh a p s  o th e r  p a r ts )  o f an  
E u ro p e a n  b iso n  from  V ienna. T he o rig in  o f th is  b iso n  re m a in s  a  m ystery . J a n  
S z to lcm an  (1 8 5 4 -1 9 2 8 ) a d d re sse d  i t  in  a  1924 tr e a t is e  e n tit le d  “M a te r ia ls  to 
th e  n a tu r a l  h is to ry  o f th e  E u ro p e a n  b iso n  (B ison  bon a su s  L in n .)”: “H ungary , 
in  th e  s tr ic t  sen se  o f th e  w ord, w as  devoid o f E u ro p e a n  b iso n  a lre a d y  in  th e  
1 6 th  cen tu ry . T hey  su rv iv ed  in  T ra n sy lv a n ia  (...) u n t i l  th e  e n d  o f th e  18 th  
cen tu ry . T he la s t  one w as k illed  by  a  p o ach e r in  1790. In  1809, how ever, 
a  b iso n  n a m e d  M isk a  (M ichka) s till liv ed  in  V ienna. I t  cam e from  T ra n sy lv a ­
n ia , w h ere  i t  w as c a p tu re d  a s  a  ca lf  in  1788. I t  w as  a  fav o rite  of th e  V iennese 
p u b lic  in  fig h ts  w ith  w olves, dogs, b u lls , etc. D u rin g  th e  c ircu s fire  in  1796, it  
b ro k e  th e  ch a in s , fe lled  th e  fence a n d  sav ed  itse lf, a s  th e  only  a n im a l th a t  
su rv iv ed  th is  te r r ib le  co n flag ra tio n . A fte r th e  acciden t, th e  b iso n  liv ed  for 
a n o th e r  13 y e a rs  in  S ch o n b ru n n . R u m o r h a s  i t  t h a t  d u rin g  th e  F re n c h  
in v a s io n  its  sk e le to n  w as  d u g  o u t a n d  tra n s p o r te d  to  th e  M u seu m  of th e  
J a r d in  des P la n te s  [p o p u la r n a m e  o f th e  N a tio n a l M u seu m  o f N a tu ra l  H is to ­
ry  in  P a r is  -  M N H N ]. I t  is  w o rth  to  check  th is  in fo rm a tio n ”3.

O ver a  c e n tu ry  h a s  p a sse d  since th e  p u b lica tio n  of th e se  w ords b u t  th e  
fa te  o f th e  la s t  b iso n  from  T ra n sy lv a n ia  s till h a s  n o t b een  exp la in ed . W e have 
th e re fo re  decided  to  follow th e  su g g estio n  of J a n  S z to lcm an  a n d  check  w h a t 
is  kn o w n  ab o u t th e  b iso n  in  th e  1 9 th -c e n tu ry  F re n c h  l i te r a tu re  a n d  a rch iv es  
a n d  co llection  o f M N H N .

M arcel de Serres and th e  F rench  arm y in  V ienna

M arce l de S e rre s  (1783-1862), F re n c h  zoologist a n d  geo log ist w as  ap p o ­
in te d  by  G e n e ra l P ie r re  D a ru  (1 767-1829) for m ili ta ry  serv ice  before  N ap o le ­
o n ’s v ic to rio u s cam p a ig n  o f 1809. T h is  n a tu r a l i s t  from  M o n tp e llie r w as e n ­
t ru s te d  w ith  a  v e ry  im p o r ta n t  a n d  d an g e ro u s  fu n c tio n  of a  m a p  courier. 
T h a n k s  to  h is  cou rage , la u d e d  by  N apo leon  h im se lf, a  m o n th  la te r  de S e rre s  
w as  p roc la im ed  a n  in sp e c to r  of science a n d  in d u s try  in  th e  new ly  occupied

2 Daszkiewicz P., Bauer A. M. 2003. The confiscation and replacement of herpetological 
collections by France under the first republic and empire, with notes on an historically impor­
tant collection sent to Vienna in 1815. “International Society for the History and Bibliography of 
Herpetology Newsletter and Bulletin” 4(1): 15-27.

3 Sztolcman J. 1924. Materiaux pour l’histoire naturelle et pour l’histoire du Bison d’Euro­
pe (Bison bonasus Linn.). „Prace Zoologiczne Polskiego Państwowego Muzeum Przyrodniczego 
(Annales Zoologici Musei Polonici Historiae Naturalis)”, Tom II, Zeszyt 3-4, 1 IV 1924: 50-137.
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A u stria . H is  d u tie s  in c lu d ed  n o t only  th e  p re p a ra tio n  o f re p o rts  a n d  scien tific  
d e sc rip tio n s  b u t  a lso  th e  m a n a g e m e n t o f se izu res . U n d e r  h is  superv is io n , 
m a n y  boxes o f sc ien tific  in s tru m e n ts , live p la n ts , zoological a n d  m inera log i- 
cal spec im ens, a s  w ell a s  live a n im a ls  from  V ien n a  w ere  s e n t  to  P a ris . 
D u rin g  th is  period , de S e rre s  m a in ta in e d  a n im a te d  c o n tac ts  w ith  m a n y  e m i­
n e n t  F re n c h  n a tu ra l is ts  (m a in ly  from  th e  m u se u m  in  P aris).

M arcel de S e rre s  a lso  w e n t on  sev e ra l sc ien tific  jo u rn e y s  a n d  p re p a re d  
a  n u m b e r  o f p u b lica tio n s , in c lu d in g  fou r vo lu m es of “Voyage en A u tr ich e , ou  
essa i su r  s ta tis tiq u e  e t géograph ique cet em p ire” [T ravel th ro u g h  A u s tr ia  or 
s ta t is t ic a l  a n d  g eo g rap h ica l sk e tc h  o f th e  em p ire], a n d  th re e  vo lum es of 
“E ssa i su r  les a r ts  a t  les m a n u fa c tu re s  de l ’E m p ire  d ’A u tr ic h e ” [D escrip tion  of 
c ra f ts  a n d  m a n u fa c tu re s  in  th e  E m p ire  o f A u str ia ] . H e also  describ ed  th e  
V ien n a  Zoo a n d  B o tan ica l G a rd e n  o f S ch o n b ru n n  in  g re a t  de ta il.

Traces lead in g  to L ithuania

T he la t te r  p u b lica tio n  in c o rp o ra te d  th e  f ir s t  d esc rip tio n  of M isk a4, in  th e  
sec tion  d esc rib in g  th e  zoo: “m a n y  r a re  a n im a ls  lived  in  th e  m e n ag e rie  in  
S c h o n b ru n n , to  q u o te  only  th e  w ild  buffalo  o f T ran sy lv an ia , k n o w n  to n a tu ­
ra l is ts  u n d e r  th e  n am e  o f b iso n  [in  o rig in a l: au ro ch s  -  th e  w ro n g  n am e  
com m only u se d  in  F re n c h  o f th a t  e ra  to  define  E u ro p e a n  b ison] (Bos U rus) 
(...). E u ro p e a n  b iso n  is n o w ad ay s a lm o s t a n  e x tin c t species. O ne ca n  fin d  it  
only  in  L ith u a n ia . I t  seem s i t  w as  once q u ite  com m on in  th e  w ood lands of 
th is  p a r t  o f E u ro p e , a s  w ell a s  in  H un g ary . S ince I h a d  th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to 
observe  th e re  [in  V ienna] a  liv in g  an im a l, w h ich  A ris to tle  describ ed  a s  bo- 
n a sso s  (...) I th o u g h t th a t  a  s im ila r  d e sc rip tio n  m ig h t be o f in te r e s t  to  n a tu ­
ra l is ts  (...). W h a t m a k e s  th is  d esc rip tio n  ev en  m ore  in te re s t in g  is th e  fac t 
th a t  re m a in s  of th e  sam e in d iv id u a l I h av e  seen  alive h av e  b een  d ep o sited  in 
th e  m u s e u m  in  P a r i s ”. O n  th e  fo llo w in g  20  p a g e s  a u th o r  p r e s e n ts  
a  d e sc rip tio n  of b iso n  (in c lu d in g  an a to m ic a l m e a su re m e n ts )  a n d  th e  a n a ly s is  
o f h is to ric a l te x ts  a b o u t th e  b iso n  a n d  au ro ch s  (Bos p rim ig en iu s).

A t th e  en d  o f th e  te x t  de S e rre s  s h a re s  som e in fo rm a tio n  th a t  su g g est 
th a t  i t  w as  h is  te x t  th a t  S z to lcm an  knew : “B ison , w h ich  I observed , lived  for 
th ir ty  y e a rs  in  th e  m en ag e rie  of S ch o n b ru n n  n e a r  V ien n a  in  A u s tria . H e w as 
b ro u g h t to  V ien n a  from  T ran sy lv an ia . D u rin g  a  fire  w h ich  b ro k e  o u t in  th e  
p lace w h ere  i t  w as  k ep t, th e  b iso n  su rv iv ed  th a n k s  to  i ts  g re a t  s tre n g th . H e 
to re  open  th e  iron  ch a in s , b roke  dow n th e  door of h is  s ta ll  a n d  c ra sh e d  a ll 
th e  ob stac le s  to  escape  th e  flam es. T he g re a t  s t r e n g th  of th e  b iso n  w ould  
m ak e  it  a  v e ry  u se fu l d o m estica ted  an im a l. H ow ever, a ll a t te m p ts  m ad e  in 
S c h o n b ru n n  fa iled  to  m ak e  h im  m ore ta m e  o r m ore capab le  for tra in in g .

4 Serres de M. 1815. Notice sur les jardins botaniques de Vienne et sur les serres de 
Schoenbrunn. “Annales des Arts et Manufactures”, Tome 55, No 163: 127-169, 234-269.
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W h en  I saw  th is  in d iv id u a l, i t  w as  n o t a s  w ild, w eak en ed  by  th e  age. T ree 
b ra n c h e s  t h a t  th e  b iso n  en joyed  a n d  w as  fed  by, w ore i ts  te e th  to  a  p o in t 
w h e re  i t  w as  u n a b le  to  chew  th e  food a n d  d ig es ted  w ith  g re a t  p rob lem s. In  
th is  s ta te , i ts  life could  n o t h av e  b e e n  long, a n d  soon a f te rw a rd s  th e  b ison  
d ied  of e x h a u s tio n ”.

In te re s tin g ly , a lth o u g h  in  th e  f ir s t  p a r t  o f th e  te x t  de S e rre s  s ta te s  th a t  
E u o p re a n  b iso n  occurs on ly  in  L ith u a n ia  [i.e. B ia łow ieża  F o rest] , in  th e  fina l 
p a r t  o f th e  sam e  te x t  he  no tes: “th e  E u ro p e a n  b iso n  is  a lm o s t com pletely  
ex tin c t. S c a tte re d  in d iv id u a ls  a re  found  in  th e  v a s t  fo re s ts  o f L ith u a n ia  a n d  
T ran sy lv an ia . I t  is  a rg u e d  th a t  th e y  m ay  also  p e rs is t  in  c e r ta in  p a r ts  o f th e  
C a rp a th ia n s ”.

D e S e rre s  in c lu d ed  a  b r ie f  m e n tio n  o f th e  b iso n  from  th e  V ien n a  zoo in  
th e  Voyage en  A u tr ich e , th o u g h  w ith o u t an y  new  in fo rm atio n . H ow ever, an  
in fo rm a tio n  he  p u b lish e d  m a n y  y e a rs  la te r  in  1845 in  th e  w ork  on  th e  cau ses  
o f m ig ra tio n  o f a n im a ls  is  puzzling : “T he la s t  b iso n  w as  k illed  in  P ru s s ia  in  
1755. In  th e  tim e s  o f F o rs te r  th e  son  [G eorge F o rs te r  (1754-1794), n a tu ra l is t  
from  G d ań sk , m em b er o f c a p ta in  C ook’s exp ed itio n , n a tu r a l  h is to ry  p ro fesso r 
a t  th e  C e n tra l  School in  V iln ius in  1784-1787] th is  a n im a l lived  in  P o lan d  
only  in  th e  g re a t  B ia łow ieża  F o re s t, w hich , th a n k s  to  th e  a u th o r i t ie s ’ care , 
s till  h a d  som e in d iv id u a ls . In  S c h o n b ru n n  n e a r  V ien n a  in  A u s tr ia  (in  1809), 
I saw  an European bison captured few  years e a rlie r in  Białowieża 
Forest” [em p h asis  by  a u th o rs ]5.

T he b iso n  from  th e  V ien n a  zoo ow es i ts  fam e m a in ly  to  th e  fac t t h a t  i t  
fell in to  th e  h a n d s  o f G eorges C u v ie r (1739-1862), c re a to r  o f th e  co m p ara tiv e  
a n a to m y  a n d  one o f th e  g re a te s t  zoologists o f th e  1 9 th  cen tu ry . H e p o sted  its  
a n a to m ic a l d esc rip tio n  in  th e  R echerches su r  les O ssem ens F ossiles  [S tu d ies  
o f fossilized  bones], one o f th e  m o st im p o r ta n t  zoological w orks o f th e  1 9 th  
cen tu ry . In  h is  d esc rip tio n , th e  F re n c h  n a tu r a l is t  n o ted  th a t  th e  b iso n  lived 
in  th e  m en ag e rie  a t  S c h o n b ru n n , a n d  now  h is  re m a in s  a re  k e p t in  th e  
N a tu ra l  H is to ry  M u seu m  in  P a ris . T h a n k s  to  th e  sk e le to n  from  V ienna, 
C uv ier could com pare E u ro p ean  b ison  w ith  th e  A m erican  b ison  -  a  specim en 
o f th e  la t te r  species w as s e n t to  C uv ier from  th e  U n ited  S ta te s  by  P o rtu g u ese  
d ip lo m a t a n d  o u ts ta n d in g  n a tu r a l i s t  Jo sé  C o rre ia  d a  S e r ra  (1 7 5 0 -1 8 2 3 )6. 
C u v ie r’s d esc rip tio n  w as  re p e a te d ly  q u o ted  b y  th e  1 9 th -c e n tu ry  n a tu re  dic­
tio n a rie s . T h e ir  a u th o rs  u su a lly  ad d ed  one m ore in te re s t in g  in fo rm atio n . 
W ith o u t an y  ev idence th e y  su p p o sed  th a t  i t  w as th e  sam e E u ro p e a n  b ison  
th a t  w as describ ed  by  a  B r it is h  p h y sic ian  a n d  tra v e le r  R o b ert Tow nson in  h is 
Travels in  H u n g a ry  w ith  a  sh o rt accoun t o f  V ienna  in  the yea r  1793, th e  book 
t r a n s la te d  in to  F re n c h  in  1799:

5 Serres de M. 1842. Des causes des migrations des animaux: et particulièrement des 
oiseaux et des poissons, Paris: 560.

6 Cuvier G. 1823. Recherches sur les ossemens fossiles où l’on retablit les caractères de 
plusieurs animaux dont les revolutions du globe ont détruit les espèces, Paris: 107-117.
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“A n o th e r form  of e n te r ta in m e n t  is  exerc ised  h e re  [in  V ienna], n o t too 
c iv ilized cu sto m  th a t  we do n o t know  on o u r  is la n d  a n d  th a t  no civ ilized 
n a tio n  sh o u ld  to le ra te . G e rm a n s  ca ll i t  H e tze  a n d  i t  is  a n  a n im a l f ig h t (...). 
I w e n t to  see th e  w ild  b u ll B os U rus  fight. I t  e n te re d  th e  a re n a  ca lm  an d  
w ith  dignity . E ig h t o r te n  dogs w ere  s e t  loose on  it, b u t  i t  d id  n o t ev en  move. 
T he b iso n  lo w ered  i ts  ch in  to  th e  g ro u n d  a n d  e a s ily  forced b ack  th e  a tta c k e rs  
w ith  i ts  sh o r t  h o rn s , k illin g  th e  on es c h a rg in g  from  b e h in d  w ith  one k ick  of 
a  h in d  leg . I w a tch ed  w ith  g re a t  r e g re t  how  dogs to rm e n te d  th e  an im a l. I t  
w as m ajestic , b u t  n o t te rr ib le . I t  was caught in  Poland at a very young 
age [em p h asis  by  a u th o rs ]  a n d  to d ay  i t  is  com plete ly  ta m e . Also o th e r  a n i­
m a ls  w ere  led  in to  th e  a re n a  b u t  a ll seem ed  m ore  in te re s te d  in  r e tu rn in g  to 
th e ir  d en s th a n  f ig h tin g ”7 .

M ost p ro b ab ly  M isk a  w as  a lso  seen  by  J e a n -B a p tis te  B ory de S a in t-  
V incen t (1778-1846), one o f th e  g re a te s t  F re n c h  n a tu ra l is t s  o f th e  19 th  
cen tu ry , a n d  a t  th e  sam e  tim e  a  h ig h -ra n k in g  officer in  N apo leon ’s arm y. In  
a  l e t t e r  to  h is  f r ie n d , p h y s ic ia n  a n d  n a tu r a l i s t  L eo n  D u four, s e n t  on 
15 F e b ru a ry  1807 from  W arsaw , h e  w rote: “I h av e  n o t seen  th e  v e g e ta tio n  of 
th e se  p la in s  due  to  th e  snow  cover. O nly  th e  p in e  fo re s ts  (P inus ru b ra )  a re  
r is in g  in  th e se  em p ty  spaces. H uge h e rd s  of U rus  [in  L a tin  in  th e  F ren ch  
orig inal] a n d  e lk  a re  p re sen t. We h av e  a lre a d y  seen  th e  la t te r :  one of m y d ra ­
goons even  k illed  one. I have  n o t seen  an y  of th e  second species. I w ish  I could 
com pare tho se  free-liv ing  w ith  th e  b e a u tifu l one th a t  I saw  in  V ien n a”8.

Third R eich  on th e  tra il o f the Schonbrunn b ison

In  1945, a  s tu d y  on  th e  o ld es t E u ro p e a n  b iso n  sp ec im en s in  M N H N  
collection  w as  p u b lish e d  by  Ja c q u e s  M illo t (1 8 9 7-1980), zoologist a n d  sp ec ia ­
lis t  in  th e  fie ld  of co m p ara tiv e  a n a to m y 9. T he se a rc h  for th e  b iso n  from  
V ien n a  le d  to  a  v e ry  s u rp r is in g  re s u l t  -  a lth o u g h  th e  spec im en  w as  described  
by  C uvier, th e re  w as  no tra c e  o f M isk a  b o th  in  th e  osteo logical co llection  a n d  
in  la b o ra to ry  records. M illo t w ro te  th a t  th is  la c k  of in fo rm a tio n  w as even  
m ore  p e rp lex in g  d u e  to  th e  fa c t t h a t  i t  w as a  spec im en  o f p a r t ic u la r  im p o r­
ta n c e  for th e  h is to ry  o f zoology, re p e a te d ly  c ited  in  th e  l i te r a tu re  a n d  th e re ­
fore b e in g  th e  su b jec t o f f re q u e n t re q u e s ts  from  sc ie n tis ts  from  d iffe ren t 
co u n trie s . A nd n o t ju s t  s c ie n tis ts  -  M illo t m e n tio n e d  th a t  d u r in g  th e  G e rm a n  
occupa tion  in  W orld W ar II, th e  m u se u m  w as  sev e ra l tim e s  v is ite d  by  th e  
T h ird  R eich  officials to  “d e m a n d  th e  r e tu r n  o f G e rm a n  p ro p e rty ”. T hey  also

7 Townson R. 1803. Voyage en Hongrie précédé d’une description de la ville de Vienne et des 
Jardins Impériaux de Schoenbrun, Paris: 21-24.

8 Lauzun P. 1908-1912. Correspondance de Bory de St Vincent & supplément, Agen: 110.
9 Millot J. 1945. Les Bisons europeens des collections du Museum d’Histoire Naturelle. 
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co n d u cted  a n  official in v e s tig a tio n  on th e  fa te  o f th e  S ch o n b ru n n  b ison . In  
occupied  F ra n c e , G e rm an y  b e h av ed  q u ite  d iffe ren tly  th a n  in  P o lan d . B ru ta l  
re p re ss io n  a g a in s t  th e  re s is ta n c e  m o v em en t w as accom pan ied  b y  a  po litica l 
gam e  w ith  th e  co llab o ra tio n is t “F re n c h ” a u th o ritie s . M ass loo tin g  o f w orks of 
a r t  a n d  ex p en siv e  w in es  w a s  acco m p an ied  by  p ro c la im e d  “re s p e c t” for 
F re n c h  sc ien tific  in s ti tu tio n s . N az is  w ere  in te re s te d  in  E u ro p e a n  b iso n  for 
se v e ra l rea so n s . F ir s tly  -  th e  species w as u se d  a s  a  sym bol in  N azi p ro p a ­
g an d a . Secondly  -  a t  th a t  tim e  th e y  con d u cted  m en d ac io u s e x p e rim e n ts  on 
th e  “a u ro ch s  r e s t i tu t io n ”, in  w h ich  H eck  b ro th e rs  a n d  G oering  w a n te d  to 
r e in s ta te  th e  a n c ie n t G erm an ic  species of au ro ch s , a  close re la tiv e  of b ison , 
by  cross b re a d in g  sev e ra l b re e d s  of ca ttle . T hird ly , th e  p re te x t for ex p lo ra tio n  
o f M isk a  case  w as  th e  fa c t o f a n  A u s tr ia n  (i.e. T h ird  R eich) o rig in  o f th e  
sp ec im en  (especia lly  im p o r ta n t  a s  a  s ig n if ican t p a r t  o f th e  G estap o  in  F ra n c e  
cam e  from  A u s tr ia ) . In  a  s im ila r  way, “G e rm a n  s p e c ia lis ts ” d e m a n d e d  
a  F ra n c  Jo se p h  G all’s (1 7 5 7 -1 8 2 8 , th e  c re a to r  o f phrenology, a  th e o ry  accor­
d in g  to  w h ich  th e  m orpho log ica l fe a tu re s  of th e  sk u ll allow ed for th e  id e n tif i­
ca tio n  of psychological a n d  ra c ia l t r a i ts )  collection  of sk u lls . A s a  side no te , i t  
sh o u ld  be m e n tio n e d  th a t  th e  m u se u m  w as one of th e  f ir s t  c e n te rs  of th e  
F re n c h  re s is ta n c e . In  1942, G e rm a n s  exposed  th e  m u se u m ’s re s is ta n c e  g rid  
w h ich  re s u lte d  in  ex ecu tion  of sev e ra l em ployees of th e  in s ti tu tio n . E ach  
v is it  o f officials “d em a n d in g  th e  re m a in s  of G e rm a n  b iso n ” m o st p ro b ab ly  
cau se d  p an ic  in  th e  m u seu m . D esp ite  th e  co m m itm en t o f th e  w hole m a c h in e ­
ry  of N az i te rro r , th e  s e a rc h  for “G erm an ic  b iso n  from  V ien n a” d id  n o t y ield  
a n y  re su lts .

T ransylvan ia or B ia łow ieża  Forest?

M illo t reco rd ed  y e t a n o th e r  p u zz lin g  case. A m ong th e  assem b led  spec i­
m e n s  of E u ro p e a n  b iso n  in  m u se u m  th e re  is  one lis te d  in  th e  in v e n to ry  as 
“fem ale  from  L ith u a n ia . E m p e ro r N apo leon”. B ecause  th e  fem ale  is  in  fact 
a  m ale , M illo t a sk e d  i f  t h a t  w as n o t th e  fam o u s M isk a  tra n s p o r te d  from  
V ien n a  by  th e  o rd e r o f N apoleon? In  o rd e r to  confirm  th is , he  carefu lly  
m e a su re d  th e  sk e le to n  a n d  co m p ared  th e  re s u lts  w ith  th e  d a ta  p u b lish e d  by 
C u v ie r conclud ing  e v e n tu a lly  t h a t  th is  is  n o t th e  sam e  specim en . H ow ever, 
th e  in fo rm a tio n  its e lf  is  in te re s tin g , b ecau se  in  t h a t  case  th e  b iso n  h a d  to  be 
s e n t  to  th e  m u se u m  from  B ia łow ieża  F o re s t. T he occasion for th a t  could  be 
a  s ta y  o f N apo leon ’s a rm y  n e a r  th e  F o re s t  d u rin g  th e  1812 cam paign .

A nd  w h a t a b o u t M iska?  D u rin g  o u r  re se a rc h  in  th e  a rch iv es  of th e  
M N H N  a n d  th e  F re n c h  N a tio n a l A rch ives, a lth o u g h  n u m e ro u s  d o cu m en ts  on 
th e  sh ip m e n t of n a tu r a l  co llections from  V ien n a  su rv iv ed  ( in c lu d in g  a  l is t  of 
48 live p la n ts  sh ip p ed  from  A u s tr ia  o r in fo rm a tio n  on 9 boxes of spec im ens 
s e n t  by  M arce l de S e rres), th e re  w as no in fo rm a tio n  a b o u t th e  fa te  of V ien n a  
b ison . T h e re  is  a lso  no b ison  on lis ts  of sp ec im en s re tu rn e d  by  F ra n c e  to
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A u s tr ia  a f te r  th e  C ongress o f V ienna. T he com m on p rac tice  w as, how ever, to 
n e g o tia te  se n d in g  o th e r  spec im ens, in te re s t in g  for th e  m u se u m  in  questio n , 
in s te a d  of s to len  specim ens. I t  is  th e re fo re  p ro b ab le  t h a t  M isk a  re m a in e d  in  
P a r is , j u s t  like  th e  M o sa sa u ru s  p lu n d e re d  in  th e  N e th e rla n d s .

T he h is to ry  of one of th e  m o st fam o u s zoological sp ec im en s is, th e re fo re , 
s till covered  by th e  sh ro u d  of m ystery . T he location  of M isk a ’s re m a in s  is  s till 
u n k n o w n . In  th e  re sp e c t of conflic ting  in fo rm a tio n  p rov ided  in  th e  p u b lic a ­
tio n s  of M arcel de S e rre s  a n d  o th e r  h is to ric a l sources, i t  a lso  seem s re a s o n a ­
b le  to  q u e s tio n  w h e th e r  th e  V ien n a  b iso n  w as  in d eed  th e  la s t  sp ec im en  of 
a  species o r ig in a tin g  from  T ran sy lv an ia?  M an y  c lues d ire c t to  a  conclusion  
t h a t  M isk a  cam e in  fa c t from  B ia łow ieża  F o re s t. S e a rc h  con d u cted  by th e  
a u th o rs  show s also  how  im p o r ta n t  for m o d e rn  bio logical sc iences, y e t o ften  
u n d e re s tim a te d  by th e  r e p re s e n ta tiv e s  of th e  n a tu r a l  sciences, is  th e  a n a ly ­
sis  of h is to ric a l sources.


