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A brief history of the Museum 

The institution of the National Museum in Prague currently includes five separate museums, focused 
on history (Historical Museum), music (Czech Museum of Music), Asian, African and American 
cultures (Náprstek Museum), literary collections (National Museum Library) and natural sciences 
(Natural History Museum). The main mission of the National Museum at the time of its 
establishment (1820) was to gather and conserve the collections for the future generations. Many 
years later, when the museum  was already highly professionalized, it gradually divided into separate 
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specialized workplaces with scientific 
goals. You can get acquainted with the 
rich history of the National Museum via 
its official homepage (https://
www.nm.cz/). 

The Natural History Museum was 
officially founded in 1964. However, the 
collections of the National Museum were 
already extraordinarily rich at that time, 
and the Entomological Department  
already had been active for 44 years 
(founded in 1920 as a part of Zoological 
Department  and established as a separate 
Entomological Department in 1952). A 
number of renowned specialists 
alternated in the leading positions of the 
department. The first of them was Prof. 
Dr. Jan Obenberger, DrSc., a world-
famous coleopterologist specialized in the 
jewel beetles (Buprestidae). From the very 
beginning, the main attention of the 
department has been paid to the beetles – 
a trend continuing to the present day. 
Thanks to many thousands of type 
specimens, the beetle collections 
represent a phenomenon of the whole 
museum and are frequently visited by 
specialists from around the world. 

History of lepidopterological collections 

Compared to the coleopterological division, the collections of Lepidoptera, and lepidopterology in 
general, were always somewhat sidelined. The basis of Lepidoptera collections is represented by a 
generous gift from prof. Franz Anton Nickerl (1813–1871) and his son Ottokar Nickerl (1838–1920) 
(and partly also grandson Ottokar Nickerl jun. (1873–1904)). However, the collection of so called 
Macrolepidoptera was interspersed (partly into the systematical collection) ca. in the 1950s and has 
become more or less worthless scientifically (due to the fact that only some specimens were labelled). 
On the contrary, the collection of "Microlepidoptera" has remained mostly in the original 
arrangement and in original boxes, and despite the above mentioned handicap with the localization it 
still remains an extraordinarily valuable evidence concerning the Bohemian Microlepidoptera – both 
entomologists (namely O. Nickerl) published numerous faunistic papers from which a correct 
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localization of unlabelled collection 
specimens is often possible (e.g. 
150 years old vouchers of 
Dichomeris barbella (Denis et 
Schiffermüller, 1775) from 
Bohemia, see Šumpich & Skyva 
2016). 

The main Lepidoptera collection 
was later extended by numerous 
smaller collections. Those, 
however, were rather of a local 
importance and without great 
taxonomical value. Besides the 
collections of both Nickerls, which 
contain the type material of taxa 
described by themselves, it is 
necessary to mention a large 
collection of butterflies (mainly the 
tropical ones), donated by Napoleon Manuel Kheil (1849–1923). It contains numerous types, 
predominantly from the island of Nias, Indonesia. So, with some exceptions, these collections 
became the only bearers of scientific value in Lepidoptera. The collections began to grow in a 
delightful way (even by the type material) thanks to managerial skills and personal scientific activity 
of dr. Josef Moucha (1930–1972, specialist in butterflies and the flies in the family Tabanidae) in the 
1960s and 1970s. However, his premature death in a traffic accident not only stopped his scientific 
carrier, unfortunately, but also caused a significant slowdown in both the collecting activities of the 
National Museum and the progress in the Czechoslovak lepidopterology in general. 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Gelechioid Aficionado 
Jan Šumpich: 
The fourth curator of 
Lepidoptera collections in the 
National Museum 
Let me take this opportunity to add a few words about 
myself, although I do not consider this important. Last 
year I was 50, and I have been interested in Lepidoptera 
since I was eight (of course with a strong support of my 
father during those times). Unlike my colleagues who have 
focused solely on scientific goals (instead a time-
consuming building of their own collections) since the 
beginning of their careers, I have chosen a completely 
opposite way. From the beginning my father taught me 
about importance of every single species in nature, so even 
in collecting,  none of them should be omitted. Also I 
collected my first Microlepidoptera (Tortrix viridana and Platyptilia nemoralis) almost 
simultaneously with my first Lepidoptera (Arctia caja and Vanessa atalanta) in general. Although I 
have never forgotten Macrolepidoptera, I have always preferred Microlepidoptera, and one group – 
the gelechioid species – in particular.  

Anyone who was not successful in finding a prestigious entomological position immediately after 
finishing the university (or even during the studies) knows the associated pitfalls if he/she decided to 
remain without changing the field of interest. However, I think that even as an entomologist of a local 
nature conservation agency, or as a private entomologist lately, I was able to find my way through the 
amateur entomology and at least contribute to its progress a little. Indeed, in a country with a long 
entomological tradition such as Czechia, every collecting success means double pleasure. I do not 
know exactly whether the dozens of Lepidoptera species recorded from Czechia for the first time 
together with several newly described species or only my large collection was the reason I was offered 
the position of curator in the National Museum. However, the result is that I actually have held this 
position since 2014. 

 
Microlepidoptera 

Since the donation by O. Nickerl in 1920, which was the first to contain also Microlepidoptera, the 
collections of Microlepidoptera in the National Museum grew very slowly. Approximately by the 
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1960s, these were expressly unique gifts and 
purchases of complete collections that were not 
large in size but relatively rich in species (Josef 
Müller, Friedrich Zimmermann, Josef Soffner, 
Edvard Troníček and Vilém Vlach). Their common 
feature was, with a few exceptions, a focus on the 
Czech fauna. No new collection of Microlepidoptera 
was deposited in the museum till 2014, but 
relatively numerous material from Czechia, 
Slovakia, Israel, Iran and other countries (to a 
lesser extent) was obtained and prepared under the 
direction of previous curators (the Israeli gelechiids 
were processed recently and the results are 
incorporated in the first Israeli checklist of 
Gelechiidae, cf. Bidzilya et al. 2019). An imaginary 
boon began after 2014, when the National Museum 
was endowed with Microlepidoptera collections by 
several extraordinary Czech entomologists 
(Jaroslav Marek, Jan Liška, Jan Skyva, Ivo Novák), 
who also obtained collection material (including 
type material) from other countries, and 

consequently, the collection of Microlepidoptera in the National Museum increased several times. 
Obviously, I take it for granted that my collection will also become a part of this someday. Upon 
joining the National Museum, my collecting effort has not reduced in any way. I just have shifted 
from Europe a little to the east and started to store collected specimens in boxes in the property of 
the museum. Among the areas that I especially like include Armenia and the vast Altai Mountains on 
the border of Kazakhstan, Russia, Mongolia and China. I do not have any skilled preparator of 
Microlepidoptera (however, I am trying hard to find him/her since I have been working in the 
museum), the self-setting of material from several-week expeditions is therefore very lengthy 
(fortunately, weekends and tolerant wives still exist). However, I do not intend to give up the 
preparation – firstly, I am used to work like this for most of my life, and secondly, I believe that 
numerous papers will hardly be remembered after years, whereas a well-prepared specimen will 
remain a permanent value for future generations (when possibly no butterflies or moths will occur in 
the wild, at least in some parts of the so-called developed world). 

The Altaic collections clearly show a high species diversity of this mountain range (especially of its 
deep valleys and flat steppes continuing over the border with Mongolia), but also its relatively high 
rate of endemism. The number of recently described taxa from the Altai, with the holotypes deposited 
mostly in our museum, still remains significantly lower than the number of species that are 
apparently undescribed and still awaiting the description (and I do not take into account the groups 
to which I am not oriented so much, e.g. Pyralidae, most Tortricidae, etc.). So let this text be a 
challenge for everyone looking for additional material to study – it also may be worth checking out 
our collections. In addition to the above mentioned, material (across various groups) from Laos, 
Indonesia, Iran, China or even Panama can be found in our collections. 
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Vision 

Perhaps I could be expected to answer a question of how many Lepidoptera specimens we have in the 
museum, or at least how large our collection of gelechioid species is. I really do not know. Overall, 
surely over a million, but hard to estimate how many more. Afterall, the collection of Jan Skyva (a 
specialist in Pterophoridae) itself, which he personally donated to the museum in 2017, includes 
substantially more than 200,000 prepared specimens (largely from the group of Microlepidoptera). 

However, not knowing the exact numbers is not so serious a pitfall as is the fact that no general 
collection of Microlepidoptera has been established yet, so the particular collections (also partly 
concerning Macrolepidoptera) still remain in the original and often a very confusing arrangement. 
And it is the precise sorting of the whole Microlepidoptera material, together with establishing the 
general systematical collection, that I feel as my biggest task before my retirement in 15 years.  

Sophronia salaganella Šumpich & Bidzilya, 2019, described from Altai Mts. (Photo: Jan Šumpich)

* * *
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