Linnaeus’ Whale
A wash drawing of bottlenose whales
(Hyperoodon ampullatus) at Hammarby,
with remarks on other early depictions of the species
Klaus Barthelmess and Ingvar Svanberg

The events were similar, the species the same. The locations are more than
one thousand kilometres apart and there is a time lapse of more than two
and a half centuries between both events. An errant bottlenose whale in
the Thames estuary in early 2006 created an immense worldwide media
hype (which resulted in the plastic can used to keep its skin wet during
the futile attempts to save its life being sold for an unbelievable 2 050 pounds
sterling in an internet auction), whereas a pregnant bottlenose whale cow
that stranded and died on the Norwegian coast in 1749, left almost no
trace in historic sources, except for a little inscription on a wash drawing.
This was in Carl Linnaeus’ possession and is still hanging above the door
to his bedroom in Hammarby, his summer residence – today a public
museum – twelve kilometres from Uppsala (fig. 1).
It is a drawing in black and blue ink with blue wash, on laid paper
mounted on contemporary cardboard measuring 435359.5 cm. The
mounted drawing, which has been preserved in its original state, is in poor

Fig. 1. Drawing in blue and black ink with blue wash of a bottlenose whale with calf, Linnaeus
Hammarby. Artist unknown. The text on the upper left corner is fading away and is therefore
nowadays hard to read. However, it says that the whale stranded at ”Fredricshald”, Norway
on 13 November 1749 (Photo Tommy Westberg, Uppsala University Art Collections).
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condition, with several old repairs, and not all of the original artwork and
inscription is perfectly visible or legible. Although this drawing has been
mentioned and reproduced several times recently, documentation about
its provenance is absent and even the information as to the actual event
depicted is contradictory.1 Furthermore, Linnaeus himself did not refer to
it in his zoological writings, and he actually never named or described the
bottlenose whale!
The drawing shows a stranded female bottlenose whale and her calf,
the latter still with part of the umbilical cord. The mammary glands flank
ing the genital opening are rendered as little circular ”buttons”, suggesting
that they were already visibly swollen, thus indicating that natural birth
was imminent at the time of death. In an unswollen state they are hidden
in much less conspicuous blubber slits.
According to Tycho Tullberg, who has published a list of the furniture
and other objects of the Linnaeus family in the interior of Hammarby, the
drawing represents a whale that stranded on the Norwegian coast in
1719.2 However, this is a misreading (or typographical error) of the notes
on the drawing. The inscription, which admittedly is hard to read and has
faded in the course of time, clearly gives the locale of the event as ”Frederics
hald” in Norway and dates it to the 13 November 1749. This is confirmed
by zoologist William Lilljeborg’s comments in 1874 that it is a drawing
of a bottlenose whale which stranded in the vicinity of Fredrikshald in
Norway on 13 November 1749. When opened up, an almost mature
foetus, ca. 2.20 m in length, was found.3
In addition, the Danish Bishop Erich Pontoppidan (1698–1764) has
information about a stranded whale possibly identical with the one discussed here. He mentions that in 1750 the troops of Lieutenant Colonel
Kolbjørnsen captured a bottlenose whale in Eskevigen near Fredrikshald.
Pontoppidan never saw this whale himself. The specimen is described as
8.1 m in length, and had a foetus which was about 1.85 m.4 The whale is
illustrated as an engraving in Pontoppidan’s book and can clearly be
identified as a bottlenose whale (fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Bottlenose whale captured near Fredrikshald in Norway 1750 (From Erich Pontoppidan, Det første Forsøg paa Norges Naturlige Historie 2, 1753).
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Whereas the possibility of Lilljeborg and Pontoppidan referring to two
different events of pregnant female bottlenose whales carrying almost
mature foetuses of similar length stranding in the same location in con
secutive years – 1749 and 1750 – cannot be ruled out completely, such
date inconsistencies are not uncommon in historical stranding records,
and we thus assume that both sources relate to the same event.5 With
Lilljeborg supplying the greater precision in his data, namely giving an
exact calendar date, we assume his data set to be the proper one. His
stranding data also fit in with the migration and reproduction patterns of
the species known today.
Linnaeus on whales
Linnaeus did not describe this cetacean species in his important systematic
treatises published from 1746 and onwards. In fact, he never described
the species, although popular information about it was available to him.
It is a well-known species in the Faroe Islands and, for instance, Lucas
Debes wrote a full description of the døglingur, as it is called locally, in
1673.6
Earlier authors regarded whales as giant fishes, as did the early Linnaeus.
According to notes from Linnaeus’ lectures in the late 1740s, he still
viewed the order Plagiuri ”whales” as a subdivision of the class Pisces
”fishes”.7 Linnaeus just followed earlier authors, when referring to whales
as fish. So did also for instance Petrus Artedi in his overview of the fish,
Ichthyologia, sive opera omnia de piscibus, published by Linnaeus in
1738. However, in 1758, when publishing the 10th edition of Systema
naturae, Linnaeus changed his mind and included the whales as the order
Cete among the mammals. He recognised 12 species.8 The same number
of species is also listed in the 12th edition of Systema naturae (1772), the
last one that Linnaeus personally edited: narwhal (Monodon monoceros),
bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus), fin whale (Balaena physalus), blue
whale (Balaena musculus), sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus), harbour
porpoise (Delphinus phocoena), common dolphin (Delphinus delphis) and
killer whale (Delphinus orca). He also listed Physeter catodon, now a
junior synonym for Physeter catodon and Physeter microps, today regarded
as a synonym of Orcinus orca.9 He also lists Balaena boops and Balaena
tursio, which are probably synonyms for Balaenopotera physalus.10 In his
Fauna svecica (1761), Linnaeus lists six species, i.e. narwhal, bowhead
whale, fin whale, harbour porpoise, killer whale and sperm whale.11
Although Linnaeus was relying on many earlier authors, he did not refer
to Erich Pontopiddan or Lucas Debes.
It would be intriguing to assume that the presence of the drawing of the
bottlenose whale in his home in the 1750s convinced him to change the
taxonomic domicile of the whales. For the drawing showing the calf, its
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umbilical cord, and nipple-like mammary glands of its mother is not a
very convincing depiction of a ”fish”. It rather suggests that whales are
mammals. If in fact Linnaeus obtained the drawing between 1749 and
1758, it likely played a role in making him change the taxonomic and
systematic status of whales from Plagiuri to Cete.
If this is so, absence of the bottlenose whale from his systematic list of
whale species is puzzling. As far as is known, Linnaeus did not have any
contacts or correspondence with the Danish author Erich Pontoppidan.12
We have not been able to trace the person who gave the wash drawing to
Linnaeus. He actually had several contacts in Norway, and among his
pupils, eleven were Norwegians by birth. They all returned to Norway
and two of them became noted scholars in natural history in the late
eighteenth century.13 Among his Swedish pupils, both Pehr Kalm and
Anton Rolandsson Martin travelled in Norway, Kalm in 1748 and Martin
in 1758. Both had a documented interest for whales and whaling and
refer to these animals in their travel notes. Martin actually joined a Swedish
whaling ship to Svalbard in 1759 and gave a detailed description of how
the Dutch hunted whales in the area. However, Martin never referred to
any picture of a whale.14
Linnaeus also corresponded with Bishop Johan Ernst Gunnerus in
Trondheim from 1761 to 1772.15 Although Gunnerus was first and
foremost a botanist, he also published several interesting articles on the
marine fauna, for instance on the basking shark (Cetorhinus maximus)
and on the harbour porpoise. We have not discovered any references to a
drawing of a bottlenose whale in the correspondence from other Norweg
ians.16
We know that Linnaeus received personally two drawings of whales.
One was sent to him by Colonel Johan Mauritz Klinckowström, of a
stranded sperm whale in Bohuslän. This has of course nothing to do with
the bottlenose whale discussed here, although it coincided in time with its
stranding in Norway. The male sperm whale stranded in November, 1749,
near Hunnebostrand. Drawings were sent to Linnaeus, and the skeleton
was later brought to Stockholm and included in the collections of the
Swedish Academy of Sciences.17
According to a letter from Gunnerus to Linnaeus, a Jacob von der
Lippe Parelius painted a stranded Balaena boops (a rorqual whale,
probably a humpback or a fin whale) and sent it to Linnaeus in February,
1768. This cannot be the whale drawing at Hammarby.18 Christopher
Hammer, who has published a Norwegian fauna similar to Linnaeus
Fauna svecica, just lists ”Nabbehval, Balaena Rostrata”, as a Norwegian
species, but did not mention any stranding.19
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Biology and nomenclature
Northern bottlenose whales (Hyperoodon ampullatus) are the fourth
largest species in the suborder of toothed whales (Odontoceti); after sperm
whales (Physeter macrocephalus), Baird’s beaked whales (Berardius
bairdii) and Arnoux’ beaked whale (Berardius arnuxii)������������������
. Males, which in
toothed whales usually are larger than the females, attain lengths of up to
9.8 m. They occur in cold and temperate waters of the North Atlantic,
between the Arctic ice edge and the latitude of the Azores. Their most
common food is squid species, normally Gonatus sp., which live near the
sea floor, though young ones also inhabit the water column. Other benthic
fish species are eaten occasionally. The deep-water and benthic food
preference of bottlenose whales leads to their concentrations in waters
with abyssal depths of over 500 or 1000 m, and dive records of 1400 m
have been corroborated.
They are usually found in small groups of about two to four, though
pods of up to around 20 individuals are not infrequent. Social pod structure
is not yet fully understood. Some stocks seem to migrate distances of about
thousand kilometres. There are spring and summer concentrations southwest of the Svalbard archipelago, between Iceland and Jan Mayen, and
off the Vesterålen archipelago and the Møre coast of Norway.20
From an analysis of historic stranding records, it appears that the errant
occurrence of individuals or cow-calf pairs in the North and Baltic Seas
may more often be related to the species’ southward migration in late
summer and fall, than to the northward migration in late winter and
spring. Schultz records 61 strandings all around the North Sea and the
Baltic from the sixteenth century on. Where months are given, most relate
to the late summer and fall migration. Smeenk & al. noted that 21 out of
24 recorded strandings of the species on the Dutch and Flemish coasts
occurred in the period July till November. All 16 strandings recorded for
the Danish coasts between 1838 and 1978 fall within this period of the
year.21
While the bottlenose whale is a regular visitor along the Norwegian
coast, it is very rarely seen in Sweden. Zoologist Kai Curry-Lindahl reports
a stranding near Landskrona in April 1823, a stranding at Furusund in
the Uppland archipelago, Baltic Sea, on 9 September 1879 (a female with
a calf) and a dead specimen at Mollö in Bohuslän on 2 September 1954.
A dead specimen was also found in Byfjorden, Bohuslän, in September,
2004.22
The shape of the bulbous forehead – especially pronounced in males –
and the protruding ”snout” or rostrum of the dolphin-like jaws, which
resembles an old-fashioned, broad-shouldered bottle, gave the species its
first scientific name, Balaena ampullatus (from Latin ampulla = ”bottle”),
by Forster in 1770. Otto Friedrich Müller named it Balaena rostrata in
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1774, after the pronounced rostrum. The genus name Hyperoodon (Greek
for ‘upper tooth’) was introduced by Lacépède in 1804, based on a de
scription of rough protuberances – mistaken for small teeth – in the palate
of a specimen stranded near Honfleur in 1788. Until the late nineteenth
century, the name of Hyperoodon rostratus predominated in scientific
literature, whereas the modern denomination Hyperoodon ampullatus,
acknowledging Forster’s description as far following the rules of Inter
national Code of nomenclature (Balaena is reserved for right whales), was
only settled by 1963.23
The Old Norse word dòglingr is a poetic notion for king or prince. The
Faroese name døglingur thus identifies a whale species particularly valuable
for the settlers. Sixteenth-century German and Dutch sources seem to use
the word hil or Hille for this, but also other species of toothed whales. In
the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, the popular name of Butskopf
was common in German and Dutch, signifying something like ”pot-head”
or ”butt-head”. In eighteenth to twentieth century Norwegian, neb(b)hval,
meaning ”beak-whale”, was the usual name. It is still called näbbval in
Swedish. After Samuel Dale named a stranded specimen bottle head whale
in 1730, the English name, bottlenose whale, was introduced by John
Hunter in 1787, and refers to the silhouette of the jaws protruding from
the melon (forehead). In modern Danish and German, Dögling has been
adopted as a Faroese loan word.24
Historical strandings and their pictorial representation
Most historical sources about the erratic occurrence of these animals are
stranding records that are frequently accompanied by an illustration,
which is often based on drawings made on the spot. Analyzing such
contemporary sources, it must be kept in mind that historical, popular
taxonomy has objectives not comparable with modern or post-Linnaean
zoological systematic striving for specific unambiguous description. In
addition, even in the early twentieth century, confusion may be possible
with other beaked whales (Ziphiidae) occurring in the North Atlantic,
such as Sowerby’s beaked whale (Mesoplodon bidens).
The earliest known source and picture is a watercolour drawing made
by the Dutch fish auctioneer and professional beachcomber Adriaen
Coenenszoon van Schilperoort (1514–1587) of a 28 foot (voeten) male
bottlenose whale stranded on the beach near the Dutch town of Zierikzee
on Schouwen Island on 18 August 1584 (fig. 3). Coenen had an unusual
interest in marine natural history. He collected, dried, and exhibited marine
life he found on the beach or bought from fishermen. Additionally, in the
1570s, he started compiling elaborate manuscript albums of his findings
on the beach and in fishermen’s catches, but also in the ”scientific” and
ephemeral literature, made available to him by high-ranking, wealthy
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Fig. 3. Male bottle nose whale stranded on the beach near Zierikzee on 18 August 1584. (Drawing
by Adrian Coenzoon van Schilperoot in: The whale book, 2003.)

protectors. His portrayal of the Zierikzee bottlenose whale conforms to
the ”layout” and format of most of his albums that have survived, showing
a ”portrait” of the animal with an extensive text. Image and text are
framed in thick, colourful borderlines. In fact, a slightly less elaborate
version of this drawing was incorporated in his manuscript ”whale book”
of 1585.25
In Coenen’s drawing of 1584, we encounter an ”artistic mode” of re
presenting the beached carcass of this whale species, which is recurring in
several of the old representations. For one thing, it relates to the position
and situation, in which the carcass is lying on the beach. Additionally, it
has to do with the artist’s desire to convey to the viewer of his work as
much morphological information as possible in one picture, without
resorting to several smaller views showing the animal from different
angles.
Bottlenose whales, like all toothed cetaceans (but unlike baleen whales)
have a body cross section that is a vertical oval. When they strand, they
fall on their flank. Ventral and dorsal body areas are thus exposed to the
spectator. What many artists drawing stranded whales have been doing is
pushing these two opposite views a little bit together upon the surface of
the spherical whale body. This little ”trickery” results in a spherically less
realistic representation, but in a ”better” natural history drawing conveying the essential morphological information in one single image. For from
the position from which one can see the throat pleats, the genitals and
anus of the animal, the viewer would not be able to see the dorsal fin as
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the artwork shows it. Finally, by the time word of a whale on the beach
reaches the artist living in town, and until he manages to travel to the spot
of the stranding, the carcass is usually grossly swollen by decomposition
gases, resulting in a grotesquely malformed body silhouette, which the
artist cannot but render faithfully.26
Present-day viewers, used to perfect and aesthetically appealing underwater photographs or film footage of live, slender, swimming whales, have
to keep these facts about carcass position, body decomposition and a little
artistic ”trick” in mind when evaluating an historic depiction of a stranded
whale.
In late summer 1659, a female bottlenose whale of 24 or 28 feet in
length strayed into the Elbe estuary and was captured by local fishermen
who beached it on the shore of Blankenese, today a part of Hamburg, on
1��������������������������������������������������������������������
 �������������������������������������������������������������������
September. Many people came to see the carcass and the blubber was
boilt out and sold. Artists and printers produced illustrated broadsides as
a souvenir and ”newspaper” of the memorable event. Two different types
of these ephemeral prints – all rare, as they were treated hardly better than
our daily newspapers today – have survived.27 In his 1675 book on the
Elbe, the Hamburg preacher Peter Hessel published a more elaborate
image of the beached whale, engraved by Hans Martin Winterstein after
a drawing allegedly made on the spot. The whale, compared to the bystanders, is slightly more exaggerated in size than on the earliest surviving
broadside (fig. 4).

Fig. 4. Female captured in the Elbe estuary, 1 September, 1659. Engraving by Hans Martin
Winterstein (Barthelmess Whaling Collection, Cologne)
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Important too is Hessel’s information, that a second whale in the company of the first escaped the fishermen.28 This animal may well have been
the calf of the whale cow, which, incidentally, in the engravings is re
presented with a heavily swollen genital opening. This suggests either that
birth may have been given shortly before her capture, or – in case it is a
misrepresentation of swollen mammary glands – that the cow was lactating. The seasonal timing coincides as well with several other records of
stranded cow-calf pairs of bottlenose whales in late summer and fall. 29
On 10 November 1707 an 8 m bottlenose whale stranded at Gelting in
the Baltic. Its sex and the surrounding circumstances are not recorded by
Schultz, who extracted this information from a newspaper article published
almost 230 years later.30
On 7 October 1742, a 28 foot, male bottlenose whale was captured
near Großenbrode by the fishermen of the little Baltic port of Heiligenhafen, some 60 km north of Lübeck (fig. 5). The blubber was tried out,
yielding four and a half barrels of oil, and the fluke was dried and displayed
in the old and later the new town hall. In July 1980 the precious original
was stolen. It was replaced by a wooden replica still in place above the
entrance. The local Heiligenhafen chronicle published by parishioner
Martin Heinrich Scholtz (1696–1769) the year after the stranding contains
a little woodcut of that whale with a scale of 25 feet.31
The pregnant bottlenose whale stranded at Frederikshald on 13 Novem
ber 1749 is recorded in the drawing and secondary sources discussed
above.
On 12 August 1757 a ”monster” of about 24 feet in length was captured
by fishermen and brought ashore at the South Flemish village of Zaamslag.
A drawing, more imaginative than realistic, and thus most probably based
on a secondary source or oral description, was acquired and published by
the Dutch cetologist Antonius Boudewijn van Deinse in 1937 (fig. 6). The
blubber was tried out and sold for 212 guilders. Following a custom not
infrequent, several of the bones were placed at the Zaamslag church, where

Fig. 5. Male captured near Grossenbrode, north of Lübeck (From Heinrich Scholtz, Nachricht von
der Stadt Heiligenhafen in Wagrien, 1743).
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Fig. 6. A “monster” captured by fishermen from the South Flemish village of Zaamslag (From
Antonius Boudewijn van Deinse, in: Het Archief, uitgegeven door het Zeeuwsch Genootschap der
Wetenschappen, 1937).

Fig. 7. Female from Thames estuary in London 1783 (From John Hunter, in: Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society 77, 1787).

they were rediscovered during World War One, making identification of
the specimen as a bottlenose whale possible.32
When reporting about the bottlenose whales stranded at Honfleur in
1788, Baussard notes that one clergyman named Abbé Dicquemare had
made a drawing in 1765 of a very similar whale, 21 ”pieds” long. This
drawing is said to have been copied several times, and an engraved version
was published in ”a collection”. Neither Dicquemare’s drawing, nor any
copy of it, nor the engraving after it, has been located so far.33
Of a 21-foot bottlenose whale captured in the Thames estuary near
London Bridge on 29�����������������������������������������������������
 ����������������������������������������������������
August, 1781, a brief reference is found in a Swiss
almanac published the following year.34
Two years later, in 1783, another specimen of 21 feet length, a female,
was stranded or caught in the Thames estuary at London. The anatomist
John Hunter (1728–1793) studied and dissected it and published an image
of the animal in his important paper on whale anatomy in 1787 (fig. 7).
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Since location, event, and length of the animals are identical, one is likely
to assume that both sources, the Swiss almanac and Hunter’s study, refer
to the same specimen. But the almanac was published in 1782 for the year
1783, so this cannot be the wrong date. If Hunter misdated the event as
of 1783, all subsequent authors followed his authority. The other possibility is that there actually were two errant bottlenose whales in the Thames
two years apart.
On 19 August 1788 local fishermen captured a cow-calf pair of bottle
nose whales near Honfleur on the French Channel coast. They first beached
the calf, and then tried to kill the mother, not successfully securing her,
but wounding her so severely that she was found dead the following day.
The lengths of both animals were recorded as 23 ”pieds”, 6 ”pouces” and
12 ”pieds”, 6 ”pouces” respectively. The blubber was sold for 120 ”livres”.
The local naval captain Baussard published a description of the animals,
accompanied by two plates (fig. 8), and coincidently described some rough
protuberances in the palate, which he mistook for small teeth.35 Baussard’s
report was immediately excerpted by the French naturalist and clergyman
Pierre Joseph Bonnaterre (1752–1804) and disseminated that same year
(1789) in his widely read Tableau encyclopédique. But the illustration he
had engraved is copied from Hunter’s bottlenose whale. As mentioned
above, Baussard’s wrong perception of teeth in the whales’ palate led to
the genus name of Hyperoodon introduced by Lacépède in 1804. The skull

Fig. 8. A cow and a calf captured near Honfleur in Normandy on the northern coast of France on
19 August 1788 (From M. Baussard in: Observations sur la Physique, sur l’Histoire naturelle et
sur les Arts 34, 1789).
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Fig. 9. A female captured at Möltenort, near the Baltic port of Kiel, 3 December 1801. Engraving
by Carl Daniel Voigts (From Erna Mohr In: Nordelbingen 11, 1935).

of the mother bottlenose whale is preserved at the Musée d’Histoire
Naturelle at Caen as the type specimen.
On 3 December 1801, a cow-calf pair of bottlenose whales got into the
waters of Möltenort, near the Baltic port of Kiel. The mother was captured,
but the calf escaped. The Kiel engraver Carl Daniel Voigts (1747–1813)
made drawings on the spot and produced two printed, illustrated broadsides of the event. One, an engraving, is said to show a beach scene with
the whale carcass in the foreground surrounded by curious people. Another
version of the rare print, a more ”scientific” broadside just showing the
image of the whale, with extensive annotations on its measurements and
the circumstances of its capture, exists in two copies in Copenhagen collections (fig. 9).36
Conclusion
The anonymous drawing of a pregnant bottlenose whale stranded on the
Norwegian coast in 1749 that has been in Linnaeus’ possession is one of
the earliest known depictions of the species. Yet, the species has not been
treated in his systematic work. In fact, it was not described scientifically
until 1770 by Georg Forster. However, there is reason to believe that it
had another impact for Linnaeus. The presence of an umbilical cord proved that the whales actually were mammals. In the late 1740s Linnaeus
regarded them as fish, but changed his mind just before the publication
of the tenth edition of Systema naturae in 1758. The drawing possibly
convinced Linnaeus to do this.
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With respect to its artistic qualities and composition, the drawing resembles several others of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. They reveal
a little ”trick” of the artist: dorsal and ventral views of the carcass were
”moved” slightly towards each other, in order to present more morphological information in one single image. Incidentally, these images are the
ones showing the stranded whale in a landscape setting. The other early
depictions discussed and illustrated here show the animals in a lateral view
and without a landscape background.
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