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LITERATURE

ORIGINALLY A NATIVE OF NORTHERN EUROPE THE MUTE SWAN ‘CYGNUS OLOR’ WAS DOMESTICATED EARLY ON AND
RAISED IN CAPTIVITY FIRST FOR ITS MEAT, AND LATER FOR ITS GREAT BEAUTY. MEDIEVAL RECORDS SHOW THAT THERE
WERE DOMESTICATED FLOCKS IN BRITAIN JUST PRIOR TO THE 12TH CENTURY AND THAT SWANS WERE REGARDED AS
THE PROPERTY OF THE CROWN. THEY COULD ONLY BE RAISED AND TRADED UNDER ROYAL LICENCE ENFORCED BY
THE KING OR QUEEN’S SWAN MASTER AND HIS DEPUTIES. TODAY AN ANNUAL CEREMONY OF ‘SWAN UPPING’ IS STILL

PERFORMED ON THE RIVER THAMES IN JULY WHERE ALL MUTE SWANS ARE ROUNDED UP AND MARKED FOR
OWNERSHIP EITHER BY THE CROWN OR BY THE VINTNERS AND DYERS LIVERY COMPANIES, WHO WERE GRANTED

RIGHTS OF OWNERSHIP IN THE 15TH CENTURY. THE WELFARE OF THE BIRDS IS STILL TAKEN SERIOUSLY AT THIS EVENT
AT WHICH THEY ARE INSPECTED, WEIGHED AND RINGED OR MARKED WITH A NICK TO THE BEAK.



     HOWEVER, IN THE NETHERLANDS HUNDREDS OF SWANS WERE OWNED BY ‘ZWANENDRIFTEN’ OR ‘SWAN HERDERS’
IN A TRADITION DATING BACK TO THE MIDDLE AGES. THE YOUNG SWANS WERE CAUGHT AND THEIR WINGS PINIONED SO
THAT THEY COULD NOT FLY AND THEIR BEAKS MARKED WITH A TATTOO OF OWNERSHIP. UPON THEIR RELEASE AS THEY

COULD NOT FLY THEY SPENT THE WINTER STRANDED ON THE FROZEN MARSH AND PONDS WALKING IN SEARCH OF
FOOD. AT AROUND TWO YEARS OF AGE THEY WERE CAUGHT BY THE HERDERS BY MEANS OF A WIRE LOOP AROUND
THEIR NECK AND SOLD PRIMARILY FOR MEAT. THIS PRACTICE CONTINUED INTO THE 21ST CENTURY AND WAS ONLY

RECENTLY OUTLAWED IN JANUARY 2017. 

     THIS BRASS COLLAR WAS MOST PROBABLY MADE AS A FORM OF PROTECTION FOR THE SWAN BELONGING TO THE ITS
OWNER, AND WOULD HAVE PREVENTED IT FROM BEING TAKEN BY THE ‘SWAN HERDERS’ FROM ADJACENT LAND.

 
PROVENANCE

CF: FURTHER ‘SWAN COLLARS’ CAN BE SEEN WITH FINCH AND CO, NO.13, CATALOGUE NO. 30, 2018 AND NO. 60,
CATALOGUE NO. 38, 2022

 


