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to collect without the physical specimen housed in the museum and being properly maintained 

while still being available for specialists.  

This is by no means an attack on animal photography, indeed photographs are essential to 

the process of taxidermy to insure natural accurateness of the specimen (if the specimen is being 

displayed and not simply for use in the collection).39  This raises another point about museums 

that many people might not know.  Museums have collections that are not meant for public 

viewing.  The specimens are not mounted in any way to look alive, they do not have glass eyes 

or much of a form at all. 

40 

41 

Above: Specimen meant for the collection. Below: Specimen meant for display 
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These collection specimens are the specimens that experts see most often when conducting their 

research so the display specimens are not destroyed or handled too often.  But even the display-

quality specimens go into storage and most museums have vast collections and the public only 

views a small portion of the collection at a time.42 43 

Having massive collections allow Museums to be hubs of academic exploration and 

learning for specialists.  Large museums can fund research on site and construct labs and 

facilities scholars need in order to conduct their research.44  Because the Museums collect several 

of each specimen, there is the ability to compare and contrast multiple individuals from one 

species in one physical space and arrive at conclusions based on data that will inform our 

understanding of that species. 

In her editorial in the Journal of Biological Education, Sue Dale Tunnicliffe asserts that 

having taxidermy animals in a diorama in a museum allows for an “emotional access” to topics 

that the museum is featuring.  This allows visitors to connect the exhibit with their own past and 

makes the experience a more memorable and educational moment.45 While photographs and 

video of the animal are indeed an excellent resource, there is still something about stepping into 

a room and believing that there, in front of you, is a real tiger.  Of course, it is merely a 

momentary sensation, but it is something real that cannot be experienced through the medium of 

film.  I feel that taxidermy in a museum setting gives a much needed perspective on an animal 

and allows humans a dose of wild reality that is not available through a screen.   

It was at this point in researching the subject of taxidermy in a museum setting that I 

noticed a very interesting disconnect between what I term “writers” and “do-ers”.  Academic 

writers are people who quite enjoy writing about a subject but do not have much practical, 

hands-on experience.  This is very much the case with the subject of Taxidermy and museum 
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display.  People who write about taxidermy in the philosophical context ask questions like “why 

do we have taxidermy?”; “What does Taxidermy add to our society and culture?”; “Is Taxidermy 

a good thing or a bad thing?”; “Is Taxidermy an art? Why or why not?”; and other questions that 

follow in this same vein. These scholars are introspective and well-read but lack practical 

experience.  This led me to wonder: What aspects of the discussion on taxidermy could they be 

missing that could that knowledge contribute to the discussion? 

And on the other hand there are the “Do-ers”, those who actually do taxidermy, whether 

for a living or a hobby.  Where is their input on the subject that they have so much practical 

knowledge on that could be enriching the discussion between the writers?  What do they believe 

to be the significance of taxidermy in the modern museum?  What are their thoughts on 

taxidermy’s relationship with death?  Do they consider what they do to be art?  Why?  How 

would they explain the import of specimens to the museum?  And on the other side of the coin, 

what could the Do-ers learn from the writers?  How could these questions intersect and be 

influenced by differing experiences and thought processes?  This is a discussion that I would be 

most interested to hear, but as of this point, I have not found that anyone has been trying to talk 

about it.  

Many of the previously mentioned “Do-ers” have written books but they are all 

instruction books on how to prepare specimens with hardly, if any, assessments on a wider 

spectrum of discourse pertaining to the philosophy of Taxidermy, much less their thoughts on 

death. 

Having found this vacuum in the academic community I would like to propose: myself.  I 

would not argue that I am the natural choice, being a serious novice on the subject of practical 

taxidermy.  However, I feel that given a dead bird and a scalpel, I could probably prepare a crude 
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specimen.  I have observed the process up close and engaged with those carrying out the process.  

I feel that I am qualified to become a bridge between the two parties to begin a conversation. 

To further aid in this discussion I will include a brief step-by-step on how to prepare a 

bird specimen for a museum collection.  While the discussion in this paper is focused mainly on 

display-quality specimens, no one can think that the first specimens they make will be museum 

quality.  Skill of that level takes decades to master, so the brief tutorial to follow will focus on a 

simple collection level bird skin specimen. 

The process of actually preserving a specimen should not take more than a few hours.  

Over all the process is similar for many animals.  For the sake of simplicity, focus will remain on 

birds since many taxidermists agree that birds are the easiest animals to work with.46  The 

process as well has remained much the same since the mid-1850s.  The earliest resource I found 

was “The Taxidermists Manual” by Captain Thomas Brown, F.L.S first published in 1856.47   

The first step in any preservation in a museum is to carefully document any information 

pertaining to that specimen.  Much of the information that museums have about older specimens 

comes from the collector’s journal.  Naturalists in the Victorian era kept detailed journals and 

logs of specimens that they found.  This process is much the same in the museum documentation 

process today. The logs of all the relevant information are stored apart from the specimen 

collection and are kept track of using a coding system.  A numbered tag on the specimen 

corresponds to a numbered document where all the information that was recorded at the time of 

preparation is written.  These documents detail all the measurements of the specimen before the 

preparation process, as well as where the specimen was found, by whom etc., so that any future 

scholars can put that specimen into a wider scope of data. 
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All information is recorded no matter how insignificant it may seem at the time.  This 

step is crucial for future learning and scholars.  Careful measurements are taken before anything 

is done to the animal.  Once the animal is measured and documented properly it is time to start.  

In order for taxidermy to be done properly, all materials and tools should be gathered and 

arranged a head of time or the skin may dry out and be too brittle to work with by the time all 

materials are gathered.  A basic tool kit would include: wire cutters, a scalpel, a small jar of 

water, saw dust, acid-free cotton, forceps, needle-nose tweezers, thread, medium gauge needle, 

super glue and a tooth brush.  A tray can also be used but is not needed.  Gauze is also optional. 

First, in the case of birds, one must break the wings and the legs.  This is done gently 

with wire cutters, tweezers or forceps.  This is done because of the fact that attempting to skin 

these appendages as well would completely destroy the specimen.  There is no fat or much tissue 

that can decay in the wings or legs so one does not have to worry about them rotting away.  

Because feathers are more delicate than the fur of a small animal more liberties can be taken 

when skinning a small mammal.  Next a small incision is made, usually from the top of the 

breast down to the middle stomach.  Ideally the incision will be as small as possible to avoid 

ruining the feathers or fur of the animal. 
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48 49 

Cotton, gauze or sawdust should be handy in order to avoid any possible blood 

contamination of the specimen’s feathers or coat as well.  Next, gently part the skin from the 

body.  This is a slow process, the goal being to come away with the skin completely detached 

from the body which is encased in the connective tissue sack only coming together at the base of 

the skull.  Work gently, only touching the outside of the specimen when absolutely necessary, 

the more the specimen is handled the less natural it will look.  This must be avoided. 

Remove the body at the neck.  Retain the body for reference size later.  This is the time 

where any damage to the skin can be repaired, whether that be from a bullet or the scalpel of the 

taxidermist.  At this point the skin is still attached at the base of the skull and the next few steps 

require a slow and careful touch. 
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50 

Using either fingers or forceps, locate the ears, under the skin where they connect to the 

skull.  Gently disconnect the ears from the skull and maneuver the skin up and over the back of 

the skull so it is inside out.  Now that the back of the skull is visible it must be cut open to 

remove the brain.  The back half of the skull is cut and removed to expose the brain which is 

then scooped out.  Once the brain is removed the eyes can come out.  Special care should be 

taken not to damage the eye lid or puncture the eye for it might ruin the feathers.  The tongue is 

removed and also discarded.  Clean the front half of the skull thoroughly while the skin is folded 

inside out over the beak.51 
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Once the body is removed as well as the brain, eyes and the skull has been cleaned, the 

fat remnants on the skin needs to be removed.  Fat is a tissue that easily rots and it must be 

removed from the skin in order to preserve it.  The skin can be wetted with a small amount of 

water to keep it from getting too dry when it is turned inside out.  

Now that the body is removed, the skin is ready for drying or can be rubbed with a 

preservative as some taxidermists like to do.  Older instructions recommend some combination 

of a substance like alum and arsenic.  This is not necessary because museum collections have 

protections against dermestid insects like beetles and moths.  Most of the scientific collections 

are housed in special compact storage units that are designed to keep the specimens in a safe, dry 

and temperature controlled environment. 

Once all the necessary cleaning and optional preservation is taken care of it is time to 

actually stuff.  A small amount of cotton is pushed up through the neck and through to the 

mouth, pulled partially out of the mouth to ensure it is seated properly in the throat.  Two small 

balls of cotton, shaped to look like teardrops are used to simulate the eyes which are placed into 

the eye sockets of the skull to hold the face skin’s shape, round end out.  The beak is super-glued 
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shut, obscuring the cotton inside.  Then a gently rolled piece of cotton; roughly the size of the 

body removed from the specimen, perhaps a little bigger but not by much, is placed inside the 

body cavity and the skin sewn up around it.  Before the seam is pulled tight, examination of the 

specimen and each of its limbs to see how they lay is important.  Cinch the thread tight and tie it 

off.  The specimen is now ready to be pinned for drying. 

53 

A porous wooden board such as a cork board can be used for the drying process.  The 

specimen is pinned, breast up, either wing extended or tucked close to the body.  The pins should 

be used to hold the specimen in place without damaging it.  A large pin through the middle of the 

specimen then others sandwiching it but not running it through.  Once the specimen is held 

relatively securely, while allowing for some small shrinkage, the process is done. 

Granted, these steps take a certain amount of finesse to perform them quickly and 

accurately.  The only way to acquire that skill is to practice.  Watching the process up close has 

definitely dispelled some of the common misconceptions about taxidermy and dead animals.   
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Misconception number one: they smell so bad.  Most people believe that anything dead 

must smell awful.  This is not so in a museum environment.  When the animal is donated to the 

museum, the body is frozen if it cannot be prepared right away which means bacteria and bodily 

fluids are not given enough time to break down the soft tissue in a process called putrefaction 

which causes odor.  The process of putrefaction takes time and the correct conditions; an animal 

does not die and instantly begin to smell like rotting meat.  There is a rather long grace period 

before the specimen is deemed unusable. 

Second misconception: Dead bodies are unsanitary.  Yes, animals are not always the 

cleanest things to the touch, however there is not much chance of catching a truly life-threatening 

disease. Education is key in this area as Nadine Roberts says: 

…there is not a great deal of danger that you will contract a disease from any of the specimens 

you will be working with.  However, the hazard does exist, and the taxidermist who is aware of 

the possibilities in this area will be better able to guard against them and prevent them.54 

 

The easiest way of preventing any possible contraction of diseases is taken care of by some 

simple procedures that museums put into effect. The first being: no food allowed in the 

preparation area. This prevents any contamination of the food or the specimen. And the second: 

wash hands before leaving the preparation area, this prevents any possible bacteria being spread 

outside of the preparation room. 

Third misconception: Taxidermists always wear gloves.  Some taxidermists may feel that 

gloves are necessary but most usually do not.  This seems like the exact opposite of what they 

should be doing.  However, gloves tend to limit the tactile sense of the fingertips which could 

inhibit the ability of the taxidermist when handling a specimen, particularly in the skinning 

portion where the skin needs to be kept as close to closed as possible to limit stretching, tearing 

and drying out.  Taxidermists need the sense of touch when separating the skin from the body 
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without pulling the skin open, instead they must feel where the skin meets the connective tissues 

of muscle so as to separate it properly without overly drying the skin.  Gloves are worn in 

hospitals mostly to protect patients.  In taxidermy, the specimen in question is already dead and 

thus there is no risk to the specimen’s health or wellbeing.  As for the transfer of disease to the 

taxidermist, most risk can be avoided by following the afore-mentioned steps to prevent disease 

in regards to taxidermy. 

In museum settings taxidermy can be an incredibly useful tool, it allows viewers to 

connect to the subject of natural history in a deeper and more meaningful way.  The need for 

natural history collections is only growing; as the population density of people increases, we 

need to be more mindful of the living animals that share our space or are being pushed out by the 

expansion of human civilization.  In this area museum collections and the research they allow is 

imperative to conservation efforts all over the world. 

The study of museum taxidermy in both the practical sense and in the broader sense must 

be discussed.  The misconceptions stated above are only the beginning of the dialogue that can 

help society move forward and understand the need for these specimens, why museums use them 

and why we as a society have demonized such a normal and natural process as dying.  The 

blinders must come off and eventually each one of us will have to face death and dying, it is time 

to dispel the fear of the unknown and move death back to its rightful place in the natural world.  
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