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            he Victorian cult of taxidermy is back—at least in the realm of contemporary art. In stark 
  opposition to the trend that has seen natural history museums around the world discarding 
  their taxidermy collections, contemporary art exhibits seem to have picked up the corpses 
  straight out of the museum’s waste bins. Encountering a taxidermied animal at an exhibition 
has become less and less rare over the past few years, but it has to be noted that the return of 
taxidermy is not a hollow revival but a highly intriguing phenomenon. Victorian taxidermy played a 
very different role within its socio-historical scenario from that played by the contemporary art 
revisionist movement.  

"They were a reminder of nice things in nature beyond the grimy cities," says Dr Pat Morris, 
"they were like three-dimensional pictures in people's drawing rooms. Then, the real decline took 
place in the 1950s and 1960s when it became less socially acceptable. There were other things to do 
with animals rather than shooting them, such as filming and photographing them. And the animals 
were getting scarcer and scarcer."  

In compliance with postmodernist concerns, the encounter with the animal in the gallery 
space, should be mediated as little as possible. From this angle, taxidermy, provides artists and 
audiences with a close encounter with subjugated wilderness, capturing something of the surrealist 
readymade combined with the themes of natural domination that perpetuated orientalist visions of 
the time.   

It may not be written yet, but contemporary taxidermied art has its own agenda; interestingly, 
this is one set almost entirely by women. They have embraced the ancient craft and are determined 
to subvert the ‘masculine’ idea of the taxidermied trophy in favour of a different narrative-approach 
to art making.  

In the attempt of piecing together the most comprehensive mapping of taxidermy in 
contemporary art, this issue of Antennae brings together the practice of artists whose work directly 
or indirectly references the taxidermied exhibits of natural history museums. Our next issue, will still 
focus on taxidermy, but will look at a rather different approach, that which Steve Baker coined 
‘botched taxidermy’ in his seminal book The Postmodern Animal.  

We’d like to take the opportunity to warmly thank all writers and artists who have contributed to 
this issue of Antennae.  

Giovanni Aloi 
Editor in Chief of Antennae Project 

 Quote by Dr Pat Morris from The Guardian, Tuesday August, 8th 2006

T 



3 

CONTENTS 
ANTENNAE ISSUE 6

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

        4    Objects of Loss and Remembrance 
      Rachel Poliquin is currently working on the writing of her forthcoming book: ‘On Taxidermy and Other Objects of Longing’.    

Here we publish an extract from her second chapter. 
Text by Rachel Poliquin 

       7     Ravishing Beasts 
Rachel Poliquin’s interest in taxidermy began as a fascination with both its animal-objects, lingering old and musty beyond 
their natural course, and her particular interest in the aesthetic side of the natural and unnatural sciences. Today, amongst 
other things, Poliquin is the Editor of ‘Taxidermy: Ravishing Beast’, the internet’s reference point for cultural taxidermy. 
Text by Rachel Poliquin. Interview by Eric Frank 

       13   Constructed Reality: The Diorama as Art 
Diane Fox explores the encounter - the returned animal gaze that holds the viewer in communication. But is communication 
effectively achieved through the naturalistic artifice of natural history dioramas? 
Text by Diane Fox 

      21   Flat out and Bluesome 
‘nanoq: flat out and bluesome’ is the story of polar bears, the largest land predators on earth, and their journey from the arctic 
wilderness to the museums and stately homes of the UK. The work documents the histories of each of these bears, the legacies of 
the hunters who shot them and the skills and expertise of the taxidermists who stuffed them. 
Text by Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir and Mark Wilson and Lucy Byatt 

       28   Nanoq: in Conversation 
We interviewed Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir and Mark Wilson to discuss ‘nanoq: flat out and bluesome’, relationships between 
animals and humans, taxidermy and Damien Hirst. 
Interview by Giovanni Aloi 

       35   Empty Trophy 
In the 1990s Jordan Baseman taught himself taxidermy in order to make a number of striking pieces that often used the skins of 
domestic animals discovered as road-kill outside his studio in east London. 
Interview by Shelly Stein 

        38   Taxidermy Chic 
Although Polly Morgan has been working as an artist for only three years, the unnerving tableaux she creates using 
taxidermied animals, make disquieting observations about beauty and mortality, and have attracted plenty of attention in the 
celebrity circles. 
Interview by Giovanni Aloi 

       44   Multimedia Taxidermy 
Andrea Roe's work uses taxidermy to examine the nature of human and animal biology, behaviour, communication and 
interaction within specific ecological contexts. 
Interview by Eric Frank 

       51   How to Explain Sculpture to a Dead Owl 
Claire Morgan’s work contains the attempt to bring forth and render visible the closed realm of nature. However, in her work 
this realm is shown as being systematically threatened, and the sculptures present an implicit critique of the contemporary 
world. 
Text by Darren Ambrose 

       55   In Conversation with Claire Morgan 
We met with Claire Morgan to discuss her gravity defying sculptures and the use of taxidermy in her work 
Interview by Giovanni Aloi & Eric Frank 

       65   The Specimen 
Mark Fairnington creates photo-real paintings of specimens from  zoological collections, including the Natural History 
Museum’s own. Using high-definition electron microscopes Fairnington captures the minute details of a specimen 
photographically, before interpreting it in paint on huge canvasses. 
Interview by Shelly Stein 

Front cover image: The Raft, Mark Fairnington, detail, Oil on Canvas, 2006 



4 

        
 
 

 
here are many species of sadness, each with its 
own particular weight and shadow – the gloom of 
homesickness, the maudlin tears of self-pity, the 

distress of grief or empathy with another’s loss – each 
shifting the weight of sadness towards a place or person 
which once was but is no longer or – more abstractly – 
towards what might have been.   But while sadness for a 
failed dream (a failed marriage, a failed ambition) is bitter, 
sadness is most acutely linked with the real physical loss 
of a person, place, or thing which has passed from view. 
With this loss comes remembrance, and with 
remembrance, a longing for the departed and, in its 
absence, a sentimental yearning for a token, an object, 
something which can be felt and touched: a material 
souvenir of what is no longer but which lingers 
everlasting in memory. “After an emotional catastrophe,” 
Susan Pearce notes, “it is always the sight of a scarf which 
the absent lover used to wear which enables us to enter 
more profoundly into our sense of loss, showing 
ourselves to ourselves in ways which nothing else can 
do.” Objects of remembrance are private things filled 
with a personal and, at times, incommunicable 
significance.   

A souvenir which belonged to a departed loved 
one is powerful, but a souvenir which once was a beloved 
is intoxicating.  Just how intoxicating?  That explanation is 
best left to Gustave Flaubert and his short, sad tale, Un 
Simple Coeur published in 1877. 

Flaubert’s tale recounts the series of deaths and 
departures that compose the life of a simple housemaid 
named Félicité. Her father dies, then her mother, and the 
sisters are dispersed.  She is beaten by a farmer who let 
her keep cows in his fields. Her fiancé is harsh and 
deceitful and leaves her heartbroken. She begins life again 
as a servant for Madame Aubain and her two children - 
Virginia and Paul - who  she serves for  half a century with 

 
 

the unswerving devotion of a medieval nun.  But one by 
one they all leave her – her long-lost nephew, the 
children, an old man living with cancer in a pigsty – they 
all forget her or die, even Loulou, her beloved parrot. 
But Loulou, Félicité has stuffed. Jauntily posed with one 
foot in the air and a gilded nut in his beak, Loulou 
becomes more than just a stuffed shell of Félicité’s 
beloved bird.   

Over the years Félicité transforms her little attic 
room at the top of Madame Aubain’s house into a shrine 
cluttered with religious icons and relics of all her 
departed loves. Rosaries, holy virgins, a holy water basin 
made out of a coconut, and a picture of the Holy Ghost 
with flaming red wings; Virginia’s little plush hat, artificial 
flowers, a box of shell from her nephew. Loulou, her only 
real treasure, was the central figure. The difference 
between religious objects and objects of remembrance 
blurred together, and together they provoked a sad yet 
rapturous passion in the housemaid. She began to suspect 
that the Holy Ghost – the Giver of Tongues – had really 
been a parrot not a dove as it is conventionally 
represented.  Logic is certainly on her side: parrots and 
holy ghosts talk; doves only coo.  And when Madame 
Aubain dies and Félicité is completely alone in a 
crumbling house, deaf, almost blind, and nearly mute, she 
begins mumbling her daily prayers kneeling in front of the 
parrot. After all, another name for the Holy Ghost is 
Paraclete from the Greek for one who consoles or 
comforter.  The comforter, the giver of tongues: only the 
lonely could understand the solace. When the glint of the 
sun fell through the window on Loulou’s glass eye, it 
seemed to ignite a spark in the bird that sent the simple 
woman into ecstatic reveries.  At this point, Loulou was 
really no more than a mass of feathers with a broken 
wing and batting sprouting from holes eaten by worms. 
But    none   of   that   mattered to Félicité.  As she finally 

T 

Rachel Poliquin is currently working on the writing of her forthcoming book: On Taxidermy 
and Other Objects of Longing. Here we publish an extract from her forthcoming publication. 
Text by Rachel Poliquin 

OBJECTS OF LOSS 
AND REMEMBRANCE
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passed from this world to the next, holding Loulou tightly 
to her bosom, Félicité thought she saw a gigantic parrot 
hovering in the opening heavens above her, welcoming 
her home.    

Is Flaubert mocking Félicité as she dies clutching a 
rotting parrot? Is this the final, pathetic acts of a simple-
minded, emotionally overwrought individual? Perhaps. 
Perhaps not. Flaubert was not immune to the emotive 
powers of objects. His novels are infused with a tender 
regard for even the most mundane things: combs, cigar 
cases, little plush hats. Objects are seducers and 
comforters, fragrant with memories and human longing. 
And then, consider that Flaubert’s beloved younger sister 
Caroline died nine weeks after their father’s death in 
1846. On the morning of the funeral, Flaubert, devastated 
beyond words, cut a few locks of her hair and had a 
plaster cast taken of her face and hands. “I saw the great 
paws of those boors touching her and covering her with 
plaster,” he wrote to his friend Maxime du Camp. At 
least, he added, “I shall have her hand and her face.” 
From the death mask, Flaubert commissioned a white 
marble bust which sat with him through the passing years 
in his writing room.  I should note in passing that a month 
before her death, Caroline had given birth to a baby girl 
named Caroline.  Flaubert nicknamed his little beloved 
niece Loulou. Loulou: the name of comfort and 
companionship against loss.  

But more important than Flaubert thoughts on sad 
souvenirs of the dearly departed is your willingness, as a 
reader, to believe that bodily bits of loved ones have the 
potential to become, for lack of a better word, magical. 
Magical in their ability to transcend a broken, wormy, 
repellent shape to capture and retain a sediment of the 
departed and, even more fantastically, for this physical relic 
to offer emotional solace. I don’t mean to be macabre or 
gruesome. Except for a powdered heart, poor Loulou is as 
broken a souvenir as you will get, at least in this chapter. 
Objects of sad remembrance are typically aesthetically 
pleasing things like glossy locks of hair tied with ribbon. 
Few of us would find emotional comfort in a leg bone from 
a dead lover or, for that matter, a stuffed parrot eaten by 
worms. But then, Félictié’s fanatical hold – literally – on the 
dead, glossing over all material collapse, seeing only joy, 
sensing only reassurance, is as fictional as it is oddly 
touching.  Part devotional object, part wistful souvenir of 
better days, for Félicité, Loulou becomes hope and love 
materialised. 

In his brilliant novel Flaubert’s Parrot, Julian Barnes 
offers a tender gloss to the story. “Imagine the technical 
difficulties of writing a story in which a badly-stuffed bird 
with a ridiculous name ends up standing in for one third of 
the Trinity, and in which the intention is neither satirical, 
sentimental, nor blasphemous,” Barnes marvels. “Imagine   
further   telling  such a story from the point  of  view  of  an  

ignorant old woman without making it sound derogatory 
or coy.” But such is Flaubert’s Un Simple Coeur. And, 
such is the potency of all objects of remembrance: they 
become whatever we need them to be.   

Despite the kind words Barnes (or rather Barnes’ 
narrator) has for Loulou, a stuffed parrot seems an 
inauspicious start. Parrots don’t win awards for gravity, 
especially fictional parrots. And yet, underlying the 
absurdity of Flaubert’s tale is a keen image of the 
everyman, of the universality of loneliness and the objects 
we shore up against loss.  Of course not all of these objects 
are equal. Some are more poignant, more precious than 
others. Some are sentimental; others tinged with irony.  
But how we choose to remember the dead and departed is 
not arbitrary.   

Death souvenirs have fallen out of vogue.  Death is 
now put away, cleanly and promptly. Any mixing up between 
dead and living things is a contagion, miscegenation. In 
contrast, Flaubert’s era was not so squeamish. After all, 
individuals were born and died at home. Death was intimate 
and frequent in the nineteenth century. But neither were 
locks of hair or marble busts gruesome tokens. Unlike the 
omnipresent skull and macabre momento mori of earlier 
times, nineteenth-century death souvenirs quite precisely 
focused mourners’ attention away from the grim realities of 
death and towards their own suffering and loss and, 
eventually, towards comfort and consolation. The 
nineteenth-century vogue of “sleeping beauty” post-mortem 
photography exemplifies the same desire. The dead were 
posed peacefully, as if merely sleeping. Children were 
surrounded by flowers or memorialized holding their favorite 
toy. The suffering of death was erased by sweetness. But 
post-mortem photographs, death masks, locks of hair, and 
stuffed parrots are not all the same sort of objects. The first 
two are copies of the departed, captured either by traces of 
light or by reliefs of facial contours; the other two are the 
departed. And this longing to preserve some physical part of 
the dead is my subject. 

But neither are locks of hair and stuffed parrots the 
same sort of object. To state the obvious: one is a whole bird, 
the other is a piece of a human. Part versus whole.  Human 
versus animal. Why the difference?  Is whole more affective 
than part; or is part more eloquent than whole?  A full bodied 
surrogate made from the actual cadaver of a cherished 
creature, a stuffed pet is a very strange sort of object. There 
is no reason to suppose that the loss of a pet is less difficult 
for any particular individual than the loss of a human 
companion. Pets are pets first and animals second. Our pets 
share our emotional lives; we endow them with the 
sentiments, intelligence, and  dignity  usually  reserved  for  our 
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humans.  Some might argue that the desire to stuff a pet – 
to refuse to be bodily parted by death – reveals a heartfelt 
attachment that surpasses the typical human-animal 
relationship.  Yet this sort of thinking presents a frightening 
categorical confusion.  If pet were human, taxidermy would 
be unthinkable. Indeed, taxidermy, like meat-eating, marks 
an unbridgeable chasm between animals and humans: in the 
regular course of things, we don’t stuff or eat our species.  
Any confusion of this divide is queasy sign of psychological 
decay, a fact famously exploited by Alfred Hitchcock’s classic 
horror film Psycho and its disturbed killer, Norman Bates, 
who secretly extends his passion for stuffing birds to his 
mother. 1

By definition, souvenirs are pieces of past lives 
and experiences, from events that are as unrepeatable as 
they are personally significant: a plastic Eiffel Tower from 
a trip to France, a Polaroid from a birthday party, a 
ribbon from a wedding bouquet.  Souvenirs arise from 
the insatiable demands of nostalgia, the longing to look 
back and inwards into our past, to recount the same 
stories again and again, to speak wistfully.  But nostalgia 
cannot exist without loss, and souvenirs are always only 
fragments   of   ever-increasingly distant  experiences,  and  

so, necessarily incomplete, partial, and impoverished.  But 
this loss is precisely the souvenir’s power: never fully 
recouping but always evoking golden memories, 
encouraging nostalgic dreams of happiness and significance. 
The souvenir, in other words, is a potent fragment that 
erases the distinct between what actually was and what we 
dream or desire it to have been.   

So what, then, does the whole souvenir evoke? 
The whole souvenir: the phrase is almost a contradiction. 
Do they still conjure up the same tales of nostalgic longing? 
Is it possible to remember something or someone who is 
still present, albeit rather stiffly? It is one of those arcane 
philosophical questions, at once profound and profoundly 
trite, but it is a question, I think, worth keeping in mind.  As 
there are many species of sadness, there are many shades 
of remembrance, some more focused on loss, other leaning 
towards tribute or even celebration. The remembrance at 
work with stuffed pets veers dangerously towards erasing 
the harsh reality of loss. Certainly not all pets are 
preserved for the same reasons, but with all taxidermy and 
most especially with stuffed pets the temptation of 
enchantment is always lurking.  

Do you know the legend of Charlemagne and his 
young girl lover? When Charlemagne was an old man, he 
fell feverishly in love with the beautiful Fastrada and 
neglects his stately affairs. The girl dies suddenly, but 
Charlemagne’s old love persists. He carries her dead body 
to his bedchamber and refuses to be parted from her.  
Suspecting an enchantment, the Archbishop Turpin insists 
on examining the corpse and finds a ring under her tongue.  
The enchantment continues (as soon as Turpin touches the 
ring, Charlemagne’s love is transferred to him.  Highly 
alarmed, Turpin throws the ring in Lake Constance. 
Charlemagne falls in love with the lake, never leaving its 
shores), but Charlemagne’s infatuation with the corpse is 
what interests me.  It is not a lock of hair that entrances 
Charlemagne, not a marble bust or a death mask, but 
Fastrada, whole and complete. In a watered-down, prettied-
up sense, all stuffed pets have the potential to exude those 
same powers of enchantment. Think of Félicité’s love for 
Loulou – as blind as it was enduring. But you must believe 
for the enchantment to work, and belief is dependent on 
two factors: an excessive sentimental attachment and an 
indulgent disbelief in loss. 

This extract from ‘On Taxidermy and Other Objects of Longing’ © Rachel 
Poliquin. The text is here reprinted with permission of the author.  

____________________ 
1 Some humans have been preserved whole by embalming – saints, for example, 
and political leaders like Lenin, but these rarities are the subject of next chapter 
and are not in any true sense about loss and remembrance.  But whether this 
divide between human and animal souvenirs should exist (ie: whether animals 
should in fact be eaten and stuffed or instead treated as humans’ equals) is an 
entirely other question, an ethical question, far beyond the range of this book 
and, I must admit, my own interests. 

Alfred Hitchcock 
Psycho, Movie Still, 1960 © 
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RAVISHING BEASTS

Rachel Poliquin’s interest in taxidermy began as a fascination with both its animal-objects, 
lingering old and musty beyond their natural course, and her particular interest in the aesthetic 
side of the natural and unnatural sciences. Today, amongst other things, Poliquin is the Editor of 
‘Taxidermy: Ravishing Beast’, the internet’s reference point for cultural taxidermy. 
Text by Rachel Poliquin. Interview by Eric Frank 

Thomas Grünfeld 
Misfit (St. Bernhard),1994 Mixed media (Taxidermy), 24" x 47" x 28", The Saatchi Gallery, London© 
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erived from the Greek words for arrangement 
or order, taxis, and skin, derma, the word 
taxidermy literally means the arrangement of 

skin. The practice of stuffing and preparing skins of animals 
and birds, however, has never been a dispassionate and 
pragmatic process of assembly. 

The reasons for displaying a dead animal are as 
various as the fauna put on view: to flaunt a hunter’s skill, 
to immortalise a cherished pet, to collect an archive of 
the world, to commemorate an experience, to document 
extinct or endangered species, to decorate a wall, to 
amuse, to educate, to fascinate, to horrify, to delight, and 
even to deceive. A sportsman trophy is a very different 
object than Martha, who was displayed alongside other 
extinct birds at the Smithsonian Institute: the last 
American passenger pigeon, a species shot to extinction 
by nineteenth-century hunters. And both are different 
again from Misfits, a disconcerting series of taxidermied 
animals by the internationally acclaimed contemporary 
artist Thomas Grünfeld, which includes such composite 
animals as a cross between an ostrich and a cow. A fetish, 
a symbol, a piece of art: do these animals still belong to 
nature? And what does it says about our own values and 
convictions if we deny stuffed creatures their status as 
"natural" just because they have become ravished and 
ravishing beasts. 

The environment has perhaps never been more 
talked about: it is the leading news story, it shapes a 
political party’s platform, it is documented, photographed, 
written about, discussed, and protected. But what is 
nature? What does it mean to be natural? 

The current ecological perspective emphasizes 
nature as a source of intrinsic value, truth, and authenticity. 
Nature is unique, nonreplicable, untouched and 
uncorrupted by human desires. In short, nature has come 
to represent everything that our urban modern society is 
not. While a walk through a city park can be pleasant, real 
nature is far beyond city limits. It is Out There, surrounded 
by alpine meadows, rivers, and forests that we find refuge 
from the turmoil of urbanism, commercialism, and mass 
production. Out There, nature will save our souls. But is 
this vision of nature as untouched eden just a stance of 
anti-urbanism, anti-industrialism, and frequently anti-
humanism? That is to say, are we talking about nature or 
our own convictions about who we are and who we dream 
ourselves to be. 

The maverick nature-writer Jennifer Price claims 
that this idea of nature as untouched wilderness beyond 
city limits is in fact the great American nature story: "we 
cherish nature as an idea of wilderness while losing track 
of the real nature in our very houses." If nature loses its 
natural status as soon as humans brush against it, what 
are we really saying? The more we claim "real" nature is 
Out There, the more those stretches of wildness become 
domesticated parks, ultimately meaningless without  

human cultural politics. Can nature still be nature if it 
no longer refreshes our spirits? 

In his majesterial analysis of the human myths and 
memories which shape how landscapes are viewed and 
appreciated, Simon Schama states that "even the landscape 
that we suppose to be most free of our culture may turn 
out, on closer inspection, to be its product." The particular 
landscapes that Schama is describing are those created by 
Ansel Adams, perhaps the nature photographer who 
captured most fully the great American nature story: 
pristine wilderness, untouched, uninhabited. 

In contrast, taxidermied animals could never be 
mistaken as free from cultural engagement and manipulation. 
In fact, most could be a poster child for environmental 
doomsayers: mere fossilised shells of natural beauty stuck 
together in a lame attempt to reanimate what has been 
irreversibly destroyed. But while they may not save anyone’s 
soul, in their own often mangled, wizened, and dilapidated 
way, taxidermied beasts have a lot to say about our 
definitions of the natural world. Whether as a source of 
delight or revulsion, taxidermy reveals as much about our 
collective daydreams and desires as it does about death 
and domination: sometimes the most unlikely objects offer 
the most eloquent commentaries. 

What is ‘Ravishing Beasts’ and how did the idea 
surface? 

I have always loved taxidermy, particularly old museum 
taxidermy. It's so redolent with past centuries' passion for 
natural history. Our era loves to pride itself on being the 
most environmentally sensitive age, which is true in many 
respects, but how many of us can name more than one 
species of armadillo or even the birds in our backyards. 
The nineteenth-century infatuation with natural history 
might have been destructive, but it wasn't a nebulous, 
abstract, or careless fancy.  Victorians knew their nature 
and doted on specific species, whether dead or alive. 
‘Ravishing Beasts’ began with trying to explain this enigmatic 
duality of Victorian taxidermy – both death and splendour, 
damage and desire – but has recently catapulted in all 
directions.    

I am also curating an exhibition at a Vancouver 
museum on the cultural history of taxidermy, and I am 
planning another exhibit on taxidermy in art.  The website 
has taken off in recent months, which has really surprised 
me.  By any standard taxidermy is an offbeat subject. I am 
not sure why so many people hit my site daily to read 
about stuffed horses and Victorian stoats. 

Tell us more about your fascination with 
taxidermy. 

D 
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This really has been the big problem of my project. 
Generally speaking, it is far easier to justify why we hate 
something than to explain a fascination. I guess this is the 
mystic of infatuation: that elusive magnetism that hovers 
beyond words.  But to try to answer your question, I 
think   my   fascination   revolves   around   the   fact that  

 

taxidermy creates an encounter far more than an object. 
This might sound overly theoretical and abstract, but 
what I mean is that taxidermy enables intimate 
encounters with creatures that would not otherwise be 
possible. Perhaps it's an encounter with a standing grizzly 
bear. Perhaps a rainbow display  of  ten  or  twenty  bear.

Rachel Poliquin 
Moose, Saskatchewan Museum of Natural History, Regina 2005 © 
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Perhaps a rainbow display of ten or twenty species of parrots 
or hummingbirds, a stunning visual experience of nature's 
amazing variety.  Perhaps the head of a prize winning stag or, 
most enigmatically of all, the sheer presence of a long extinct 
species. These encounters are what fascinate me, but 
describing their qualities is the difficult part. 

Is taxidermy the epitome of the objectification 
of animals? 

Yes and no. It's important to remember the intellectual 
motivations behind the great late eighteenth-century push 
to improve taxidermy techniques and preservative agents. 
Before cameras, when exotic birds and beasts were 
flooding into Europe, taxidermy was the only way to 
preserve the real appearance of a creature. Drawings and 
textual descriptions hardly suffice for intense biological 
investigation. Interestingly, recent conservation projects are 
finding great value in old taxidermy collections.  The EDGE 
(Evolutionary Distinct and Globally Endangered) programme, 
for example, is focussed on raising awareness of evolutionary 
distinct species and developing conservation strategies for 
species not currently being protected.  Several of their top 
100 mammals are so rare and elusive that no photograph 
exists, only preserved skins, which suggests that these 
creatures were collected a long, long time ago. But from a 
conservation perspective, those skins and any other 
preserved bits and pieces are immensely more valuable to 
biologists than a photograph. And of course, taxidermied 
mounts of extinct species are precious beyond words.  
Having said that, taxidermy is the use of animals for looking. 
As a technology of visibility which requires the death of a 
creature, the practice can't escape objectifying animals. 

Have you ever taxidermied an animal? 

I did have ideas of dabbling, being sort of a method 
academic in the style of method acting.  I even bought a 
video demonstrating how to stuff a cougar.  Seeing the skin 
being pulled off the flesh put a quick end to that whole 
notion. 

Where do you source the fascinating subjects 
for your website? 

Wherever I can: nineteenth-century taxidermy manuals and 
travel diaries, biographies, museum guides, natural history 
texts, and, of course, the Internet. Particularly with 
contemporary taxidermists and collectors, the Internet is an 
amazing resource of sheer eccentricity. 

What is the most unusual taxidermied creature 

you have come across and why? 

I've encountered an endless stream of seriously strange 
creatures, from a real rocking horse to a stuffed elephant 
mouldering beside a pond with bluetits nesting in its 
rump to a Victorian kitten paperweight. But the creatures 
that stick with me the most are the lemurs and sifakas at 
the Field Museum in Chicago.  It might sound corny and 
sentimental, but they have the most amazing hands I have 
ever seen on a taxidermied creature.  With all their joints 
and fleshy parts, hands are really difficult to sculpt, but 
these are flawless. The whole animals are flawless, down 
to their long eyelashes and tiniest hairs around their 
muzzles. These little creatures were all created by the 
same taxidermist, all over a hundred years ago. Such care 
and tenderness went into their construction… these are 
hardly just stuffed skins. Especially with the human-like 
faces of beautifully crafted prosimians and primates, I 
always get a sense of being caught up in their timeless, 
almost wistful aura. I guess you might call it the 
melancholy of immortality. 

Are you interested in animal rights? Is taxidermy 
an ethically viable way of presenting animals? 

Admittedly, I have steered away from engaging with 
animal rights.  I am more interested in the intellectual and 
aesthetic reasons for creating taxidermy, both past and 
present. Like meat-eating, taxidermy marks a great divide 
between the ways we treat humans and animals. I've 
found that taxidermy makes more people more 
squeamish than meat eating.  I guess it comes down to a 
distinction between using animals for practical reasons 
(sustenance) and aesthetic and intellectual reasons.  But 
as for the ethic of display, few museums are collecting 
animals on the scale of past centuries, and most new 
animals on display have died natural deaths.  I can't see 
any ethical problems with this.  In fact, I think that we as 
humans have a responsibility, perhaps an ethical 
responsibility, to know natural well.  In his excellent book 
Biophilia, Edward Wilson claimed that knowing other 
living creatures well elevates the very concept of life. I 
believe that.  To me, museums don't display dead animals 
but the diversity and 
wonder of life. 

What is your opinion with regards to the recent 
popular use of taxidermy in contemporary art? 

Firstly, it is hardly surprising. Animals are hot topics 
especially considering the contemporary emphasis on 
conservation, species protection, and animal rights and 
the fears surrounding genetic modification and cloning. 
Thomas   Grünfeld's    Misfit     series   which   seamlessly 
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combines part of different creatures to create new 
mutants is obviously an enigmatic nod to those last 
issues.  Using animal parts instantly conveys a strange 
visceral intensity to a work of art, and animals really are 
the new edgy and confrontational medium. But like the 
performance art from the 70s, just because you take your 
clothes off, shoot yourself in the arm, or use animal parts, 
it doesn't make it good art. I won't name names, but I 
have problems with a lot of artists who morph animals 
into furniture or use creatures in other rather gruesome 
ways. This gets back to your earlier question about the 
ethics of display. I regularly log into various taxidermists' 
discussion boards and have been interested to read 
intense debates between taxidermists about the ethics of  

using and misusing animal parts to create "new" species. 
A certain respect is always due to the dead. 

From this perspective, I think some of the best 
use of taxidermy in art focuses on the history of natural 
history.  One of the most successful and powerful 
projects I've seen recently was Bryndís Snæbjörnsdóttir 
and Mark Wilson's quest to find and photograph every 
stuffed polar bear in Britian. They unearthed 34 bears, 
most from the past century, some in pubs, some in 
private homes, others on display in natural history 
museums and others still moldering in the backrooms of 
museum. The bears were photographed where the artists 
found them, but the most fascinating part of the project 
involved transporting all the bears in stable condition to a  

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson 
Lady and Lord Puttnam Polar Bear © 
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gallery space.  All those giant ancient white bears massed 
together in a large white gallery made a really powerful 
image. Outside a natural history museum, those bears 
become mysterious things, totally spellbinding, evocative 
objects.  Of course, they implicitly convey anxiety about 
global warming and threats to arctic species, and more 
generally about human interactions – both past and 
present – with animals. But all that hardly sums up the 
creatures or the project. This is revisionist history 
writing at its best. 

Do you have a favourite 'taxidermist artist?' 

That would have to be the collaborative work produced 
by Dutch artists Afke Golsteijn, Ruben Taneja and Floris 
Bakker.  Their works transform regular creatures – 
rabbits, hedgehogs, swans, birds, mice – into the tragic 
heroes of contemporary fairy tales using glass, metal, and 
embroidery. In one piece, a lioness is liquefying into (or 
emerging from) blobs of gold. Their works create a world 
where fantasy and reality merge into infinite possibilities, 
uncertainty, and wonder. 

Has the lioness fallen under some enchantment 
or is she dreaming herself into existence? Or is this a 
more sinister symbol of humans' transformation of 
nature's vitality into capital?  The works oscillate between 
brutality and beauty, melancholy and wonder. Ultimately 
viewers are left to make meaning of the pieces from their 
own reservoir of images. 

What do you think of Damien Hirst's use of 
animals in his work? 

For sure it's gratuitous, attention grabbing stuff. His 
works are abrasive, confrontational, and ultimately 
somewhat bewildering. But I do enjoy the veneration of 
natural history's forms in his formaldehyde works. And 
the ways he plays between the objects of science and art. 
Are we meant to learn anatomy or critique the aesthetic? 
I like that ambiguity. 

Is taxidermy back in fashion? 

Definitely. But not fresh taxidermy. Always vintage. Around 
Vancouver (where I live), I've noticed a huge number 
vintage animal masks in upscale clothing and shoe stores and 
posh pubs.  As I said earlier, animals are edgy. 

You are currently writing a book entitled 
Taxidermy and Other Objects of Longing of 
which we publish an extract in this issue. Could 
you tell us more about this project? 

I had started writing a straight forward cultural history, 
outlining  various   trends  and  intellectual,  cultural,  and  

scientific motivations. But then, this all seemed far less 
interesting to me than getting to the heart of those desires 
and daydreams which make people want to preserve parts 
of the death. As death is enigmatic so too are souvenirs of 
the dead. Locks of hair, row upon row of hummingbirds, 
embalmed saints, preserved pets, stuffed kittens dressed in 
wedding gowns – these are potent things that transcend 
their particular cultural and historical moment. They offer 
an encounter with life and death, fear and hope, and various 
strange longings that have become, I argue, literally 
embodied in their forms. Each chapter deals with a 
narrative of longing – remembrance, power, order, and 
perfection. I am just finishing up my first chapter on 
remembrance, which has been a daunting yet hopefully 
productive adventure.

In 2005 Rachel Poliquin, completed her PhD from the 
Programme of Comparative Literature at the University 
of British Columbia. Funded by the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada, her thesis, “To 
make the stubborn Clod relent: Climate, Culture, and 
Cultivation in Early Modern England,” investigates 
cultural interpretations of climate and nature in 
seventeenth-century England. She also holds a B.F.A. in 
painting and printmaking from the University of British 
Columbia, a Post-Baccalaureate in painting from the 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, and a Masters in 
Interdisciplinary Studies in the Humanities from Stanford 
University, during which time she focussed on material 
culture and early modern cabinets of curiosity. She has 
worked with collections at various galleries and museums 
including the Medical Division of Stanford Special 
Collections, the Museum of Anthropology at the 
University of British Columbia, and the Diane Farris Art 
Gallery in Vancouver.  

Poliquin currently is a Post-Doctoral Fellow at M.I.T. 
and writing a cultural history of taxidermy. She can be 
contacted at ravishingbeasts@gmail.com. 
www.ravishingbeasts.com 

Rachel Poliquin was interviewed by Antennae in winter 
2008 © text and images reproduced in this article are 
taken from ‘Taxidermy: Ravishing Beasts’ and are 
reprinted by permission. 
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CONSTRUCTED 
REALITY: 
THE DIORAMA 
AS ART

Diane Fox explores the encounter - the returned animal gaze that holds the viewer in 
communication. But is communication effectively achieved through the naturalistic artifice of 
natural history dioramas? 
Text by Diane Fox 

Diane Fox 
Wrapped, Milwaukee Public Museum © 
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he term diorama, derived from the Greek “dia” 
(through) and “orama,” (to see), was first coined 
by the French scenic painter, physicist, and 

inventor of the daguerreotype L.J.M. Daguerre and his 
co-worker Charles-Marie Bouton in 1821. (1) It referred 
to large sheets of transparent fabric painted with realistic 
images on both sides that were designed to be viewed 
from a distance through a framing device that hide the 
paintings’ vanishing points. When Daguerre’s first 
diorama opened in Paris in July 1822 there were two 
paintings, one by Daguerre and the other by Bouton. 
One showed an interior and the other a landscape. 
When sunlight was redirected with mirrors and shone 
through the cloth it produced changing effects 
transforming day into night, winter into summer, thus 
heightening its illusion of reality. Though at first these 
dioramas consisted only of painted curtains, as their 
popularity waned, Daguerre began to introduce 3 
dimensional elements into the foreground of the scene, at 
one time going so far as to add a live goat.(2) This use of 
3 dimensional elements combined with painted 
backgrounds continued in the form of panoramas and 
cycloramas, which sprang up in the early 19th century all 
over Europe. Panoramic paintings showed a “wide, all-
encompassing view” on a curved surface. Cycloramas 
went a step further, totally surrounding the viewer with 
building sized paintings hung in a circle with three 
dimensional foregrounds and figures. These were viewed 
from the inside and usually depicted battle scenes. 
Cycloramas were “making news as popular and 
educational forms of entertainment” at the same time as 
Carl Akeley, working for the Milwaukee Public Museum; 
created the first known habitat diorama in 1889. (3) This 
diorama, The Muskrat Group, “was prepared as the first 
in a series of groups representing the ‘fur-bearing animals 
of Wisconsin. The diorama is still on view today at the 
Milwaukee Public Museum.(2) Akeley’s total habitat 
diorama set the standard for museum exhibit techniques 
and became known in museum circles as the "Milwaukee 
Style."(2) 

Before Carl Akeley’s creation for the Milwaukee 
Public Museum, taxidermy was typically arranged in glass 
cases and mounted on walls. The collection of animals for 
display dates as far back as the Renaissance. These 
collections displayed the collected objects of aristocrats 
who were among the few with means to travel. (2) Many 
of these types of displays exist to this day. In 2005 I had 
the opportunity to photograph at the Specola Museum in 
Florence, Italy. This natural history museum founded by 
the Medici family in 1774 had a similar purpose to later 
natural history museums in that its function was to 
educate scientists, physicians and the public to the 
wonders of nature. Though most well known for its 
collection of anatomic waxes, it also served to  house  the  

Medici’s collection of natural curiosities, fossils, plants and 
animals.  

There were a few exceptions to this type of 
display that may be considered forerunners of Akeley’s 
total habitat dioramas. British taxidermist, Walter Potter, 
was creating scenes of anthropomorphized animals 
engaged in human activity for his Bramber Museum in 
1880. Entertaining “Dime Museums” featured living 
people posed in front of painted scenery. (3) Charles 
Wilson Peale, an artist and early pioneer in taxidermy 
and museum display, created America’s first natural 
history museum in 1786 in Philadelphia. His displays were 
unusual, as he tried to “accurately re-create living creatures 
with his art and painted skies and landscapes on the backs of 
the cases displaying his taxidermy specimens.” (2) The 
collection disappeared from public view when it was sold 
in 1846.  

However, it is Akeley who is credited as the 
father of the total habitat diorama and for making 
taxidermy into an art form. Prior to Akeley’s methods, of 
mounting animals, their skins were simply stuffed with a 
variety of materials, most often wood or straw shavings. 
Akeley’s method, still used to mount specimens today, 
was rigorous and precise, beginning with photos, 
drawings, anatomical casts and detailed measurements of 
the animal taken in the field. When back at the museum, 
a rough armature was made, using the animal’s real skull 
and bones. The body of the animal was then modelled in 
clay onto the armature, using the field measurements, the 
body casts and photography. From this carefully crafted 
sculpture, a plaster cast was made and coated with warm 
glue. Strips of muslin were laid onto the glue and carefully 
worked into the mold. Thin layers of paper-mache with 
wire cast reinforcement were worked into the mold and 
shellacked to make it impervious to water. The whole 
piece was then immersed in water, melting the glue so 
that the cast could be easily lifted from the mold. It was 
only then that the skin of the animal was mounted onto 
the completed substrate. (2) It is interesting to consider 
the amount of craft and skill that goes into each of the 
animals within a habitat diorama. As museum taxidermist 
David Schwendeman says “As long as we work in clay, it’s 
art,” “But once we cover our work with a skin it becomes 
mere taxidermy.”(2) 

Akeley left the Public Museum soon after creating 
The Muskrat Group and brought his methods and talent 
first to Chicago’s Field Museum and later to New York’s 
American Museum of Natural History.(*) An avid 
conservationist and naturalist, Akeley worked to 
conserve the environments to which he travelled by 
bringing knowledge of them to the public through his 
dioramas. His greatest passion was for the wildlife of 
Africa and the Akeley Hall of African Mammals in New 
York stands today as a testament to this fact.  

T 
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Another artist, who had a great affect on the beauty and 
craft of the habitat diorama, is J. Perry Wilson who 
worked with Akeley at the American Museum from 1934 
-1957. One of the most respected diorama painters,
Wilson devised a system of transferring the background
image of the diorama onto its curved surface to minimize
the amount of distortion of perspective. A successful
diorama must be able to be viewed from the height of a
child as well as an adult. If the horizon line is placed too
high, the horizon appears to go up on each end, if too
low, it appears to go down. (3)Wilson’s method used a
mathematical formula to transfer the background image
onto a curved grid based on the optimum viewpoint.
Wilson described his work with the Latin phrase, ars
celare artum, or “art to conceal art.” (2)

The experience of the diorama places the 
audience into a moment within nature. It is a discovery, 
an adventure, a glimpse within a realm of existence of 
which we are rarely a part. The more beautifully crafted 
the diorama, the more heightened its sense of reality, the  

 

greater connection the observer has to the life 
represented within the frame. If we, who can observe 
nature closely by flipping to the Nature Channel can look 
at these dioramas with amazement, imagine the affect 
they had on an audience new to viewing worlds outside 
their immediate surroundings and to the invention of 
photography itself. 

Since the 19th Century, “diorama” has come to 
mean “a miniature or full-sized model environment in 
which figures, stuffed wildlife or other objects are arranged 
in a naturalistic setting with a painted background.” As 
such, dioramas could be regarded as a form of installation 
art, as they combine physical features arranged in a real 
space with painted or photographic illusions of an even 
deeper space.  

Contemporary artists have taken the form of the 
diorama a step further, constructing imaginary spaces and 
fictional situations. While the originators of the diorama 
strove to heighten its sense of reality, many 
contemporary artists have used the  medium’s  format  to  

Diane Fox 
Carnegie Museum of Natural History, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, (Rocky Mountain Elk) 2001  © 
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comment on its artificiality or hyper reality. 
My interest in photographing dioramas grew from 

an image I took on vacation in Ann Arbor. While visiting 
the Exhibit Museum of Natural History at the University 
of Michigan, I came across a small, strange diorama in a 
rounded case. This diorama showed an underwater view 
of a pond. What drew my eye was how poorly it was 
constructed. The plastic at the top, representing the 
surface of the water was bent and a harsh light shone 
through it. A plastic looking frog was stuck up into the 
water’s surface, its head obscured from view, its legs 
dangling. I took the shot, thinking the image would show 
me what my eyes were seeing, but a much different image 
resulted. This photograph transformed the imperfectly 
modelled diorama into a magical underwater space. My 
interest was piqued and when I next had the opportunity 
to photograph in a natural history museum, this time at 
the State Park in Morrow Bay, California, I engaged the 
dioramas with much more concentrated focus. Once  again 
I was surprised, both  by  the  seamless  transition  between 

 

the foreground elements and the painted background 
and by the hint of life seen in the taxidermy.  

There is an obvious disconnect between the 
experience represented within a diorama’s case and its 
reality. I became more aware of this dichotomy the longer I 
trained my eye on various dioramas. It was the lines 
between the real and the unreal; the version of life 
portrayed and the actuality of death; the inherent beauty of 
the animals within their fabricated environment and the 
understanding of its invention; that first found me both 
attracted and repelled. 

What happened as I continued to photograph, was 
that both my interest in and respect for the dioramas began 
to broaden, as I made more discoveries through the lens. It 
is these growing interests that lead me to begin researching 
the diorama’s history and grew into an appreciation for 
both its craft and its mission.  

I am of course, not the first photographer to train 
their eye on the diorama. The most well known artist to   
do so  is the Japanese photographer, Hiroshi Sugimoto. 

Diane Fox 
American Museum of Natural History, New York, New York, (Ostrich) 2000 © 
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When he first arrived in the New York in 1974, 
Sugimoto visited the American Museum of Natural 
History. Sugimoto relates, “I made a curious discovery 
while looking at the exhibition of animal dioramas: the 
stuffed animals positioned before painted backdrops 
looked utterly fake, yet by taking a quick peek with one 
eye closed, all perspective vanished, and suddenly they 
looked very real. I had found a way to see the world as a 
camera does. However fake the subject, once 
photographed, ���it's as good as real.” (4) For the haunting 
body of work that followed, “Diorama,” Sugimoto used a 
large format camera. The complete clarity of the image 
worked to both transform the diorama into a convincing 
representation of reality and to reveal its artificiality. In 
the mid-seventies, Richard Ross photographed within 
various natural history museums for his body of work, 
Museology. Many of Ross’s photographs approach the 
natural history museum in a very different way, clearly 
showing us disparate edges and the fabrication of the 
animals positioned within the frame. Ross states, “I was 
new to photography but understood the practice to be 
an illusion of space and time, rather than reality....or a 
certain reality. When I stood in front of a diorama, 
created by Ackley, the idea was pretty similar. The 
diorama itself was an illusion of space and time. When 
the two merged, in panoramic format, and things 
flattened, it was difficult to see the illusion and there was 
a different level of credibility that I could control by 
moving in or out from the scenario. I also was interested 
in the glass as a transparent membrane. On one side was 
reality, on the other illusion, similar to how we view TV. 
We   don't  describe   ‘I saw a TV show about nurses and  

doctors"...rather "I saw Greys Anatomy last night.’ The 
membrane is taken away and people refer to the shows 
as reality. In the dioramas we are more conscious of it. It 
comes down to how omnipotent we can be when we see 
the animals in proximate space and leave them 
undisturbed. The successful illusions are so fantastic, 
because they make us invisible gods.”  

Another contemporary photographer, Gregory 
Crewdson, constructs his own large-scale dioramas to 
create psychologically haunting images. Where Sugimoto 
strives to breath life into the taxidermied animals, 
Crewdson’s living inhabitants appear more dead than 
alive. They present a narrative which comments on 
suburbia, showing his audience a familiar place now 
transformed and unsafe. (5) Foxes and other animals walk 
the streets or lurk outside your door. A woman floats 
lifeless within her living room. These images “draw our 
attention to acts of both looking in and being watched,” 
placing us in a venerable relationship with nature. (5) 

Another artist, Harri Kallio explored the 
hypothetical and the real in his body of work, “The Dodo 
and Mauritius Island.” He first constructed museum 
quality fabrications of the extinct dodo bird based on the 
scientific literature, bones, and paintings. (6) The birds 
were then photographed in their last known habitat, 
Mauritius Island, further enriching the illusion.  

Each of these examples offers evidence of the 
significance of working within a series. With each 
situation there are new discoveries and knowledge that 
you can bring to the images that follow. The next 
opportunity for me to photograph within a natural 
history museum took place when I came to the American  

Richard Ross 
American Museum of Natural History, © 
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Museum of Natural History in New York in 2000. The 
beauty of the Akeley’s dioramas mesmerized me and 
several of my photographs from that shoot simply reflect 
the elegance of the displays through my reframing of the 
diorama through the lens. It was not until I turned a 
corner within the museum and that saw this reflection of 
a gorilla and human skeleton on the glass of the 
chimpanzee’s case, that I came to a new way to realize 
my own vision for the work. Not only did the reflection 
extend the meaning of the image, but also the 
chimpanzee’s concentrated gaze into the camera’s lens 
breathed life into its taxidermied body. Another image 
from that shoot is of this desperate looking weasel 
surrounded by his or her obviously deceased brethren. 
Through her worried gaze she seems to ask, “Will I be 
next?” 

I have had the opportunity over the past few 
years to photograph in several museums in the US as well 
as abroad. I have made it a point to visit all the museums 
that include Carl Akeley’s dioramas, The Field Museum in  
Chicago, the American Museum and the Milwaukee 
Museum, which I had an opportunity to revisit this past 
year. 

With   each   new  museum I have an opportunity 

for discovery. What will I choose to include or exclude 
from the photograph? This image from the Milwaukee 
Public Museum excludes the three dimensional warrior 
figures from the rest of the diorama and forces us to 
meet the eyes of the attacking painted tribesmen. The 
fact that the tribesmen are obviously painted gives the 
audience an immediate clue into its unreality. A 
photograph shot from the left edge of the same diorama 
shows a very different view of the scene, placing the 
audience into the position of a warrior facing a charging 
lion. This image from the Bremen Museum in Bremen 
Germany also establishes a relationship between the 
painted background and the taxidermied buffalo, with 
only a hint of a spear’s point on the right to let the 
viewer know another attacker lies beyond the frame. In 
this photograph from Chicago’s Field Museum, the 
camera’s low point of view brings us dangerously close to 
being trampled. 

Point of view must also be considered in 
relationship to the animal’s gaze. The more directly the 
animal looks into the eye of the viewer, the more alive 
they become. This can give us a warm feeling at first, as in 
the shot of these donkeys or make us immediately 
alarmed  as when we  are confronted with this screaming  

Gregory Crewdson 
Untitled, 1998 © 
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money or placed in the path of these stampeding buffalo. 
Either way, we are eventually brought to the reality of 
their lifelessness. 

While the majority of time I have worked to 
heighten the illusion of reality, at least at first glance, at 
other times I have chosen to divulge more information, 
revealing aspects of the museum’s constructed 
environment. When the photograph can create a tension 
between an illusionary, naturalistic space and its reality as 
an artificial construction, it is able to employ what I find 
so compelling about the natural history diorama. 

Although I still view the chimpanzee image from 
the American Museum as my most surprising reflection, I 
am   always   looking   for   the   relationships  I can draw 

 

between the diorama and what is reflected on its glass. I 
find the discovery of reflections compelling, as they push 
beyond a reframing of the constructed scene to the 
creation of a new image entirely. This image of zebras 
from the Carnegie Museum in Pitts. shows a slice of 
much larger diorama. The reflection was created because 
of the turn of the glass case. In this image from the 
Bremen Museum, the animal on the left of the frame 
gazing at the winter foxes is merely a reflection from 
another case. These ducks, from the Field Museum, gaze 
in on themselves, while this gazelle from Bremen racing 
to escape its aggressor, prepares to leap a reflected 
fence. 

The photographer, Baldwin Lee, once told me 
that every photograph has a size in which it works best. 
When contemplating how to display these images, I 
thought about that statement and decided that these 
particular photographs needed to be large. How else 
could to viewer truly confront the animals within their 
displays? The larger the animals were within the image, 
the more life seemed to emerge from their stuffed 
bodies. In the case of these mice shot in Museo Civico di 
Zoologia in Rome, Italy, though, the scale was surprising 
in   another   way,   since the mice actually became larger  

Diane Fox 
American Museum of Natural History, New York, New York, 
(Chimpanzees) 2000 © 

Diane Fox 
Museo Civico di Zoologia, (detail) Roma, Italy 2001 © 
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than life. Reinforcing the concept further lead me to print 
all the images the same size, 23.5 x 35 and to frame them 
without a mat in shadow box frames with small brass 
plaques engraved with the name of the museum and its 
location. When displayed in a gallery, the frames mimic 
the experience of viewing the cases within the natural 
history museum. 

Though I have photographed within natural 
history museums for several years, my interest in them 
continues to grow and expand. I began this process not 
realizing the complexity of the artistic vision and craft of 
the diorama artists, nor understanding that their mission 
was to enhance our understanding of and appreciation 
for nature in order to move us to conserve its life and 
beauty. Certainly in this day and time that is an important 
message to hear. 

1 T. Kamps,  Small Worlds: Dioramas in Contemporary Art,  Museum 
of Contemporary Art San Diego pp. 6-11 
2 S. Christopher Quinn Windows on Nature: The Great Habitat 
Dioramas of the American Museum of Natural History, Habitat 
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3 The Milwaukee Style: Dioramas and the Milwaukee Museum 
4-8 H. Sugimoto, “Dioramas,” www.sugimotohiroshi.com, 2005
5 P. Hall, “Gardening at Night” Print Magazine: Vol.57 Issue 4,
(Jul/Aug2003), pp.41-49

6 H. Kallio, The Dodo and Maritius Island: Imaginary Encounter,
(Dewi Lewis Publishing 2004) pp. 49-68
7 S. Davis, “Cyclorama,” The New Georgia Encyclopedia,
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Lucy Byatt: A card arrived at Christmas – it must have 
been 2002. Accompanied by many others it stood out. 
The image was a photograph of the caravan that Bryndís 
Snæbjörnsdóttir and Mark Wilson were living in 
temporarily whilst they were renovating a house that 
they had bought in deepest Cumbria. The photograph 
had been taken after dark and the outline shape of the 
caravan could only just be seen, illuminated softly by an 
interior light, and more strikingly by glowing decorations 
strung haphazardly over the top of the window of this 
modest dwelling. When I visited, months later in spring, it 
was clear that this caravan was also the very organised 
site of the bulk of the process of investigation that lies 
behind nanoq: flat out and bluesome. 
The artists have spent a number of years collecting 
information for this work; a constant alongside other 
research, teaching, travel and exhibitions. This was by no 
means the only place that had acted as a headquarters, 
yet it is useful to describe this image and to take the 
opportunity to reflect upon the site of the research and 
the nature of the artists’ process of gathering information 
and, to some extent, the building of a network of other 
specialists around the endeavour. 

Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir and Mark Wilson:
This project begins with a survey of taxidermic polar 
bears in the United Kingdom. In its methodology we 
actively set out to track down these specimens. We have 
done everything within our power to locate every last 
one that exists as a whole (or near whole) mount, but 
also acknowledge that this may be an impossible task. 
There are no doubt more ‘out there’. After three years 
of research appear in their respective museums we traced

 
 
 

 
 

34 stuffed polar bears. From the outset it was our intention 
to make a series of large-scale, medium-format photographs 
of the bears in situ, as they and private homes, on display, in 
storage, or undergoing restoration. 

It was important during this process, through 
discussion and the gathering of documentation, to glean as 
much as we could concerning the provenance of each bear 
and how it came to be in the UK. A further ambition was 
to bring together physically a significant number of 
specimens away from the museum context, into a 
‘converted’ environment – ideally a contemporary art space 
with another history. 

To collect is a way of connecting. Museums are 
stocked with objects that collectively seem to claim 
ownership or authority over environments, communities or 
even entire colonies. On a more personal level we collect 
items to accumulate knowledge and the extent of our 
collection is evidence to ourselves of our specific 
connection to the world. 

Over the years, both individually and collectively as a 
collaborative team, we’ve been engaged consciously or 
otherwise in many types of collection from stamps to 
recordings to mountains to polar bears. Connected to this 
impulse, this sense of shaping identities is the tracing of one’s 
family tree, the gathering of names under the umbrella of 
genealogy. The name Snæbjörnsdóttir translates: (snæ) snow, 
(björns) bear’s, (dóttir) daughter – snow bear’s daughter. What 
better way to connect to another history? What better way 
to find one’s bearings in relation to an unfamiliar environment 
to which one is nevertheless instinctively drawn, than to 
connect by means of a name to one of the most powerful 
icons on earth? 

FLAT OUT AND
BLUESOME 

‘nanoq: flat out and bluesome’ is the story of polar bears, the largest land predators on earth, and 
their journey from the arctic wilderness to the museums and stately homes of the UK. The work 
documents the histories of each of these bears, the legacies of the hunters who shot them and the skills 
and expertise of the taxidermists who stuffed them. 
Text by Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir, Mark Wilson and Lucy Byatt 
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Finally it was always hoped that the project 
would generate a discourse in which audiences were able 
to consider their relationship not only to the ‘polar 
bears’ themselves, but to the history of their collection, 
presentation and preservation. 

Much has been written on the hollowness of 
souvenirs, their intrinsic sadness and the ultimate futility 
of collecting things in an effort to remember places and 
events. Perhaps none is more poignant than that which is 
plucked from ‘nature’, that thing that once was living and 
now is dead or redundant – a shadow of what it once 
was in life: “Nothing looks as dead as a seashell in 
suburbia….” 1/ 

If we handle or knock expectantly on the surface 
of something stolen long ago, we might expect to hear 
the dull thud of its disembodiment, its unmediated 
physicality, in short, what it is – not what it was or what 
we think or thought it was. 

Or, if we listen more closely we may hear the 
ring and echo of a much larger set of truths, only one of 
which will be indicative of its current condition and only 
one of which will be, or correspond in part with what we  

thought its significance to be. We may find a multitude of 
narratives and interlocking fragments, redolent not only 
of what has transpired, its dislocation, journey and its 
second life, but inevitably, if only by implication, of what 
else might have been. 

LB: In her book Objects of Desire, Susan Stewart speaks
of the difference between the souvenir and the collection 
– the souvenir being the single object that serves as a
trace from an authentic experience.

We do not need or desire souvenirs of events that are 
repeatable. Rather we need and desire souvenirs of events 
that are reportable, events whose materiality has escaped us, 
events that thereby only exist through the invention of 
narrative. 2/ 

An implicit role of the museum is to provide narrative. 
Their collections are laid out before us, each object a 
souvenir of a journey of discovery brought back to 
describe and stand in for a whole other culture. For ape, 
read jungle, for lion, desert; these artefacts are then set  

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson 
During Installation © 
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against carefully painted dioramas that offer further 
narrative to the nature within which each creature once 
existed. The pressed flowers under the glass speak to the 
significance of their owner in nature and not to themselves in 
nature. They are a sample of a larger and more sublime 
nature, a nature differentiated by human experience, by 
human history. 3/ 

Stewart goes on to suggest that the souvenir has a trace 
of value whilst the collection simply represents an 
aestheticisation of use. “The collection is a form of art as 
play, a form involving the reframing of objects within a  
world of attention and manipulation of context.” 4/ 

The artists have defined their field of exploration. 
Within this there is a clear decision in creating a limit, to 
restrict a study in this globally conscious age to a single 
country and to be considering issues of colonial 
pillage and collecting through a single animal – the polar 
bear. And yet it is in the setting of this frame that an 
entirely complex and focused picture has emerged. The 
tracing of each bear; the story of the expedition on which it 
was  caught and shipped to the British Isles; the discovery of 

the zoo, museum or private collection to which it was 
added. The artists place themselves within their process 
of gathering and ultimately their collection of information 
in a way that reflects an ambivalence. The series of 
photographic images taken in each museum or private 
collection is framed in such a way that makes the artists’ 
fascination with the world of the museum clearly 
apparent. They seem seduced by the discipline of 
collecting and in the creation of narrative through an 
aesthetic experience. In potential conflict with this, the 
work also reveals and problematises the shedding or 
misplacement of responsibility on the part of the hunter. 
The sheer number of bears found and photographed, the 
concern with context, and the act of moving ‘specimens’ 
out from the protection of the accustomed surroundings 
of their museum, positions the work and the investigation 
of the artists amid the complexity of their findings. They 
do not resort to the easy solutions of summing up or 
taking on a position of moral high ground. 

BS/MW: We are aware that in undertaking the tracking 
down  of  bears,  we  were  involved  in  a  process   that   in  

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson 
Newcastle, cleaning © 
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some way mirrored the original acts of hunting. It was a 
cultural hunt – unheroic perhaps and clearly not dangerous, 
but nevertheless one where the unexpected could be 
anticipated. The eighteenth and nineteenth century impulses 
demanded that newly-built museums be stocked like Arks 
with taxidermic representatives of every conceivable species. 
These demands were fed and met by equally enthusiastic 
pioneers and explorers who ventured into newly-discovered 
territories and landscapes, inaccessible to all but themselves. 
The expeditions were advanced and underpinned, not least 
financially, by the weight of ‘science’ and ‘education’, yet the 
hunger for the trophy and a reputation for heroism was very 
often the motivation for individual hunters. 

LB: After the hunt it is the taxidermist that plays a 
central role within a discipline that acts to remove the 
reality of the dead carcass and to suggest ‘life’ by means 
of a variety of palatable styles and poses. It is left entirely to 
the professional integrity, expertise and above all intention 
of the taxidermist as to how the representation  is managed 
and to the keeper of collections as to how the individual 
specimen enhances the collection. It seems that the ‘quality’ 
of the representation could only be as good as the 
taxidermist’s knowledge, skills and the tools available. The 
taxidermist will therefore read and date a specimen by the 
methods used in preservation. So each specimen begins to 
take on a new identity. These are no longer polar bears – 
they are renewed objects representing polar bear-ness. 
They are identified by the date of mounting, a method 
perhaps identifying a particular taxidermist, part of a specific 
collection, set in a recognised pose. These objects are 
recontextualised within a collection, an internalised world 
intended as a representation of some other, distant place. 
This is perhaps where the museum differs from the Ark – 
the Ark is a holding station, waiting for the waters to drain 
away. The museum provided a function more akin to that of 
aspic. 

The artists’ process of unearthing information 
inevitably relates to and overlaps the specialist research of 
others. This is apparent both in the museum, as they 
encounter each collection, and within teaching institutions 
as they seek out opinion. Through their own investigations, 
the artists reveal the interests and research of others as it 
relates to and informs their own. Over the time that 
Snæbjörnsdóttir and Wilson have been developing this work 
the individuals who have responded and engaged with the 
artists through their common concerns have become central 
to the direction of the endeavour. The considerable 
common interests and study have contributed to sustaining 
the artists’ own sense of belief in the process. They have 
gathered a network of individuals who, in some cases, 
would otherwise not have been connected. 

BS/MW: Museums have, almost without exception, 
been of great assistance to us during the research stages 
of this project. They have demonstrated a great deal of 
interest in helping us find polar bears because although 
there is, or rather was no database on the subject, each 
keeper or curator knew of two or perhaps three in other 
collections. The communities we have encountered (the 
keepers of collections, taxidermists, private owners, 
technicians, historians, museum directors) have all been 
engaged with and added to our specific research. This has 
been an enabling factor throughout – defusing protocol 
and prompting all manner of discoveries. 

The crucial and vital symbiosis between what is 
produced and the unique means by which its production 
has been made possible, brings a new dimension to what 
we deem to be a broader collaborative practice. 

LB: The particularity of this series of commissions with 
Snæbjörnsdóttir and Wilson is in the careful decision-making 
relating to where the work is encountered. In the  case of 
the photographic images we see the vastness of the 
collecting endeavour, not just that of the culture that 
stocked the museums but also of the artists who travelled, 
searched out and are now presenting a collection of their 
own. 

The artists’ commitment to showing these images 
in the context of the museum requires the viewer to 
read simultaneously the image and the context in which it 
is being seen. No solutions are presented, only suggested 
associations that cannot help but resonate. 

BS/MW: The polar bear in Kendal stands in a classic, 
aggressive pose set in front of a painted arctic landscape. 
The romantic scene features a rosy midnight glow. The 
specimen is standing on a plinth on top of which is 
another pedestal, made to look like a small ice floe. This 
elevation reinforces the aggressive and overpowering 
effect as the bear is not standing properly on his back legs 
but instead gives the impression of being just about to 
strike or jump. The visitor has to negotiate a narrow 
space between the bear and the opposite display. This 
awkwardness is further reinforced by the fact that the 
bear is not cased. The display is part of an arctic corner 
in which we see a painted autumn tundra behind a cased 
musk ox and snowy owls amongst other specimens. It is a 
somehow awkward, fragmented display in that it doesn’t 
sit convincingly as a diorama and relies heavily on token 
arctic references. Above it all sits the trophy head and a 
security camera possibly directed at our encounter with 
the bear. 

The bear itself is a trophy, as is suggested on the 
label behind it, claiming that it was shot by the local Lord 
Lonsdale in the year 1888/1889 during an arctic 
expedition. Further investigations revealed that the 
expedition  took him across northern Canada, Alaska and 
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expedition took him across northern Canada, Alaska and 
eventually to Kodiak Island. 

The Somerleyton polar bears (one of which we 
borrowed for the show at Spike Island) normally stand in 
a symmetrical arrangement in the vestibule on either side 
of the grand entrance to Somerleyton Hall. We 
understand that they have stood in this way, guarding the 
stately home, since they were brought back from 
Spitzbergen in 1897 by the first Lord Somerleyton. Out 
of shot in our photograph, in the centre of the entrance 
hall is a marble bust of the first Lord Somerleyton as a 
young boy (see above). 

As a young man in 1897 it was he who travelled 
to Spitzbergen as a paying, working crew member and he 
who took part in the shooting and capture of a recorded 
total of 55 polar bears – two of which now stand behind 
his likeness. It would seem to be a classic tableau – 
evoking an archetype of British aristocratic adventuring 
with the relics and trophies of colonial enterprise. 

LB: The artists’ decision to shift a considerable number
of bears from their accustomed museum and private 
collections  to  the white  space  of the contemporary art 

gallery is clearly another site-specific act. Despite the fact 
that Spike Island (an ex-tea packing factory) is not a 
purpose-built space, the language of the modernist white 
cube is vividly evident within the vast white hall. Bringing 
ten bears together and separating them from the 
narration of the museum allows us to look again, to 
compare and contrast. Housed in their blank and identical 
glass cases this off-white collection of stuffed animal 
replicas, stripped of reference, can be read as an aesthetic 
spectacle. Again in Susan Stewart ‘s text, she refers to 
Noah’s Ark as the “archetypal collection”: “The world of 
the ark is not of nostalgia but of anticipation…. Once the 
object is completely severed from its origin [the 
museum], it is possible to generate a new series, to start 
again within a context that is framed by the selectivity of 
the collector.” 5/ 

BS/MW: The polar bear is a totemic, iconic creature.
We have witnessed how in living human memory, the 
image of the polar bear has been expropriated and put to 
the most varied and unlikely purposes – selling dreams, 
sweets, lifestyles, travel. In all cases except seemingly for 
the   most   contemporary  and chilling – its role as iconic 

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson 
Sheffiled © 
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representative of the demise of its own environment – its 
appeal is dependent on an almost inescapable 
anthropomorphism. 

The bear stands on two legs. It plays and 
wrestles, it sits, it rests, all in ways which are suggestively 
‘human’. We also know the polar bear to be a formidable 
predator at the top of the food chain in the arctic, 
commanding the greatest respect of all visitors to that 
environment. It is a catalogue of paradoxes. It is a prism 
with the capacity to contain and refract all manner of 
response in us: fear, horror, respect, pathos, affection, 
humour. It is this capacity above all others which makes it 
such a potent symbol and for us, in relation to this 
project, such a powerful reality to seek to reappraise. 

Amongst the bears we borrowed for Spike Island, 
were two relatively recent mounts prepared in the late 
1960s. One was from Sheffield Museum, the pride of its 
collection, and the other from Edinburgh Museum, both 
mounted in rather ‘natural’ looking, playful, friendly, and 
paradoxically anthropomorphic poses. These female 
bears (probably siblings), although mounted by two 
different taxidermists, spent their lives together at 
Edinburgh Zoo. They had the names Queenie, (later Janie  

and now Snowy) and Jim, although Jim on his/her death in 
1975 was registered as female. Both bears died within 
months of each other and both had been brought over 
from Canada to Scotland as cubs by a Captain Koran on 
25 September 1947. 

LB: The suggestion within Stewart’s essay that
dislocating the 
collection from its origin allows new possibilities of 
interpretation is particularly interesting in this context. 
The polar bears amassed for this occasion were simply 
unpacked from their crates, cased and positioned in the 
vast gallery. Away from the signs and symbols of the 
museum this new collection did indeed act to create an 
array of new possibilities. The artists designed a stepped 
dais to be built at the far end of the gallery. Scattered 
with blankets and cushions this provided an active space 
– a place where much discussion and many events were
initiated throughout the duration of the exhibition.

The spectacle of this collection fascinated, 
charmed and repulsed. However, regardless of personal 
opinion there was a distinct inclination on the part of the 
audience   to   participate   in   the discussion. A group of  

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson 
Somerleyton © 
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artists associated with Spike Island ran a series of daily 
events throughout the exhibition. Each event took the 
installation as its starting point. The programme included 
screenings and talks, performance and lectures. Experts 
were invited to speak, perform and respond. Visitors 
made repeat visits and the gallery took on an unfamiliar 
dynamism. Whilst the act of placing the bears in the space 
was the work of the artists, the familiarity of the objects 
themselves offered an ownership that gave visitors a 
greater sense of authority as they repeatedly circulated 
the space. 

There are distinct consequences in the act of 
display and engagement with an audience both within the 
context of the contemporary art gallery and of the 
museum. Just as Snæbjörnsdóttir and Wilson have left 
space within their practice for their community of 
specialists, they are also strategic in leaving space for the 
interpretation and vocalisation of the viewer. 

A day conference entitled White Out, initiated by 
the artists and from which the essays (by Steve Baker, 
Garry Marvin, Michelle Henning) within the book nanoq: 
flat out and bluesome were developed,  brought another 
audience, a specialist audience from across the country 
to sit amongst the collection of specimens and take part 
in the discussion. 

From the initial idea a wide and extremely 
specific network of contacts has evolved which seems 
continually to radiate, to point back through history and 
forward to a debate that makes analysis of the cultural 
and economic tensions in our attitudes to nature. Within 
their specific area of enquiry, the artists allow the 
information that they have accumulated to portray their 
own narrative. The polar bear may be the starting point 
for this narrative yet there is a far greater resonance – 
whilst we are presented with different yet similar images 
and interpretations of one species the viewer cannot 
read the work without considering more universal 
implications. 

BS/MW: The context for art – the place where these
shifts and realignments appear in the world – is a vital 
factor in its functionality. It occurred to us that as a 
direct means of introduction to our recent projects, even 
beyond the issue of where the work is seen, it’s helpful 
to regard the art itself as a new and enabling context, for 
fragmentary and physically unconnected threads, ideas, 
information and objects which otherwise remain 
scattered – historically, culturally and geographically. In 
fact these elements are sometimes only notionally related 
until the process and the act of art conjoins them as a 
tangible and revelatory whole. 

 

1/ Hamilton-Paterson, James, 
The Great Deep, The Sea and its 
Thresholds, New York: Random 
House, 1992, p. 118. 
2/ Stewart, Susan “On Longing 
– Narratives of the Miniature
the Gigantic the Souvenir and
the Collection”, Objects of Desire,
Durham: Duke University Press,
1993, p. 135.
3/ Stewart, Susan “On Longing”,
p. 151.
4/ Stewart, Susan “On Longing”,
p. 151.
5/ Stewart, Susan “On Longing”,
p. 152.

This extract from ‘nanoq: flat out and bluesome’, is published by 
Black Dog Publishing, 2006 © reprinted  with permission of the 
artists and authors. 
For more information please visit: 
www.snaebjornsdottirwilson.com 
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anoq: flat out and bluesome’ is the 
story of polar bears, the largest land 
predators on earth, and their journey 

from the arctic wilderness to the museums 
and stately homes of the UK. 
Why the polar bear? 

When we started the project in 2001 it came on the back 
of another project in which Bryndís had been working with 
the relationship between identity and place.  It involved 
photographing polar bears belonging to the Kelvingrove 
Museum in Glasgow. At the time of photographing these 
specimens, they were in storage together with much of the 
museum’s natural history collection, in the basement of the 
Transport Museum, just across the road from Kelvingrove. 
It was an enormous warehouse space full of exotic animals 
from places all over the world but at that time the zoology 
display at the museum featured indigenous animals only. 
There was no order to the specimens, just an enormous 
number of stuffed animals, most of which one had never 
encountered as living creatures. The polar bears were 
located next to a giraffe and a rhinoceros. There was 
something incredibly sad and melancholic about the 
spectacle. We began talking about the lost histories of 
these animals that had been brought to this country on the 
back of colonial expeditions fuelled with national pride and 
a thirst for knowledge. Now their function seemed unclear 
and more, it seemed there was a sense that perhaps they 
should quietly disappear.  

The impulse to find them, the others – and record 
their existence here and now was therefore political and at 
the same time we determined to find out more of the 
stories behind each individual specimen – each animal.  

 
 

‘n

NANOQ: IN 
CONVERSATION

We interviewed Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir and Mark Wilson to discuss ‘nanoq: flat out and 
bluesome’, relationships between animals and humans, taxidermy, and Damien Hirst. 
Interview by Giovanni Aloi 

The project documents the histories of each 
bear, the legacies of the hunters who shot 
them and the skills and expertise of the 
taxidermists who stuffed them. What did you 
set out to capture with this project and what 

 
did you find out? 
 By finding out as much as we could about their history, 
where they were killed, their journeys from their land of 
origin to the UK and also their journeys since arriving in 
the UK we hoped to reconnect with a historic, living 
animal. We wanted to explore the relationship between 
photography and taxidermy, how in different ways both 
give the impression of being frozen in time. How in 
relation to this project both these methods of 
representation ‘eclipse’ not only the animal, but the act of 
killing and thus monumentalize death, moulding it into 
another reality – a ‘cultural life’ of polar bears. When we 
began this project it was uncommon, to say the least, for 
museum collections to be catalogued digitally and the 
record for each individual specimen is still often not easily 
accessible. It was therefore important to build a good 
relationship with zoology curators. We did our best in 
this and many of our museum contacts not only 
supported the project but ultimately became crucial to its 
development. In some instances our nanoq encouraged 
further research into historical developments. The polar 
bear in Dublin is a good example as it was only by going 
through a number of written documents that Mr. 
Monaghan, the zoology curator was able to establish for 
certain which of the officers and crew members had shot 
the polar bear in their collection. The rather lengthy 
account   of   that  shooting is featured in our  book.  Also  
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later, when installing the show at Spike Island in Bristol we 
had the pleasure of meeting George McKinnes the 
taxidermist at Liverpool Museums – early in his career he 
was employed at Kelvingrove and he was able to inform 
us of missing details in our records of the 3 Glasgow 
specimens. 

Can you explain the title: ‘Nanoq: flat out and 
bluesome’? 

The title is poetic, a compound of the respective words 
and their associations, but of course you can take it apart. 
First, the name nanoq is the Greenlandic term for polar 
bear. It seemed appropriate to use a name given to the 
animal in a region in which living polar bears are 
encountered and when we started the project in 2001, 
we had recently returned from a residency in Greenland. 
flat out has a double meaning for us in respect of the 
title. On one hand, it make reference to the pace of the 
project and particularly the trips we were making across 
and up and down the country in pursuit of polar bear 
specimens and their portraits, the searching and gathering 
of  information.  It  also  refers  to  the  skin  of the animal,  

after the killing or death and before the taxidermic 
process has been undertaken, which in respect of the  
project, constituted a pivotal space between 'nature' and 
'culture'. The word bluesome is normally encountered 
in the lyrics of country and western songs and as such has a 
knowing and ironic twist to it. This doesn't mean that the 
lyrics aren't heartfelt and capable of prompting very real 
emotion from the listener. It's sad and it's nostalgic and 
still, self-aware. In the same way we knew we were 
dealing with something not only sad, and from our 
perspective, regrettable even – we were also aware the 
specimens and the contexts in which we were finding 
them were very often bizarre and a bit mad. This 
tragicomic sense was confirmed when the work came to 
be exhibited and the fact that people were caught 
between these two responses along with all the others, is 
part of the key to how the work functions. 

Some of your recent projects identify  
relationships between humans and selected 
animals as a springboard to posit questions on 
cultural  and   individual  location between  "do-

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson 
Edinburgh © 
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mesticity' and 'wilderness'. 
When and why have you become interested 
in the subject? 

These two concepts which at first, seem to be at opposite 
ends of the spectrum have, through popular media and our 
fascination with natural history documentaries merged 
together into our domestic space where they are 
foregrounded according to an old and often stagnant 
system of classification. Some animals share a place with us 
in our beds or on our sofas – others are ‘food’ on our 
dinner tables. Some are regarded as vermin as uninvited, 
they take up residence in our indoor or outdoor spaces 
while the representations of what could be called ‘exotic’ 
species continue to grip and feed our imagination and 
desires. Simon Schama talks about ‘wilderness’ being a 
psychological construction and as artists we are interested 
in generating questions as to how/why individual animals 
and animal species have come to occupy the roles they play 
in our lives.  

We have both been interested in the subject 
for some time before we teamed up. It was in a sense 
that shared interest that made us think about our 
practice as a possible collaboration. Working together 
on nanoq helped to cement that relationship further. 

How do Mark and Bryndis work as a team? 

We don´t have defined separate roles in the process of 
making our work. For the past 5 years we have lived and 
worked in a remote place in the north of England 
surrounded by manifestations of all manner of human/
animal relations; wild animals, farmed animals, domestic 
animals, working, game, feral... We both travel a lot and 
there is not a journey to or from our studio which does 
not involve an encounter of some kind with an animal. We 
are constantly engaged with the subject of our work and 
from moving in and out of this environment, ideas develop 
which we then discuss between us for some time. 
Sometimes we just both see something that sparks of an 
idea for an art project and then, depending on the size of its 
demands we set about, either executing it or looking for a 
location and often a public agency to help realize it. We do 
have different conventional artists' skills but we tend to sort 
of collage them together during the ideas-development. In 
the final execution we tend to be more formal about who is 
doing what and when. 

The second stage of the project 
involved photographing the bears. What 
challenges did you encounter in doing this? 

When it came to photographing the bears we had done 
the hard task of locating them  and  securing  permission  to  

photograph. We decided to limit ourselves with what we 
found there on location and interfere either not at all or, 
in a few cases, as little as possible. For all the shots 
weused the same camera, a Mamiya 6x7 and the same 
film, Fuji Reala. The reason for this was that we wanted 
to try and stay away from the many lies/fakery that 
photography offers those wanting the perfect image. The 
issue was always that if we started to move things about 
or take the specimens out of their environments or 
rearrange the environment they were in, in order to get 
the perfect image we would simply be adding another 
layer of construction. One could say that our approach 
to photography was sculptural. Because we were using a 
hefty camera requiring a tripod, we were roped off 
during the shoots and we  used this visibility (and minor 
disturbance) in a strategic way in order to engage more 
actively with museum visitors and staff. By so doing, we 
built up a dialogue and were able to gather or gain access 
to further information for the provenances.  

It was not unusual for museum staff to be able to 
direct us to the next bear. On one occasion when we 
approached a museum where we'd been told there was a 
particular polar bear it transpired that the curator there 
was unaware of its presence. This case was also one of 
the few occasions on which we changed anything as this 
polar bear, one of an assortment of ancient, neglected 
objects in a theatrical 'attic' display was covered entirely, 
with the exception of its nose, by a large rug. Since the 
highly-publicised exhibition at the Horniman Museum in 
London and after the publication of the book, we have 
continued to receive information about other polar bears 
– mainly in the London area. We have pooled this 
information together with the images that we've been 
kindly sent.

The third stage of this project involved an 
installation comprising ten of the bears in a 
converted industrial or light-industrial art 
space. The amassing of these bear specimens 
was accomplished through negotiations 
conducted over a period of three years.  
Why did you want the project to become an 
installation?  

The installation in Spike Island brought together 10 stuffed 
polar bear specimens borrowed from public and private 
collections. We deliberately presented the bears starkly, with 
no vestige of the diorama and signage normally associated with 
zoology display. There were just the polar bears in their 
custom-built uniform glass cases on the bases they'd arrived 
on. The provenances that we had gathered were distanced 
from the individual specimens and displayed as a list on a wall 
we'd had built in the middle of the space, thus allowing the 
audience to make whatever connection they could. The polar 
bear specimens  were   very  different, dating as they did   from  
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the late 18thC to the late 20th C. Their different 
appearances spoke about the history of taxidermy and 
human knowledge of the biology and anatomy of this 
animal in this period. There was a mix of those having 
died in captivity and those that were killed in the ‘wild’. 
All the bears on show were born in the ‘wild’ either in 
Greenland or the Canadian Arctic. It is important to 
consider when thinking about the installation of the 10 
polar bears in the empty warehouse space of Spike 
Island,J. that into this exhibition was also built a daily 
programme of public events. Each afternoon the gallery 
staged talks and screenings, from the film ‘Nanuk of the 
North’ by Robert J Flaherty to discussions on collecting, 
the environment, arctic exploration etc and together 
with the artistic director Lucy Byatt, we organized a one-
day conference (White Out) with speakers including Steve 
Baker, Garry Marvin and Michelle Henning. Furthermore 
as well as the 10 polar bears there was a large sculpture 
that acted as a seating area at the far end of the space. 
Behind that we had a video back-projection of the de-
mounting and removal of the bears from their usual 
location in preparation for the journey to Spike Island. 
What we wanted to achieve by amassing the polar  bear  

specimens in this installation was to connect the audience 
to their own notions of the ‘wild’ whatever they may be 
and to allow a reappraisal of what they might know about 
polar bears, natural history collections and the arctic – 
indeed the relationship or contradictions between all 
these things. The fact that grouped in this way, each 
specimen was no longer simply a token of its species but 
instead a discrete and unique individual triggered a 
recognition in the minds of many, of a life having being 
lived.  

Did you have the opportunity to witness the 
reaction of visitors to the show? 

Yes, we did, during an artist talk we gave one day and 
again at the conference as well as during the installation 
and the opening night. When we were installing the show 
there was a lot of concern from some, that animal 
activists might target the show, which we felt would have 
been a complete misunderstanding of what it was about – 
anyway we didn´t experience any anger or resentment 
from the public. People told us of experiencing sadness 
and later when we exhibited the photographs in  amongst 

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson 
Spike Island, Bristol, 2004 © 
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the zoology collection at Bristol Museum and Art 
Galleries we were told by a member of the audience that 
we had ruined for her the pleasure she'd found in looking 
at zoology collections as she could now only see ‘dead’ 
animals. We were impressed by how much information 
people were actually able to take from the polar bear 
specimens in Spike Island. Many were able by looking at 
their claws to distinguish between those who had met 
their death in captivity and in the wild. There were of 
course the usual comments asking 'is this art?’ and 'have 
they now become sculpture’ – questions that never 
preoccupied us.  

It could be argued that the project addresses 
the notion of polar bear as a symbol of status. 
Do you feel that the symbolic value of the 
polar bear has shifted over the past few years 
as a result of global warming? 

Yes we can see why you say that. The polar bears came  
to this country on the back of large expeditions often 
with aristocratic connections and the ones that we found 

in private homes are mainly in stately residencies. Since 
we finished the project we have received a number of 
emails often with photographs attached of polar bears 
that we missed. None of those are from stately homes. 
One is from a taxidermist shop in East London, two are 
in bedrooms of single young men and one is outside a 
family home in the snow (at least temporarily we 
suppose, for the photograph). We always knew that the 
ones we might miss would be privately owned. 

Many of the articles that were written in the 
national press in response to the show (two years after 
its initial outing) seemed to focus upon and even push the 
'timely' nature of the project in its relation to the 
environmental threat. The symbolic value has changed 
enormously over the years yes and spectacularly in the 
last fifty years and we were conscious of this as a 
component of the project. Early on in the 200 year 
history from which we were drawing, the animal was an 
icon of strength and power over which colonial 
adventurers were seen to triumph, as made evident by 
the mounts in natural history collections. It's clear now 
that   this   powerful   animal   is  something that we have  

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson 
Spike Island, Bristol, 2004 © 
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begun to take 'responsibility' for – in this light it 
has become highly vulnerable and a token not only of 
the demise of its own habitat and threatened survival 
but possibly of ours too. 

Which was the strangest bear you encountered 
and why? 

The strangest one and probably the saddest one was the 
juvenile Worcester bear. It was so small and pathetic. It was 
acquired by a glove factory and for some reason ended up 
with a taxidermist that made it resemble a teddy bear 
more than a polar bear. Then there were those that we 
were told about but lost or never found like the one that 
had been seen outside a demolition ground in Glasgow but 
when we tried to track it down the company had gone into 
receivership and no one knew what had happened to the 
bear. Apparently the demolition yard had had it for some 
time and would hire it out for parties. The polar bear that 
was reported to have been in a school in Leicester with red 
lights instead of eyes, also eluded us despite tracing the 
school and no-one there on site wanted to acknowledge it 
having been there. The Somerset bear had been 
thoroughly 'domesticated' standing as it did in the hallway of 
a private residence wearing a fez and clutching a basket of 
illuminated tulips. 

Can you tell us a story you encountered as a 
result of exploring the legacies of the hunters 
who shot the animals and the taxidermists who 
stuffed them. 

There is one story (which some have said is, in part, 
apocryphal) concerning the bear specimen now in Ulster 
Museum. It is laid out in some detail in the book but 
in essence, the 25 year-old bear (named 'Peter') was 
in captivity in Belfast zoo in the early '70s and was 
not taking kindly to the introduction of two new bears to 
the zoo and so it was decided that the bear should 
be destroyed. The story was told to us by Tony 
Irwin, a zoology curator at Norwich Castle Museum 
and Art Gallery who worked at Ulster Museum at the 
time. Prior to its demise the Zoo offered the bear to 
the Museum who accepted, on the condition that it was 
killed by using drugs as opposed to a captive bolt, 
specifically so that the skin and skull would be intact 
and the taxidermy would be without blemish. 

Drugs were duly administered by means of darts 
and when the bear collapsed a lethal injection was given. 
The animal was then moved (apparently by ten men) into a 
van and transported across town towards the museum. 
During the journey the van was intercepted by an army 
patrol who asked what was  'in  the  back'.  On  hearing  the  

truth they were asked to get out of the vehicle. The 
soldiers began a search, found the bear and quickly told 
the party to move on because they believed the animal 
was not dead. At the Museum, Peter was moved into the 
freezer. The story goes on to describe how the security 
guards who'd been teasingly been alerted to the 
'possibility' that the animal was still alive, became aware 
of noises of bumping and knocking emanating from the 
room. One thing led to another and a City-wide search 
(involving the police) for the biologist who'd put down 
the bear, drew the attention of the international press 
who arrived en masse by the next morning. Eventually, 
when he was found, the biologist pronounced Peter 'dead' 
and 'likely to remain so for the foreseeable future'. 

A thought on Damien Hirst’s use of animals in 
his work. 

Looking at some of the isolated polar bear specimens 
from our installation at Spike Island, Damien Hirst’s tiger 
shark work called “The Physical Impossibility of Death in 
the Mind of Someone Living” comes to mind. The 
similarities are purely formal and there is a fundamental 
difference in that the tiger sharks were commissioned 
and killed specifically for this work (a new shark replaced 
the old one in 2006) whilst in our work, although 
acknowledging the ‘death’ of the animal used a very 
different starting point and ultimately foregrounded the 
act of killing as the beginning of what we came to term its 
'Cultural Life'. There are simply enough animals out there 
that have gone through all the possible processes of 
death one can imagine for us to want to add to that. In 
1996 we went to see an exhibition called 'Private View' at 
the Bowes Museum in Barnard Castle, where the art had 
been placed in amongst the historical collection. A work 
by Damien Hirst 'Away from the Flock' had been placed 
next to a two-headed, six-legged stuffed calf which 
instead of complementing the artwork upstaged it. For 
us, feeling that so much of it is already out there, it was 
crucial in our role as artists instead to use what was 
there already and to find a new configuration and context 
of display so that it could begin to nudge the audience 
and raise questions not asked before. 

What do you think of the renewed popularity 
of taxidermy as a form of artistic expression? 

There is a thin but clear line. We don’t condone killing 
for the sake of art. We do however not have anything 
against using the skill of taxidermy on already dead 
animals   or    using   already   taxidermied specimens in a  
creative way – in order to make art happen.
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Would you consider working on a similar 
project but focusing on another animal? 

It could be interesting to do the fox and we've 
considered it. You often see them stuffed in the most 
unlikely places. In the human mind it has such a fixed 
‘human’ character of slyness/cleverness and it would be 
great to work with the wealth of stories that surround an 
animal so uniquely bound up in the culture here in the 
UK. 

What are you currently working on? 

We are working on two projects at the moment. One is 
in Lancaster, a commission by the Storey Gallery in which 
we have worked with the pest control authority 
exploring the less charismatic animals that encroach 
uninvited on 'our' territories. This work is to be realized 
in two stages – a public art work in the form of a radio 
station called ‘Radio Animal’ will be in Lancaster and the  

surrounding area this autumn and an exhibition drawing 
on material from earlier research and Radio Animal will be 
in the newly opened Storey Gallery early in 2009. The 
year and is using the seal to investigate further the other 
work is due to be realized in Gothenburg later this 
‘eclipse’ of the ‘real’ animal by freezing the moment and 
circumstances of encounters between the human animal 
and this non-human animal. 

Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir and Mark Wilson have been collaborating 
since 2001. Their work, characteristically rooted in the north, explores 
issues of history, culture and the environment in relation to the individual 
and his/her sense of belonging or detachment. Recent projects use the 
relationship between humans and selected animals, as a springboard to 
posit questions on cultural and individual location between 'domesticity' 
and 'wilderness'. Their work is installation and process-based, utilizing 
photography and video. 

Bryndis Snæbjörnsdóttir and Mark Wilson were interviewed by 
Antennae in winter 2008 © 

Snæbjörnsdóttir/Wilson 
Askja The Centre for Natural Sciences, University of Iceland 2006© 
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EMPTY TROPHIES

In the 1990s Jordan Baseman taught himself taxidermy in order to produce a number of striking 
pieces that often used the skins of domestic animals discovered as road-kill outside his studio in 
east London. 
Interview by Shelly Stein 

Jordan Baseman 
The Cat and the Dog, 1997 © 
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ou taught yourself taxidermy in order to 
produce works like ‘Be Your Dog’ and 
‘Surrender’. How did you learn? 

 
I went to my local library to see if they had any taxidermy 
books. The kindly librarian ordered in a book called the 
Taxidermy Guide by Russell Tinsley. I photocopied the 
book at work and then returned it to the library. From 
there I studied the book and tried to replicate some of 
the processes within.  

How did the idea of producing work involving 
taxidermy came about? 

I am not too sure, now.  Just one of those things, I guess. 
It was so long ago now that I am having a hard time really 
remembering. I do recall having images in my head: The 
‘Cat and The Dog’ and ‘Surrender’ arrived to me nearly 
fully formed as visual ideas. Also the Guinea Pig Pencil 
Case and Money Purse were purely visual manifestations.  

Which artists have informed your practice? 

Same as now: Truman Capote. Joel and Ethan Coen. 
Caravaggio. Goya. Raphael. Black Sabbath. Led Zeppelin. 
Blind Willie Johnson. Velazquez. Aretha Franklin.  

You described your taxidermy work as 
‘empty trophies’. Could you elaborate on 
that? 

I meant that pet animals are often status symbols for 
humans. Living proof of our (apparent) wealth and control. 

What do you think of Damien Hirst’s use of 
animals in his work? 

I don’t think that I am familiar with this artist’s work. Is 
he well known? 

Your taxidermic work has usually involved 
the use of cat and dog’s skins. Why did you 
decide to use these specific animal and how 
did audiences react to seeing skinned pets? 

We always had dogs when I was a kid - my mom 
hated cats so we never had them. It seemed to me 
growing up that everyone had pets – all different kinds. 
I remember this kid at my school named Danny 
Taylor. Danny had snakes and rats. The fact that Danny 
was allowed to have these creatures really seemed to 
say a lot about Danny and his family. He fed his rats to 
his snakes. I have always been interested in our 
relationship with the natural world within captivity – I 
still am. 

I am not too sure how people responded to 
these works. I think a lot of people didn’t like them. 

‘Bred’ is one of your most uncanny works 
involving taxidermy. How did the idea for this 
work come about? 

For ‘Bred’, I was actually trying to make shrunken animal 
heads. I was trying to use and develop recipes that I had 
researched. The recipes were similar to the ones used by 
the tribes in Borneo to shrink human heads. I never really 
got it right. I practiced on rabbits that I bought from the 
butcher because rabbits were cheap and in great supply. I 
wanted to progress to making shrunken dog and cat 
heads. Because I never really got the hang of the head 
shrinking technique(s) I never progressed beyond rabbits. 
The shrinking did occur but not to the degree that I was 
hoping for. My studio really stunk throughout this entire 
process. Writing this now it seems like such a superficial 
idea: interesting processes and research too but a stupid 
sculptural idea. 

Why have you abandoned producing 
taxidermic work? 

I stopped making all sculptural/installation works in early 
1998 because I became totally unhappy making those 
kinds of art works. For me there was something missing 
from  my  practice   at that time - so I stopped. The thing  

Y 

Jordan Baseman 
Be Your Dog, 1997 © 
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that I had always wanted to do had become real 
problematic: personally and professionally. So I stopped my 
art production. In the meantime I taught myself how to use 
computers. I started to make art again in late 1999/2000. 
This break was hugely significant for me as I began to really 
experiment and also to fully embrace narrative, storytelling 
and portraiture within filmic structures.  

What are currently working on? 

I am just in the process of completing a film that features 
Widnes based librarian Wendy Hindley. Wendy became 
very ill and fell into a coma 20 years ago. She remained in a 
coma for over 6 weeks – nearly dying on two occasions. 
She speaks eloquently of her experiences and memories of 
the coma. We recorded a series of interviews in late 2007. 
These interviews form the foundations for the film. I am 
also experimenting with 16mm film processes and digital 
recording techniques towards the production of semi-
animated/semi-documentary films to be exhibited in 2009.  

Jordan Baseman currently teaches at the University of 
the Arts London; he received a BFA from Tyler School of 
Art, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and an MA from 
Goldsmith's College, University of London. Baseman is 
currently the Reader in Time Based Media at Wimbledon 
College of Art, University of the Arts, London, and is also 
a Lecturer at the Royal College of Art Sculpture School. 
He has a long history of carrying out projects in 
collaboration with various public institutions. These have 
included residencies and commissions for: Arts Council 
England, Papworth Hospital (Heart and Lung Transplant 
Unit), The Science Museum, London, Dundee 
Contemporary Arts, Grizedale Arts, London Arts, Dundee 
Contemporary Arts, Camden Arts Centre, The Serpentine 
Gallery, Book Works, National Sculpture Factory (Cork, 
Ireland), British School at Rome, the Wellcome Trust, 
London, Monash University, (Melbourne Australia), 
University of Tasmania, (Hobart, Australia) and The 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. Jordan 
Baseman has received grants from the Arts Humanities 
Research Council, the British Council, the Henry Moore 
Foundation, the Wellcome Trust, and London Arts Board. 

For more information, please visit: 
www.jordanbaseman.co.uk 

Jordan Baseman was interviewed by Antennae in Winter 
2008© 
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TAXIDERMY CHIC

Although Polly Morgan has been working as an artist for only three years, the tableaux she creates 
using taxidermied animals, make disquieting observations about beauty and mortality, and have 
attracted plenty of attention in the celebrity circles. 
Interview by Giovanni Aloi 

Polly Morgan 
Someone on the Phone, mixed media, 2007 © 
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olly Morgan has been tipped as ‘Britain’s hottest 
bird stuffer’ and looking at the success her recent 
work has encountered, it would be difficult to 
argue otherwise. Last year, Kate Moss bought 

one of her taxidermied pieces, placing Morgan’s work on 
tabloid’s pages. This is an overall rare transition when it 
comes to contemporary art. Making it to the pages of 
‘easy-read newspapers’ has happened to the likes of 
Damien Hirst and Tracy Emin, predominantly due to the 
laughing stock element included in their work that so 
much appeals to mass fruition. The level of ‘contextual 
distortion’ occurring in the transition from gallery space 
to tabloid press can be overpowering, but Morgan’s work 
was instead featured with the paradoxical reverence that 
some eccentric celebrity behaviour usually encounters. 
Since then, a queue of ‘A list’ celebrities has formed 
outside Morgan’s studio in the hope of finding their 
perfectly taxidermied piece of art. At the opening of 
‘Animal Magic’ at Eleven Gallery in London, her most 
recent group show to date, actor Jude Law was a 
relatively unexpected presence in a small gallery space 
crowded to excess.  

Morgan’s artistic fortune is relatively young; 3 
years ago, the break through happened with a piece 
included in Banksy’s big hit Christmas show Santa's 
Ghetto on London’s Oxford Street. Since then she has 
been picked up by the Gagosian director Mollie Dent-
Brocklehurst, and her work now sells for £8,000-£30,000 
attracting not only the attention of celebrities, but also 
that of serious collectors such as David Roberts and 
Anita Zabludowicz.
We met with Polly to discuss her taxidermied success. 

On the homepage of your website we read: “ All 
taxidermied animals are either road casualties 
or have been donated to the artist by pet owners 
and vets after natural or unpreventable deaths.” 
What are the moral and ethical concerns of a 
contemporary artist/taxidermist? 

I don’t speak for anyone but myself where ethics are 
concerned, but I believe it would be perverse to take the 
life of an animal only to attempt to recreate what’s lost. 
Neither do I see it as being in any way necessary, as 
animals die all the time, it is the taxidermists job to track 
them down. I think killing would be at best lazy and at 
worst immoral. I believe that most members of the Guild 
of Taxidermy are opposed to hunting and killing 
specifically for the purposes of taxidermy. 

You are a member of the Guild of Taxidermists. 
are there many other artists-members of the 
guild? 

I don’t know of any artists members that don’t work with 
taxidermy. I’m sure there are many members of the guild  
who would call themselves artists, Emily Mayer being the 
best known of these. 

You are currently part of a big group show at 
white cube in Hoxton (London). Your piece ‘M.S. 
Found in a Bottle’ features a messenger pigeon 
lying in a huddle in the bottom of a bottle. the 
work is exhibited alongside art by the Chapman 
brothers, Damien Hirst, Tracey Emin, Julian 
Schnabel, and Cindy Sherman. The show, entitled 
‘You Dig the Tunnel, I’ll Hide the Soil’, is curated 
by the artist and writer Harland Miller in 
collaboration with Irene Bradbury. It is staged in 
anticipation of the bicentenary of Edgar Allan 
Poe’s birth (1809) and it the explores the 
enduring legacy and cult status of the American 
writer. 
How do you feel your work fits within this 
context and along with the other artists’ work? 

The artists involved were all asked to interpret Poe’s 
tales and due to that brief the works share a similar tone. I 
believe my work was chosen not only for its macabre 
element, but also because taxidermy was a popular 
pursuit/artform in the period in which Poe lived and 
wrote. Animals feature frequently in his tales and are 
used as portents in myths and fairytales. 

You also have another group show coming up in 
May at eleven gallery in London called Animal 
Magic. Here your work will be exhibited next to 
that of legendary Tessa Farmer and Suzi and 
Olly. What will we see on show? 

At the time of writing I expect to include four works: 
one, titled ‘Living Room’, is what appears to be an empty, 
clear plastic box atop a white plinth. On closer inspection 
you see the tiny, day-old quail chick that stands in the 
corner of the box, looking out into the empty space. The 
second piece (as yet untitled) is of a long-tailed tit lying 
on it’s back with it’s head flopping over the edge of a 
miniature leather bound prayer book. There is a lit 
miniature crystal chandelier hanging above it.  The third (as 
yet untitled) is of a hare sitting on it’s hind legs, apparently 
trapped within a large round bottle. The neck is narrow 
and sealed with a cork. The fourth is of a magpie standing 
in an aggressive pose on the handset of an old bakelite 
telephone. 

In 2005, Banksy spotted your first four bell-jar 
pieces and offered you a pitch at his temporary 
Christmas gallery on oxford street: Santa's 
Ghetto. How did taxidermy fit with the rest of 
the works? 

P 
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I think what they were doing with Santa’s Ghetto was 
finding artists who had not taken the traditional route of 
foundation and art college. Hence the inclusion of a 
number of graffiti artists who’s work had previously only 
been ‘exhibited’ illegally on city walls.I have never been 
taught to draw or to sculpt but my training in taxidermy 
was what led me to exhibit as an artist. 

You have only been a practicing artist for the 
past three years, but you were recently all over 
the papers when Kate Moss purchased one of 
your works. How did that happen?  

I don’t know how it came to be written about but I don’t 
think either she or I made it public and I’m reluctant to 
talk on her behalf.  

What did she like about the piece? 

She loved and tried to buy a piece that had sold and so I 
made her a similar work. She returned to the gallery to 
buy a second piece some time later. As for why she liked 
them, your guess is as good as mine. 

You have since been picked up by the Gagosian 
Gallery and your creations are sought after by 
collectors like David Roberts, Harry 
Handelsman, and Anita Zabludowicz. Is 
taxidermy back in fashion?  

I have had a solo show curated by Mollie Dent-
Brocklehurst, who has been a director of the Gagosian 
Galleries in New York and London – my show was 
independent of either galleries. If a new generation of 
people are buying contemporary taxidermy then I suppose 
you could say it is back in fashion but it’s hard for me to 
judge as I’m so involved in it I can’t look at it impartially. 

Polly Morgan 
Still Life After Death, mixed media, 2006 © 
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Do you think taxidermy is currently respected in 
the art scene? 

I think if the taxidermy is executed well and displayed 
sensitively it is always taken seriously. In the past, 
taxidermists didn’t have the tools available to modern 
taxidermists (i.e. cameras to record images to study) and 
their work naturally suffered as a result. This, along with the 
fashion for anthropomorphising animals (i.e. Walter Potter) 
led some people to view it as comical and entertaining, 
which it can be. 

How did you get involved in taxidermy? 

I wanted to preserve a corpse in the moments between 
death and decay. I liked the idea of having apparently dead 
looking birds lying on my windowsills at home but knowing 
that they’d never rot. I didn’t have the money to 
commission a taxidermist to do this for me,  so  I  bought  a 

book online and eventually found a taxidermist in 
Scotland who offered lessons. I took a day lesson, 
mounted a pigeon (alive looking at this point) and 
practised alone for the next year with the occasional visit 
back to my teacher to evaluate my progress. 

In ‘Love’ we see an ‘inseparable’ lying on a 
mirror of an old chest of drawers. The ‘tears’ 
around the bird seem reminiscent of Man Ray’s 
famous photograph ‘Tears’ from the 30’s. How 
much of a role does surrealist imagery play in 
your work?  

I’m happy to admit that, due to my lack of schooling in 
art, my knowledge of and familiarity with bygone artists is 
very limited. I did a series of pieces where birds were 
lying in the scoops of melting spoons. This was something 
I reached by thinking about Dali’s use of props in many of 
his   paintings,   but particularly in ‘Sleep’, where folds and 

Polly Morgan 
To Every Seed, His Own Body, mixed media, 2006 © 
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features on the sleeping head were propped up by little 
wooden sticks. I like to present my birds flopping over 
the edges of things and this is something Dali does with 
his melting clocks. I find you can convey a sense of 
something’s weight this way, however small. 

Are there any artists’ in particular that inform 
your practice? 

I’m rarely consciously inspired by other artists’ work. 
That’s not to say I haven’t been, but if I have I have not 
been aware of it. Every person is a product of their 
surroundings and I would say it is the life I have led, with 
it’s myriad of influences that has inspired my work. Art is 
just one of many small parts. 

My piece ‘For Sorrow’ has often been compared 
to Dali’s ‘Lobster Telephone’. I can honestly say I was not 
familiar with that work and came to making my piece by 
thinking of my own fear of ringing telephones, the 
receivers of which have so often been the bearers of  bad  

 

news. I took the magpie from the proverb ‘one for 
sorrow, two for joy etc..’ and placed it on an old bakelite 
phone because the colours and shape mirrored the bird.  
I have since looked up the lobster telephone and can see 
why people have drawn these conclusions. Who knows? 
Perhaps I had seen it before and it was in my 
subconscious. 

A good taxidermist is a sculptor and naturalist in 
one, and needs to have a good knowledge of the 
anatomy of the animal they are preserving. 
Which one of these do you think is your 
predominant personality? 

Despite the fact that I do my own taxidermy, I don’t 
think of myself as a taxidermist, as I am not one in the 
traditional sense. I have been known to remove the legs 
of a bird to make a piece more streamlined. A 
taxidermist, who is trying to recreate the animal as 
accurately   as   possible,  would never do this. There are  

Polly Morgan 
Still Life After Death, Sudeley Castle Reconstruction 1 show. July 1 - Oct 31 2006, detail, mixed media, 2006 © 
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elements of sculpture in my work but since this comes 
under the term artist, I am happy to be known as such. 

Which taxidermic technique do you use? 

The traditional one of binding bodies with wood wool & 
string and running wires along the bones and through the 
armature. 

What do you think of the use of taxidermy in 
Damien Hirst’s work? 

I think he’s used it to great effect. 

What are you currently working on? 

I’m making a life size representation of some of the first 
ever sketches of future flying machines, when it was 
thought we would be drawn in carriages by birds in the 
sky. I am using white backed vultures wearing harnesses 
that will appear to be lifting a wooden cart off the ground. 

Polly Morgan was interviewed for Antennae in Spring 2008 ©  
Many thanks to Kim Wagner  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  For more information please visit www.pollymorgan.com 

Polly Morgan 
Bistroteque Commission (part  4), mixed media, 2006 © 

Polly Morgan 
Study for Rest a Little on the Lap of Life, 
mixed media, 2005 © 
 

Polly Morgan is a British artist working in London. 
She was born in 1980 and began working as an artist in 
2005. A love for animals and desire to preserve them 
;ed her to learn taxidermy, under the tutelage of 
taxidermist George Jamieson. Since then she has 
gravitated towards making still lives involving animals. 
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MULTIMEDIA
TAXIDERMY 

Andrea Roe's work uses taxidermy to examine the nature of human and animal biology, behaviour, 
communication and interaction within specific ecological contexts. 
Interview by Eric Frank 

Andrea Roe 
Blackbird-Menagerie, blackbird, table, interactive control system, DVD. Bird mechanics, Darren Cox interactive control system, 
Richard Brown, 2007 © 
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everal residencies have introduced Andrea Roe to 
different types of institutions, ranging from the 
Wellcome Trust to the Crichton Psychiatric 

Hospital, Dumfries, where she learned about and 
responded to research projects and collections. Through 
photography, film and installation, Roe translates scientific 
research on the psychology of animal behaviour into 
artworks that are experienced physically as unfamiliar, 
visceral sensory encounters. 

In 2005, Roe was awarded a 12-month 
Leverhulme Trust residency at the National Museums of 
Scotland, Edinburgh, where working among scientists she 
has become interested in capturing the critical moments 
of the process of taxidermy, a practice often thought of 
as macabre or gruesome. Roe, however, believes there is 
something poetic, if not beautiful about transforming 
dead animals into specimens that appear to be alive. Her 
particular interest lies in the sensory experience of 
taxidermy which she argues is a mixture of scientific 
process and art form. Her aim was to bring this to a 
wider audience via film, still photography and interactive 
displays through the use of animatronics. 'Each specimen 
represents a combination of the taxidermist's knowledge 
and aesthetic judgement. I want to reveal the hidden skill 
and process of taxidermy and to show some of the 
research behind the temporary exhibitions at NMS.' 

Andrea's work attempts to entice the viewer and 
to share her understanding of the animal's life. This is in 
contrast to the usual display of animals, which focuses on 
the finished specimen. 

Your work examines the nature of human and 
animal biology, behaviour, communication and 
is designed to awaken experiences of wonder in 
nature, science and folklore. What role does 
taxidermy play in all this? 

I use taxidermy in my work as it enables me to create a 
gallery specific context (as opposed to museum) where 
the spectator is confronted with an animal at close 
quarters displayed in a way that they would not normally 
encounter.  

For instance with Blackbird Menagerie, an 
animatronic, taxidermied bird perches on a mahogany 
table stand, and although it's static at first, it comes to life 
when it sees itself being cut open as part of the taxidermy 
process. The video dramatically unfolds with the music of 
Wagner's Tristan and Isolde, climaxing at the cutting 
open of its breast with a shriek and a tail flick from the 
animated blackbird. 

The elements of the work interact with each 
other and the viewer - the video, the taxidermied bird on 
its table and the evocative sound track combine to 
perhaps move the spectator through a range of 
emotional   states;   sentiment,   anticipation,   shock  and  

release. We suspend our disbelief and care about what 
happens to the bird, even though everything is artifice. 

Your installations are experienced physically as 
unfamiliar, visceral sensory encounters. Why? 

I use recognisable natural elements, such as animal skins, 
but re-present or recombine them sometimes with 
technological parts, the combination then producing a 
sensory experience. The resulting effect is rather odd, as 
it mimics in a mechanistic way the very sophisticated 
systems that give an animal life and individuality. 

Cat Whisker Corridor was made during an art 
residency in a psychiatric hospital, where I observed how 
some people avoided open spaces and stayed close to 
walls. The installation resulted from combining this 
observation with how cats gauge whether they can fit 
through narrow spaces with the nerves in the ends of 
their whiskers.  

The installation is experienced walking along the 
corridor between the two lines of planted cat whiskers, 
avoiding touching the whiskers, you become aware of 
your own physicality and body width.  

In other works it is the arrangement of the 
natural elements that produce a sensory and visceral 
experience, such as with 60 wrens, a tight feathered 
mound of cabinet skins systematically stacked, producing 
a claustrophobic mass of wren. 

You worked on a Leverhulme Trust residency at 
the National Museums of Scotland, Edinburgh, 
researching among scientists in order to capture 
the critical moments of the process of 
taxidermy. Since when have you been interested 
in taxidermy? 

My Mum says since I was a kid! She first took me to the 
Natural History museums in London and Kendal and 
around the animal collections in Yorkshire's stately 
homes and parks. Then later, whilst studying at Edinburgh 
I opted for a Natural History class led by John Busby. He 
organised weekly minibus trips to remote places, which 
included a behind the scenes visit to the taxidermy 
department at NMS. A memorable moment was when 
the taxidermist opened a filing cabinet of assorted glass 
eyes and a whole shelf of glowing, pink albinos were 
exposed, and then another, with eyes designed to be 
forever caught in a headlamp beam.  

Five years on, during a drawing trip to the Bass 
Rock I came across a magnificent fresh dead gannet, 
which I carried home and after borrowing a friend's 
freezer to store the bird, I rang the taxidermists at NMS 
for advice. It was soon after this that I joined the UK 
Guild of Taxidermists and volunteered at NMS as a bird 
preparator,   cleaning and making up cabinet skins for the  

S 
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museum collection. 
It was an interesting time to be in the department 

as they were preparing for what was to be an 
extraordinary exhibition, Cats…the ultimate predators. The 
taxidermists were producing displays to capture unusual 
or momentary behaviours that demonstrated particular 
behaviours or adaptations and this was fascinating. As 
were the strange deliveries, for instance a packed box of 
leaves for the display of an African Golden Cat posted 
direct from Gabon! 

It was around this time that I applied for a 
Leverhulme Trust Award so that I could formalise and 
identify a new role for myself at the museum.

How did you find being an artist amongst 
scientists? 

I think I was fortunate that I'd had time prior to beginning 

the residency, to build close friendships with the 
taxidermists. Thanks to their extraordinary kindness I 
gained access behind the scenes to the rooms where 
animal skins and eggs are stored in purpose built cabinets, 
each room with its own distinctive smell. The vast 
underground store and the vivid conversations I had with 
the curators and taxidermists created an interest beyond 
the animal collections, to the collectors who donate 
personal diaries and field studies along with their lifetime 
collections to the museum.  

It was a privilege to be based in the Natural 
Sciences department and to peer in on a research team 
where individuals would pool their knowledge, compare 
photos, watch videos of animal behaviour and argue over 
artistry and accuracy of pose. The cross-wind 
conversations were most enjoyable, often rich with 
species-specific detail and always splattered with black 
humour.  

Andrea Roe 
60 Wrens, Cabinet Skins, National Museum of Scotland, 2006 © 
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What did you learn about taxidermy at the 
National Museum of Scotland? 

I learnt how difficult it is to do it well. In setting up an 
animal for a particular pose the taxidermist has to have a 
deep knowledge of the behaviours and anatomical 
adaptations of animals as well as being aware of the 
aesthetic appeal of a pose. It became clear that I wanted 
to work with and expose the process of taxidermy and 
not necessarily create finished mounts. I was aware of the 
advantage of looking in on the process as an outsider and 
able to identify areas of interest rather than seeing the 
process as a means to an end.  

The preparation involves assessing the specimen, 
measuring wing, tail, leg and bill and much note-taking. 
Then when the bird is cut open, more note-taking and 
remarkable things are sometimes revealed…on one 
occasion I discovered a fully developed egg inside. The 
information   stored   with   the   cabinet   skins   became  

fascinating reading as it identifies where the animal was 
found and the cause of death, which would often reveal 
something about the animal's life. It was noted for 
instance that a green woodpecker was killed by two 
gibbons at the zoo! 

How does the multimedia-approach of your art 
practice address taxidermy?  

I use a variety of multimedia approaches across a range of 
media, including video, photography and sound. I address 
taxidermy using multimedia in both a factual documentary 
fashion, as reference material and as a creative medium in 
its own right.  

The documentation approach is used to reveal 
hidden and behind the scenes aspects of the taxidermy 
process including the personalities and characters of 
people working in taxidermy.  

Creatively I have used video to reveal the factual 
aspects of the taxidermy process, which I then extend 
into a fictional narrative.  

In the museum birds are stored frozen in a deep 
freeze until ready to be worked on. When the bird is 
defrosted via a microwave it feels warm to touch like a 
living bird. I created a video narrative "Frozen Bird" of a 
bird from a chest freezer being taken out of the 
microwave and using stop frame animation, the bird 
comes to life as it lies cusped in my hands. 

Another example is "Kingfisher" where I isolated 
particular stages of the taxidermy process, showing the 
preparation of a mount, capturing the moment the bird 
changes in appearance from a formless skin to a 
recognisable bird. An interesting change happens when 
the eyes are inserted and the skin still attached at the 
beak, goes back over the head. It is this particular 
moment when the raw material is transformed into a 
believable live animal. The footage is set to an acoustic 
piece of music by Goldfrapp where the melodic rhythms 
seem to intensify the transformation. 

Could you talk to us about ‘The Isle of Groans’? 

In The Isle of Groans an animated hybrid rabbit is seen 
exploring the natural world of woodland, fungi and cliffs 
to a soundtrack of bird-song and rustling leaves. It has 
affinities with the nature documentary, tracking a single 
day in the life of its animal protagonist who appears to be 
searching for something, safety, food or others of its own 
kind.  

The Isle of Groans is one of two dvds produced 
in 2005 with Richard Brown for Big Dreams, 
commissioned for the BASIS project.  The scene is set on 
the Isle of May where rabbits live underground with 
puffins and a Fire-Blower. The idea came about after 
visiting   the  island and hearing deep groans coming from  

Andrea Roe 
Cat Whisker Corridor, cat whiskers and glue, 2007 © 
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the rabbit burrows, not realising that this was puffins, I 
imagined and scripted a character the Fire-blower, who 
could be creating these sounds. 

In this work small scale models were filmed and 
combined with footage of existing places, people and 
animals, to produce a surreal contrast of nature and 
artifice, an alteration of perspective and scale, merging 
the real and the imaginary. 

Robin Arseneault devised poetic text plates 
which divide the narrative and lead us into a dreamworld 
inspired by ideas of memory, time and place. 

‘60 Wrens’ is a particularly striking work. Could 
you tell us how the idea for it came about? 

It was after reading an article on Birds of Britain, a web 
magazine, which described that although wrens are 
unsocial during the day they pack into communal roosts 
during  severe  weather.  It  described  how  they  arrange  

themselves systematically inside a nesting box with heads 
to the centre and tails to the sides. I was imagining how 
sixty roosting wrens would look, lying three layers deep, 
and decided to re-enact this behaviour by counting out 
cabinet skins and stacking them within the defined space 
of a nest-box. The wrens have identification labels so 
although together they form a mass of wren I like the 
idea that it is individual wrens collected from all over 
Britain that meet for a final communal roost. 

Historically there are different styles in 
taxidermy, each allowing the taxidermist to 
convey a substantially different interpretation 
of the animal. Which is your preferred 
taxidermy style and why? 

I'm not sure I like taxidermy when presented as an 
isolated animal within a vitrine case - I find the 
objectification of  the  animal  macabre  and  the  motives  

Andrea Roe 
Kingfisher, kingfisher, dvd, taxidermy: Peter Summers, 2006 © 
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somewhat questionable. When looking at a 
representation of animal behaviour presented in 
taxidermic form I am also aware of the leap of 
imagination I have to make so as to believe it represents 
something living.  

In terms of style I prefer seeing animals within a 
version of their natural habitat, as in a diorama, revealing 
forms of behaviour which occur when they are relaxed 
and away from humans. I actively dislike dramatic action 
poses which are prevalent and popular in American 
taxidermy and are associated with hunting and trophy 
heads.  

Where did you learn your taxidermy technique? 
Are there techniques that are better than 
others? 

I count myself extremely lucky to have watched and 
learned from the master taxidermist Peter Summers, 
who has a lifetime of experience  and  knowledge  in  the  

field. I began by filming him working at the NMS in order 
to capture particular moments of taxidermy, where his 
deft handling of a bird seems to replicate the bird's 
technique of preening or organising its own feathers.  
I was amazed to hear from him that there is no definitive 
way to prepare a mount, opinions differ at all stages of 
the process and each taxidermist spends time developing 
his own style and technique which identifies his work 
from another craftsman.  

I noticed that Peter explains bird movement and 
behaviour in relation to his own body, at times not 
appearing to differentiate between the animal and himself. 
His knowledge of animals and his ability to represent 
them in a natural pose are in my mind unmatched in their 
delicacy and superfine accuracy. So having watched Peter 
at work, I would say his technique is superior to that of 
others. 

Why is taxidermy back in fashion? 

Media attention resulting from celebrities such as Kate 
Moss and her acquisition of taxidermic artwork from 
Polly Morgan might be a contributing factor in making 
taxidermy appear more fashionable.  

It has been claimed that contemporary 
taxidermy is a ’very female business’. Or that in 
other words women represent the majority in 
the passing on of the art. What are your views? 

Traditional taxidermy still tends to be male dominated, 
though there are certainly more women attending the 
UK Taxidermy Guild conferences, and these are often 
young female art students who present different ways of 
representing animals and arranging skin. I think individuals 
like Emily Meyer (ex-chair of the Guild) have been 
fundamental in easing access for women at these 
conferences.  

Aside from the Channel4 documentary 'Stuff the 
World', which somewhat damaged the image of British 
taxidermy, the redefinition of the craft aligns it with 
conservation and education rather than hunting and 
trading of animal skins, so maybe women now find it 
more acceptable as an artistic medium.  

What do you think of Damien Hirst’s use of 
taxidermy? 

I remember the experience of walking through Mother 
and Child Divided and acknowledging the beauty and 
complexity of the animals but also the contradictory 
feeling of guilty unease in enjoying the spectacle.  

I find I'm visually awed but still uncomfortable with 
Hirst's use of taxidermy, though recognise his tactics of 
using  animals  as  a  vehicle  for  jolting  us  into  a state of  

Andrea Roe 
Paddling Gull, herring gull, motor, Meccano, power supply 
bird mechanics, Darren Cox, taxidermy, Peter Summers 
photo credit, John K McGregor eca , 2006 © 
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awareness of our vulnerability and mortality. 

What are your views of Angela Singer’s botched 
taxidermy? 

I really like and identify with her work. She speaks from and 
for the animal, using recycled taxidermy in an attempt to 
somehow compensate for the personal history of the 
animal and help reclaim it's dignity.  

At the same time the work shows the evidence of 
the animal's brutal death which acts as a reminder of the 
true horror of trophy hunting.  

Could you explain your ‘animatronic taxidermy’? 
Where did the idea come from? 

I was at the exhibition Afterlife, at Bowes Museum and 
saw a work by Neil Hamon of a taxidermied hare which 
appeared to be breathing its last breath, and then in the 
permanent collection I watched the Silver Swan perform. 
It was probably after seeing these two works that I began 
to think about how I might use automata in my own 
work. I'd previously created kinetic art works, but had 
always used simple and quite basic mechanisms. 

I was fascinated watching gulls foot-paddle and I immediately 
wanted to recreate this behaviour.  With the first version of 
Paddling Gull, I worked with Darren Cox a clockmaker at 
NMS who designed the leg mechanism. The Paddling Gull 
was shown amongst other works in an exhibition 'Out of 
Time' set within the collections of the Hunterian Zoology 
Museum curated by artist Kate Foster. I was interested to 
make work that could exist as an interactive exhibit in an 
educational context but also be shown in a gallery where its 
obsessive foot-stomping would be interpreted quite 
differently.  

After making this work I began to imagine creating 
smaller and more subtle movements in birds, such as the 
blink of an eye or the tilt of a head. 

I then began to investigate alternative mechanisms 
and was advised by cybernetician Richard Brown to look at 
servos and muscle wire. Muscle wire is a fantastic material 
that behaves like a miniature muscle, contracting under 
electrical current, which led me to think the effect might be 
used to lift a butterfly's wing. As butterflies are so 
dependant on sunlight I chose solar panels to power and 
present Butterfly. 

What are you currently working on? 

I've just read Len Howard's books 'Birds as Individuals' 
and 'Living with Birds' in which she writes her thoughts 
on the superior intelligence of great tits based on 
her experience of studying and recording the detail of 
their life histories as they took possession of her home, 
Bird Cottage. 

The intimacy that she experiences with these birds 
greatly interests me as it leads to her recognising the birds 
as individual characters and personalities. I found these 
texts most inspiring and I am now thinking about the 
individual bird and its personal story as a way of creating 
intrigue rather than representing the behavioural habits of 
an entire species. 

Andrea Roe studied for her undergrad in sculpture at 
Edinburgh College of Art and later completed her MFA at 
London's Chelsea College of Art and Design. Recent exhibitions 
include Menagerie, eca festival show, Edinburgh, Out of Time, 
Zoology Museum, Glasgow, Big Cat Sighting, SAC, Aberdeen, 
Incidental Relationships, Ateliers Hoherweg, Dusseldorf, Rabbit 
Run, 210 Gallery, Wellcome Trust, London and Close Shave, 
Mafuji Gallery, London. Andrea lives in Edinburgh where she 
works as a part-time lecturer in sculpture at Edinburgh College 
of Art. She is also a member of the Guild of Taxidermists and 
volunteers in Natural Sciences at the National Museums of 
Scotland. 

For more information please visit 
www.incidentalrelationships.com 
Andrea Roe was interviewed by Antennae in Spring 2008© 

Andrea Roe 
Territorial Tendencies, robin and mirror, 2008 © 
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HOW TO EXPLAIN
SCULPTURE TO A 
DEAD OWL 

Claire Morgan’s work contains the attempt to bring forth and render visible the closed realm of 
nature. However, in her work this realm is shown as being systematically threatened, and the 
sculptures present an implicit critique of the contemporary world. 
Text by Darren Ambrose 

Claire Morgan 
Captive, detail, torn polythene shopping bags, an owl and five mice, nylon, lead, photo Claire Morgan, 2008 ©

First shown as part of The Fall, London©
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rtistic creativity is at all times a use of the earth 
in the fixing in place of truth in the figure.’ 

(Heidegger, ‘On the Origin of the Work of Art’, p. 189) 

A profound sense of melancholic unease and anxiety 
awaits the visitor to sculptor Claire Morgan’s 
confrontational first solo show The Fall. The works in 
this show also manage to achieve that very rarest of 
things - an alteration, modification and opening of our 
vision onto the world. The four delicate sculptures that 
make up this exhibition speak eloquently of a state of 
emergency in being where everything in nature has 
seemingly become frozen and trapped in a state of 
catastrophic collapse. In her sculptures nature stands at 
the autumnal threshold of death and transformation, 
leaves dry and shrivel, seeds fall to earth and animals 
forage for sustenance, but all seemingly without the hope 
of renewal from an emergent fecund spring to come. 
Autumn’s fall is frozen in time; the natural cycles of death, 
decay and renewal have been mysteriously and 
disastrously interrupted and appear as having been halted 
forever. In Morgan’s art the resonant natural rhythms of 
the earth have become petrified and sterile, and she 
irretrievably implicates our world in this absolute 
disaster. 

The first sculpture to be encountered as you 
enter the gallery, Captive, has a Tawny Owl crashing to 
earth frozen and encased in a delicate cage of torn 
polythene fragments suspended from fine nylon threads, 
its eye no longer on the petrified mice prey but staring 
back up at us, perhaps imploring us to follow headlong 
into its disastrous fall to earth, perhaps implicating us in 
its violent demise. Perhaps this is the owl of Minerva 
spreading its wings only at the falling of dusk, except now 
the owl too falls. Its reflective wisdom appears to be 
diminished and is cruelly captured for a fragmentary 
moment before its death. It is possible that the owl 
demands an explanation from us, by way of a response. 
An explanation full of tenderness and care… 

The owl’s invitation for us to fall serves as a 
necessary prelude to the three other sculptures in the 
show, leading us to collapse head over heels with the 
suspended bluebottles which tumble in a stepped 
spiralling line downwards in Head Over Heels. We are 
implored to follow the vertiginous pursuit of the bird 
crashing through suspended leaf debris towards its prey 
in The Chase before confronting the largest and perhaps 
most impressive sculptural installation of all, a piece 
where nature itself seemingly spells out in falling natural 
debris of seeds, leaves and flies the words The Fall. Here 
the autumnal debris swings fixed and suspended just ever 
so slightly above the earth, where the vital circuit of 
contact enabling renewal and growth has become 
inhibited; the open flow and ongoing future of natural life  

has become closed down into a moment of suspended 
dead time. The closed realm of nature in which our 
culture and world dwells, on the brink of a terrible 
disaster, is brought into visibility and coaxed into 
speaking our language. These are extremely provocative 
works which have the capacity to solicit a very powerful 
confrontation with our established ways of being towards 
and thinking about the very source of our cultural 
dwelling – the earth and nature. This engagement with 
nature is staged through a careful consideration of natural 
rhythms and cycles, an intricate and rigorous handling of 
familiar organic material, presenting an almost taxonomic 
suspension of both natural and artificial matter, and an 
ambitious effort to posit through works of art an appeal 
for an urgent renegotiation of our relationship to the 
earth. In her sculptures the rhythmic and fecund chaos of 
organic nature becomes subject to an almost parodic 
sense of surgical control, constraint, balance and 
geometric form, serving to dramatically display man’s 
increasingly disastrous calculative efforts to dominate and 
utilise the earth on which they dwell through reason, 
technology and culture. In the midst of such utilitarian 
calculation and serial control over the natural 
environment Morgan forces us to question and to 
contemplate again our most basic and fundamental 
orientation towards the very source of our life and being. 
By freezing the ongoing flow of life (which is depicted 
here not merely as an inevitable slide towards death but 
as a movement or descent towards complete disaster) 
Morgan, through the unique affectivity of art, is forcing us 
to open our vision and sincerely address the question of 
our origins in the desperate hope of averting the 
catastrophe to come. 

Art as an origin 

‘There is much in being that man cannot master. There is 
but little that comes to be known.’ (Heidegger, 'On 
the Origin of the Work of Art', p. 178) 

Morgan’s sculptural material is ordinary, familiar and 
everyday, but this material is transfigured through the 
rigour of formal composition into becoming resonant 
with a mysterious melancholic power that allows it to be 
unfamiliar to us again. The significance of Morgan’s 
handling and transfiguration of material is crucial in 
understanding the capacity of her work to address vital 
and critical questions of our relation to the earth. These 
sculptures stage a dramatic and conflictual encounter 
between culture and nature which speaks powerfully of 
art’s capacity to function as a vital encounter and 
culturally originating gesture. In the contemporary world 
art is an increasingly empty category, a vapid and banal 
collective social term under which we merely normatively 
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classify certain objects, certain phenomena and certain 
practices. Under the current dominant social assemblage 
art is merely synonymous with an art industry, marketing 
and capital. Art exists as a flat classificatory term, 
disclosing more about the existing and historical social 
assemblages of power, ideology and capital than anything 
of intrinsic and transcendent worth. It is clear that such a 
collective understanding of art has neither the capacity 
nor the power to interpret, understand or be affected by 
encounters with its own objects; it merely reduces them 
to the superficially familiar by absorbing and consuming 
them. The question of the essence of art and the artwork 
remains undisclosed by such a calculative approach, and 
even less frequently does it become an object of rigorous 
and sincere reflection and thought. So just where do we 
encounter the artwork anymore? Where are its affective 
mysteries and challenges to our established ways of 
thinking, seeing, feeling and being to be experienced? 

What   art   is   must   be something inferred and 

interpreted from the artwork alone, from its material, 
from its form, and from its perceived aesthetic affectivity.  

Here is where one must address the question of 
what the artwork is, what it consists of, and what it does. 
Art often appears as something familiar and its objects 
are present as readily available objects. Whilst the 
material element of the artwork is seemingly irreducible, 
the aesthetic affectivity of the artwork seems to be 
something over and above that material element. The 
ordinary manages to provoke a sense of the 
extraordinary. However, this process remains somewhat 
mysterious, and to answer the question of this unique 
affectivity is to begin to address the essence of the 
artwork. The artwork appears to manifest something 
through its materiality which goes beyond it. In a work of 
art there is something literal (material) and something 
transcendent (meaning, affectivity). Art has the capacity 
to present that which always overwhelms familiar ways of 
comprehending, consuming and being through its specific 
handling of material. Its ability to refer outside of itself, to 
utilise material to produce a transcendent and challenging 
excess of meaning and affectivity render the function of 
artworks as essentially symbolic. 

‘We believe we are at home in the immediate circle of 
beings. Beings are familiar, reliable, ordinary….However, 
at bottom, the ordinary is not ordinary; it is 
extraordinary.’ (Heidegger, ‘On the Origin of the Work 
of Art’, p. 179) 

The different materials in Morgan’s sculptures appear to 
function in an exemplary symbolic fashion. The question 
is how the work works, how to begin to understand its 
melancholic resonance, its capacity to arrest and unsettle 
our sense of the familiar, and posit a necessary 
renegotiation of the relationship between culture and 
nature. One way of approaching this problem is to 
consider the two different types of matter present in the 
sculptures, and to contemplate the significance of the two 
different realms associated with these materials. In her 
sculptures there is material which belongs to the Earth 
(leaves, seeds, flies, birds and animals), and other 
materials which belong to culture, which are seemingly 
manmade and artificial (plastic debris and nylon). Through 
these different materials Morgan is able to stage a 
conflicting encounter between two realms, between 
earth and nature and man and the cultural world. Perhaps 
it is that conflict between the different realms which 
allows Morgan’s work to produce its symbolic affect and 
resonate with all of the challenging power of truly great 
art. 

The philosopher Martin Heidegger, when 
reflecting upon the question of the essence of the 
artwork,   talks   of  the productive quality of this conflict  

Claire Morgan 
Captive, exhibition view, torn polythene shopping bags, an 
owl and five mice, nylon, lead, photo Claire Morgan, 
2008 ©

First shown as part of The Fall, 
London©
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when staged in a work of art. For him it is precisely the 
strife between incommensurable realms which allows the 
work of art to become a privileged symbolic realm for 
opening contemplation of the truth and our place in 
Being. In contemplating the nature of ancient art, 
Heidegger suggests that it was art which initially allowed 
the natural things of the earth to ‘enter into their 
distinctive shapes and thus come to appear as what they 
are.’ Art was the way in which we initially negotiated our 
understanding of and relationship to the mysteries of 
nature on the earth. The artwork is an object which 
opens up a cultural world to us, which manifests cultural 
meaning in its composition and form thereby rendering 
ourselves visible to ourselves in the midst of our ordinary 
and familiar ways of being in the world. But in doing so 
the artwork inevitably sets forth that which remains 
outside culture, and it does this through its material 
aspect. The realm of nature is brought into view through 
the material which is being used in setting up the 
composed world of the artwork, be it stone, wood, bone 
or pigment.  The artwork causes the different materials 
of the earth to come forth into the open region of its 
world, where it is subject to an approximate 
understanding, where a relationship to the earth and 
nature is in the process of being formulated and 
articulated. However, as Heidegger recognised, the earth 
is never actually fully exposed or revealed in such 
instances, it is merely brought into visibility in its essential 
non-visibility, in its ongoing mystery and concealment. 
What is significant is precisely how the artwork originally 
negotiates and sets forth a relationship to the natural 
realm which is incommensurable to human world of 
meaning and culture. This nature of this negotiation is 
vital, instructive and culturally grounding. The earth and 
nature remain impenetrable, and the most successful and 
significant artworks are precisely those that seek to 
preserve that impenetrability, making it present and 
visible in an artwork as an essentially mysterious and 
concealed realm. 

‘The earth shatters every attempt to penetrate it. It 
causes every merely calculating importunity upon it to 
turn into a destruction. This destruction may herald itself 
under the appearance of mastery and of progress in the 
form of the technical-scientific objectification of nature, 
but this mastery nevertheless remains an impotence of 
will. The earth appears openly cleared as itself only when 
it is perceived and preserved as that which is essentially 
undisclosable, that which shrinks from every disclosure 
and constantly keeps itself closed up.’ (Heidegger, On the 
Origin of the Work of Art, p. 172) 

Morgan’s work contains precisely such an attempt to 
bring forth and render visible the closed realm of nature. 
However, in her work this realm is shown as  being  sys- 

tematically threatened, and the sculptures present an 
implicit critique of the contemporary world. Here the 
human world is presented as having gone catastrophically  
awry with regard to its relation to the natural world. The 
artificial plastic and nylon material present in the artwork 
(which are utilised to construct and elaborate their 
precisely assembled forms in space) cannot but evoke the 
sterile and poisoning interventions of man upon the 
earth, both in a real and metaphorical sense; these are 
substances which cannot decompose and be transformed 
within the rhythms of natural time being used to reify and 
immobilise the flow of nature. These artificial materials 
are used by Morgan to surgically suspend, surround and 
capture the natural materials of the earth, to halt their 
descent. Her sculptures carefully and deliberately 
measure this natural matter into constrained 
and petrified cubes, rectangles and oblongs. Our 
disastrous cultural relationship to nature and the 
earth in all its fragmentary glory is dramatically 
emphasised and parodied by this almost machinic and 
serial formation of organic matter within the sculptures. 
Flies are arranged in delicate lines of flight, tumbling in a 
geometrical descent; leaf debris is meticulously assembled 
into a airborne trap capturing a bird’s pursuit of its prey; 
the natural debris of autumn is suspended from long 
pieces of transparent nylon so that it hangs swaying 
in a perfect solid line across the gallery space. Yet 
the natural material continues to convey a powerful 
sense of mystery despite such calculated constraint and 
formal immobility. Indeed, paradoxically Morgan’s 
rigorous and surgical treatment of this material serves 
only to set forth the mysterious weight of nature into 
the visible and affective realm that much more 
powerfully. 

Beyond the established everyday nature of 
contemporary existence, where the earth has become 
stratified and arrogantly exploited by calculative technology, 
Morgan’s work, like Beuys’ work before her, demonstrates 
that there is still something else that happens. The 
possibility of social renewal and a healing of our fractured 
relationship to nature is offered by this work, despite the 
horror of seemingly inevitable and impending catastrophe.  
In the midst of our world her work arrests time (the 
contemporary time of impending catastrophe and the fall) 
and allows an open place of questioning, understanding, and 
contemplation to occur. Only such a space can enable and 
allow us a necessary passage back to those beings that we 
ourselves are not, and access to the being that we ourselves 
are, and might yet become. This is art which offers us 
passage back to the origin of things. 

Darren Ambrose is Programme Director of the Centre for 
research in Philosophy and Literature at Warwick 
University. 
Text reprinted with permission © 
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IN CONVERSATION
WITH CLAIRE 
MORGAN 

We met with Claire Morgan to discuss her gravity defying sculptures and the use of taxidermy in 
her work. 
Interview by Giovanni Aloi & Eric Frank 

Claire Morgan 
Machine says No, mixed media, photo Claire Morgan, 
2007 ©

First shown as part of The Fall, 
London©



56 

 
n your blog we read: “Truth to materials is 
still a significant part of my practice, but I 
have become a little more relaxed about it at 

times when it might prevent a work from 
actually being realized. My work has moved on 
from focusing on the inherent properties of 
natural materials, to exploring the relationships 
between different objects. I combine points of 
fact with contrived forms and scenarios in order 
to trigger emotional responses related to our 
limited understanding of life and death. This is 
one of the reasons I began to consider using 
taxidermy. The act of taking a dead animal and 
using its skin to create a representation of what 
it might have been in life is fascinating, as is 
thinking about what might compel someone to 
do so.” Which of your works do you feel best 
represent this ideal and why?” 

I think ‘Captive’ is a good example. The installation is not 
a representation of real situation, but there are elements 
that can be read as such within it, placed within a rather 
abstract context. The overall form of the work is based 
on a cube, the sides and bottom indicated by pieces of 
torn polythene and the top left open. An owl is 
positioned leaning forwards on its neck and head, 
apparently crashing into the corner of this cube. One the 
floor underneath the pieces of polythene are a number of 
white mice, apparently responding to the presence of the 
owl. Here I wanted to play with the notion of solidity – 
the owl has crashed into something that is in fact not a 
solid form, but the suggestion of an object whose fragility 
is demonstrated by something as slight as the movement 
of air around it. As I said, it’s not a literal representation, 
but more of a metaphorical crash or clash. The visual 
presence of the owl and mice is vital, and would not be 
possible were the animals still decaying. For this sort of 
work I think the stillness and lack of change actually says 
more than say using the real animals and have them rot, 
because the stillness is unexpected. It (hopefully) feels as 
if we have stumbled upon a situation, almost as a voyeur. 
The owl’s gaze is not directed at us but it still feels as if 
she is aware of our presence. This is something I find 
interesting about taxidermy – the eyes are the part of the 
animal that seem to animate it, make it a little more 
‘alive’, and yet the eyes are made of plastic – a good 
example of where I have moved away from truth to 
materials.  

You once said: “The notion of using animals that 
have been killed for the purpose of stuffing, as 
happens to pheasants and so on, is not 
something I am drawn to. I only want to use 
animals that have died accidentally, or through 
circumstances wholly unrelated to my own  

activities.” Could you tell us more? 

I think what I meant is that I find the tradition of hunting 
animals for pleasure and having them stuffed as trophies 
quite unpleasant. For me there is a real feeling of 
arrogance and disregard for life surrounding that sort of 
activity. I have no desire to follow that tradition and I 
would hope that my work does more to make people 
think about the animal as a living creature rather than a 
toy, though inevitably everyone has a different viewpoint 
of this kind of thing. It comes down to a matter of 
personal opinion – what a person does and doesn’t feel 
comfortable with, and where they feel the line ought to 
be drawn. Some people would no doubt see my work as 
being no different than the kind of taxidermy I described. 
It is a really tricky question. 

Where did you learn your taxidermy technique? 

I taught myself with the aid of some books. 
For me, it is important to use traditional processes within 
my work, rather than using the pre-made body forms 
that are available.  

Are there techniques that are better than 
others? 

I like there to be a certain level of challenge or craft in 
my practice, and so I often find myself drawn to do things 
the hard way. In fact, a lot of people are surprised that I 
even bother doing the taxidermy myself, but I am more 
of a maker than a thinker, so doing it the traditional way 
using wire and tow and wood wool and thread would 
always be my preferred method. 

Why is taxidermy back in fashion? 

I’m not sure actually. The first time I used animals in my 
work was 2002, so I don’t feel like I am personally 
moving towards taxidermy to follow a trend. When I 
began working with animals I tended to simply let them 
rot, but my work in general has recently become more 
static and this has necessitated using taxidermy. In terms 
of the recent fashion, I suppose when the work of a 
particular artist or group is striking and successful then 
other people – less recognised emerging artists – are 
naturally drawn to explore similar areas.  

But why taxidermy and not something else? 

It is easy to post-rationalise these things, but predicting a 
fashion before it begins isn’t quite so straight forward, 
and therefore I think there’s probably a lot of chance 
involved. I personally find it important not to follow 
fashions  too  closely  when  it comes to artistic practice. I  

I 
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Claire Morgan 
Making a Killing, mixed media, private collection, photo Claire Morgan, 2007 ©

First shown as part of The Fall, London©
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do work that I feel comfortable with and I would hope to 
create things that are still of interest to people after a 
certain fashion has passed.

What is the public’s reaction to the taxidermy 
included in your works? 

So far I haven’t had any aggressive responses. People 
seem to feel drawn to the animals, maybe because of the 
situations I place them within. I try to treat the specimens 
in a sensitive way. Sometimes the scenarios illustrated are 
a little violent but ultimately they explore life and death, 
and in doing so force us to acknowledge our connection 
with other living things. 

This year you had a solo exhibition entitled 
‘The Fall’. Could you tell us more about it? 

My work stems from the fact that I cannot fully 
comprehend or come to terms with life and death. I think 
this is why I recently became stuck on the idea of moving 
or falling through space. A fall is a transition from one 
place to another. It is a movement; a change. It is 
something which, once started, we cannot control or 
tether. It is unpredictable, but not necessarily unexpected 
- we all fall.

This show developed from this simple 
description. All four pieces acted as something akin to 
freeze-frames of dramatic movements through space: 
flying, falling, crashing, and everything between. Each 
piece had different metaphorical resonances but all were 
connected by this underlying theme. 

Our favourite work of yours is ‘Making a Killing’ 
(2007). How did this idea come about? 

I tend to work quite intuitively but sometimes the history 
materials themselves present me with really interesting 
ideas. I had planned a minimal piece involving butterflies 
and moths for some time, and this was to be a square 
plane at eye level. Before making the piece I was looking 
for something in my studio and found some crows I had 
stored for some time. These had never been preserved, 
but the feathers had remained intact. On opening one of 
the bags I realised it had been infested with moths which 
had devoured every tiny piece of feather but none of the 
skin or bone, leaving these quite incredible skeletal forms. 
The idea that they had been devoured and transformed 
so dramatically by such tiny creatures fascinated. For me, 
there is a lot more to the piece from that, but that’s 
where the visual idea for the piece began. 

Your installations present viewers with a 
meticulous and rather unconceivable precision. 

 
 
 

How long does it take to install your work; how 
does it travel for installation? Do you install 
your pieces on your own? 

Each work is different. Everything is dependent on the 
materials, the quantities, and so on. It can take anything 
from a few very intensive days immediately prior to an 
exhibition for an ephemeral, temporary piece, up to 
several weeks for large, complex geometric forms. Some 
can travel, some can’t, though even those that can travel 
take at least a few long days to pack and unpack. I am 
constantly developing new techniques to enable me to 
store and move my work more easily. Sometimes that is 
just not possible, for instance pieces made of dandelion 
seeds pose a major challenge. 

Whether involving taxidermy or not, your 
installations employs a highly accurate level of 
geometrisation. What role does this play in the 
works? 

It’s an important part of my work, but it is reliant on the 
fact that there is always also an element of the organic, of  

Claire Morgan 
Making a Killing, detail, mixed media, private 
collection, photo Claire Morgan, 2007 ©

First shown as part of The Fall,
London©
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chaos, or of violent movement disrupting the precision of 
this geometry. This is usually where the animals play an 
important role, and where the work becomes more than 
just a demonstration of labour or craft. 

At times your work also involves, the ‘rotting’ of 
organic matter; usually fruits. Is your work in 
any way inspired by the painterly tradition of 
the Still Life? 

Rather than being inspired by the tradition of Still Life, I’d 
say that I am drawn to things like fruit for the same reasons 
as other people have been in the past. Rotting matter is 
fascinating, particularly fruit. I have not worked with this 
sort of material for some time now, but this summer be 
exhibiting a piece involving rotting strawberries and a 
taxidermied crow. It will be the first time I combine rotten 
with preserved organic matter. I am quite excited to see 
how the relationship between the materials and ourselves 
will change as time passes. 

Historically there are different styles in 
taxidermy, each allowing the taxidermist to 
convey a substantially different interpretation 
of the animal. Which is your preferred 
taxidermic style and why? 

I have no idea. I am really not interested in traditional 
taxidermy and do not know what the different styles 
entail. I read up on the technical side of things – 
chemicals and process – but never on the anatomical. It 
makes more sense for me to do this from life. Within my 
work I am currently interested in illustrating animals at 
that point where they are somewhere between life and 
death. Someone recently said the owl in ‘Captive’ (2008) 
looked like it was already dead and yet still conscious. I 
think there is something fascinating about that ambiguity, 
and that’s what I am exploring at present. I study the 
dead animal and try to give it just enough life (however 
contrived) to convey that last moment. In saying that, I 
already have plans for future works with animals in quite 
different, much less passive scenarios. 

Is your work inspired by any artist or movement 
in the specific? 

Not really. To be honest I am probably more inspired by 
nature and science and the subtleties of everyday life then 
other artists. I do like looking at other people’s work, but 
maybe more so I like to read interviews. I get a lot more 
out of thinking about artists ideas than looking at their 
work. I often find myself drawn to thinking about the 
concerns of the Arte Povera and Minimalist movements. I  

recently read interviews with Maurizio Cattelan and 
Olafur Eliasson that I thoroughly enjoyed. 

What do you think of Damien Hirst’s use of 
taxidermy? 

I think his work is interesting and original. I would have 
also said that it wasn’t really something that moved me 
personally, but having visited his latest solo show (with 
diamond skull etc etc) I have changed my mind. I had only 
seen his work at group shows until recently and I think 
that it gave me a slightly skewed view. Seeing a whole 
body of work in one go I was quite blown away. I thought 
it was very clever. I have to say however, that I don’t 
think it is possible to divide the practice into certain 
categories i.e. I like the taxidermy but not the paintings, 
the fish but not the diamonds. In my opinion the works 
are only at their best when viewed as a show, so to give 
my opinion of the taxidermy alone would be meaningless.

What are you currently working on? 

In late May I will have two pieces in an group show with 
an environmental slant at Galerie Karsten Greve, Paris. 
After that I will be working on a new piece to be 
exhibited in four windows of Selfridges, London, this 
summer. This will be composed of around 25,000 pieces 
of torn shopping and refuse bags among other things. At 
the same time I’ll have a smaller, more organic piece in 
the window of Rollo Contemporary Art. Then I’ll be 
building up to a large solo show at the James Hockney 
and Foyer Galleries in Farnham, Surrey, due to open in 
November. 

Since graduating Claire Morgan has pursued a career solely as 
a visual artist. She has exhibited internationally, with solo 
shows in Belfast and London and residencies and commissions 
across the country, as well as exhibitions in Europe. At an early 
stage she developed a strong interest in the organic, in natural 
processes, and in the bodily connotations of natural materials.  

In 2004 Claire was awarded the Royal British Society 
of Sculptors Annual Bursary and Roy Noakes Awards for Come 
Fly With Me, a work that involved painstakingly repetitive and 
precise processes. In 2006 she was awarded first prize for Red 
or Dead in the Premio Fondazione Arnaldo Pomodoro, 
International Competition for Young Sculptors, Milan (for 
artists under the age of 40).  

Claire Morgan was interviewed by Antennae in Spring 2008 © 
For more information please visit www.claire-morgan.co.uk 
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THE SPECIMEN

Mark Fairnington creates photo-real paintings of specimens from  zoological collections, 
including the Natural History Museum’s own. Using high-definition electron microscopes 
Fairnington captures the minute details of a specimen photographically, before interpreting 
it in paint on huge canvasses. 
Interview by Shelly Stein 

Mark Fairnington 
Specimen 13, Oil on Canvas, 2000 ©

First shown as part of The Fall, 
London©
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our work revolves on intense observation 
of the natural world. Where did your 
interest for animals begin? 

shot the lighting conditions, colours, shadows and point 
of focus shifted. These differences became an integral 
part of the painted image. This process is analogous to 
the field trip, in which fragments are collected, brought 
back and used to construct a believable complete image. 
In the display drawers of the collection the insects are 
mounted face down. In the paintings they face the viewer, 
resurrected, displaying the pin, which normally holds 
them to the board. It was the idea of the problematic of 
the specimen and traditional taxonomic practices that 
became the central focus of the series. The idea of 
scientific correctness is one of the things that the work 
asks questions about. At the centre of my research is the 
idea that observation is never neutral and that the 
cultural meaning of the images generated by scientific 
research is often determined by narratives that lie 
outside the field. These are complex narratives some of 
which emerge and are explored during the making of a 
painting. 

I’m interested in how description, its attention to 
detail, gained through studied and intense observation, 
becomes a platform for storytelling, speculation and even 
fantasy. 

These paintings depict the specimens as 
individuals and not as they might appear in their 
most perfect state. There is a sense of ‘history of 
the specimen’, preserved for many years, with its 
broken limbs, moulding and fading. What were 
the criteria involved in the choosing of 
a suitable insect? 

Once I was in the collection is was a very subjective 
process, there were no identified criteria, I wanted to find 
specimens that I felt would generate the most interesting 
images in the paintings 

What does it mean to paint a dead animal using 
the astonishing level of naturalism presented in 
your work? 

Yes, these are paintings of dead animals but they are very 
particular dead animals and images of them inevitably 
engage with their context. The paintings present deeply 
compromised images whose meaning has to be continually 
negotiated between their present day reality and their 
complex history. A history in which the great physical 
endeavour and hardship endured on journeys to expand 
human knowledge was wedded to exploitation, greed and 
the desire for wealth and fame. Now used almost 
exclusively for scientific research the collections have 
become a critical part of our understanding of the limits of 
the world, its vulnerability and the need for conservation. 

 

 
Y
I would say that my interest is in the idea of the 
specimen, rather than animals, something that is selected 
to represent part of the world. The specimen in 
collections, including the vast collections of 
specimens housed in the Natural History Museum in 
London, have been the central focus of my research 
for a number of years. I am a painter and my work 
reflects the history of collecting within the natural 
sciences. The work explores the image of the natural 
history specimen in collections, in storage and in displays. 

The series “Mantidae” and “Membracidae” 
involved the making of large scale paintings of 
exotic insect specimens belonging to Natural 
History Museum Collections. How did the idea 
for this series come about and why did you 
choose these families of insects? 

I was interested in the Mantidae because of the cultural 
history of the insect, specifically the fact that 
the Surrealists revered it. The mantis continues to live 
long after its head has been removed, so the Surrealists 
saw it as a living automaton. Membracidae was a sciart 
project funded by the Welcome Trust. I worked 
with the entomologist George McGavin and we 
travelled to the Las Cuevas Research Station in Belize, 
which lies within a  protected forest in the Maya 
Mountains, to study treehoppers. Since the art of 
antiquity, mimesis and mimicry has been established as 
the basis for the western concern with illusion in art. 
Mimesis exists within the natural world where its 
primary function is to conceal, camouflage or deceive 
predators, thereby ensuring that the species stays alive 
and survives. The overall purpose of this collaboration 
was to study the use of mimesis by this one particular group 
of insects. The extremely strange shapes of tree hoppers and 
their use of bizarre structural modifications to mimic thorns, 
seeds and even ants as a survival strategy, have fascinated 
biologists for  more than a century. Adult tree hoppers often 
have a large and sometimes weirdly-shaped pronotum which 
extends backwards and sideways to cover the abdomen and 
sometimes the whole bug. In tropical species, these unique 
pronotal extensions can assume incredible, branched or 
inflated forms. 

How are the works created and how important 
is scientific correctness in your representations? 

I photographed individual specimens under a microscope 
at different degrees of magnification. Each insect was 
moved around under the microscope and with each new  
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What was your experience of working with 
Natural History Museums? 

I enjoy it a great deal and I like working with scientists, 
they are as committed, as obsessed and as eccentric as 
artists. 

Some of your most recent work involves 
paintings portraying taxidermied birds of 
paradise; some pretend life-like postures as they 
sit on small perches, ready for display in a 
museum cabinet; others are posed for eternal 
drawer cabinet preservation. Could you tell us 
more about these two different formats? 

My work has always looked at the different aspects of 
collecting, in research and public display. In the research 
collections specimens  are  presented  without  animation  

while in the displays they are given life. These are very 
different representations of our relationship with the 
natural world. 

Why birds of paradise? 

Through the course of this research I became fascinated 
by the stories that had grown up around the first Birds of 
Paradise specimens seen by Europeans in the early 16th 
century. These fantastically coloured bird skins decorated 
with long, delicate, lace-like plumes had been preserved 
and dried by native hunters, the feet and flesh of each 
bird had been removed during the preservation process 
and from this simple, practical act grew a legend that 
existed for several hundred years. The fact that the birds 
had no feet meant that they could never have stood on 
the ground, it seemed that they were incapable of decay 
and needed no bodily sustenance;  they  were  weightless,  

Mark Fairnington 
Superb Bird of Paradise, Oil on Canvas, 2003 ©

First shown as part of The Fall, 
London©
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creatures of the heavens. They must be birds from 
Paradise. 

The imagined life cycle of these birds, although 
based on the direct and studied observation of actual 
specimens, seems more to represent desire on the part 
of the observers. One focus of my research is the line 
that can be traced between observed fact and speculated 
fiction. Within the natural sciences these fictions, in 
which narratives have been woven around things that 
exist or are observed, are important representations of 
our changing relationships with the natural world. While 
they may be described as footnotes in the history of 
science their power as narratives persists. 

The Raft, a beautiful painting from 2006, shows 
museum glass cases containing a multitude of 
Africa animals heads. The level of naturalism in 
the painting is once again mesmerising. Do you 
see these painting as a point of departure from 
your previous body of work? Or how is this 
different from it? 

This is not a picture of a display case but is actually a storage 
depot where the Museum keeps all the taxidermy specimens 
that are not on show. It is called the ‘outstorage depot’.  
You go through a reception area, down a set of stairs and 
along corridors to arrive at a huge pair of red doors, you 
then pass through two separate entrance spaces – the doors 
you have just come through are closed before the next ones 
are opened – this is to prevent contamination. When the 
final doors open the sight is genuinely spectacular – a huge 
icy warehouse filled from floor to ceiling with stuffed animals 
and skeletons. 

This is one of the most valuable and important 
collections in the world – irreplaceable, containing many 
extinct species. There is a rigorous logic to the collection – 
how the specimens are housed and displayed and why one 
thing is next to another. The ordering of the specimens, for 
example, is based on an outdated 19th century system of 
taxonomy. It is simply the physical difficulty of moving 
everything that prevents it from being updated.

Mark Fairnington 
The Hummingbird Tree, Oil on Canvas, 214x300, 2003 ©

First shown as part of The Fall, London©
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What impressed me most though, was that however 
much one learns about the depot, this information can 
never alter ones initial experience – this is a vast room 
full of truly peculiar, disturbing, breathtaking and 
genuinely surreal images. I believe that these images 
resonate powerfully in the contemporary world. 

From the beginning of my visits to the outstorage 
depot one image fixed itself in my imagination, the group 
of giraffe heads. The idea for the painting came at a single 
moment, almost two years after first seeing the 
specimens. It was as if that amount of time was needed 
for me to know the image enough to use it. Gericault’s 
painting The Raft of the Medusa was a key reference 
point, depicting a story that encompasses survival, the 
destructive force of nature, human negligence and cruelty 
- all this on a simple wooden platform. In my painting the 
architecture of the space is abstracted and here I was 
thinking about the still lives of Sanchez Cotan, where the 
space, although believably real, represents itself as a 
system of thought, framing everything within it.

As with previous works the visit involved take 
hundreds of photos from different positions. This allowed 
me to build a panoramic image containing little vignettes. 

What role does ‘beauty’ play in your work? 

Beauty is not something that I think about  directly  in  my 

work as my engagement with the images is always on such a 
microscopic and extended level. In my paintings I construct 
fictional spaces in which sustained observation, known fact 
and imaginative speculation can exist together, drawing 
upon a series of referents and connecting to different 
locations of meaning. Through this nuanced process the 
image of the specimen becomes a way of exploring and 
articulating the complex relationships between human 
beings, the history of thinking about the natural world and 
our journeys through it. 

Which artists have influenced your work, both 
formally and contextually? 

This is impossible to answer, really, but the Isenheim 
Alterpiece by Matthias Grunewald is probably my favourite 
painting. 

What are currently working on? 

A proposal for a piece of work to go on one of 
the ceilings in the Natural History Museum. 

Mark Fairnington 
The Raft, Oil on Canvas, 225x450, 2006 © 
 
First shown as part of The Fall, London©
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Mark Fairnington is a painter. He has been Sargant 
Fellow at the British School at Rome, and has held 
residencies at the Imperial War Museum, the Serpentine 
Gallery and the Natural History Museum. He has received 
awards from the British Council and the London Arts 
Board and exhibited widely in Europe. He also teaches at 
Wimbledon School of Art where he is Reader and Senior 
Lecturer in Painting. 

Mark Fairnington was interviewed by Antennae in Winter 
2007 © 
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