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REPORT OF THE TAXIDERMY WORKING GROUP 
 

VIENNA August 2007 
 
The Taxidermy Working Group on the Art of Taxidermy and its Cultural 
Heritage Importance was formed at the annual meeting of ICOM NatHist held 
in Jakobstad, Finland in June 2005. 
 
Over the past two years the members of the Working Group have been 
working on extending their knowledge of the international situation regarding 
the state of Taxidermy, as well as spreading the word about the groups 
existence as an organisation.  With this in mind we would like to thank the 
many individuals and organisations who have helped over the past two years 
either by publishing notes or articles or bringing relevant information to our 
attention.  
 
The publication of the ICOM NatHist Newsletter specifically on the Art of 
Taxidermy created a surprising amount of interest and we received a number 
of requests for articles on the subject to be published in various other 
newsletters; see list below. 
 
We have also been concerned by the number of individual specimens, and 
even collections of material, which have become redundant to the 
requirements of many institutions.  Within Britain, our network of museum 
natural historians has helped to safeguard much of this material but similar 
organisations do not appear to exist in most parts of the world. 
 
We have also had a number of publications on Taxidermists and Taxidermy 
brought to our notice and, in at least one case, a museum in Britain compiled 
and published all of the information which it held on local Taxidermists as a 
direct result of the work of this working group.  
 
Although we had originally thought that we would like to establish a website 
showing the best dioramas we have found this to be far more difficult than 
expected and so little progress has been made in this area.  However, several 
institutions have indicated that historic dioramas are now been looked at 
differently and many which would have been lost are now being preserved 
for the future.  It is also interesting to note that within the displays in the Natural 
History Museum in Vienna, historic displays are being refurbished in some 
areas using diorama techniques which in some instances, have never been 
used previously. 
 

The publication of a CODE OF CONDUCT FOR THE CARE OF TAXIDERMY 
which we produced in December 2005 does seem to have helped in some 
instances in saving some of the more important historic dioramas. 
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FUTURE PROJECTS 
 
TRAINING OF TAXIDERMISTS 
 
One of the main problems that have been brought to our notice is the poor 
standard of training available in some parts of the world, especially at a time 
when museum taxidermy is needed more than ever before. 
 
Without the ability and knowledge being available to the general public on 
what specific species look like, how can we expect our laws, which are 
intended to protect our natural heritage, and those allowing hunting to work 
correctly and in the best interests of all concerned? Without this knowledge 
these laws very often just become empty words on paper. You cannot 
replace the object with photographs or film.  
 
To be able to study a mounted bird or mammal quietly in a museum or a 
school collection, or in some instances even at home, can turn the unrealistic 
dream-world of television and film into the real three-dimensional world, an 
experience no picture can ever replace. 
 
In most countries, the public’s interest in nature and all it entails is even 
greater than ever before. This is a paradox since it is widely acknowledged 
that the education system, in particular the training of taxonomists and the 
public’s knowledge of the species concept, is shrinking year by year. As a 
result of these factors, good natural history museums are needed more then 
ever before and one of the key professions within such institutions should be 
the taxidermist conservator. However, fewer and fewer museum-trained 
taxidermists occur, in fact the museum-trained taxidermist is himself in danger 
of extinction!  At the same time, in some countries, taxidermists dealing with 
commercial hunting trophies are blossoming. These two elements of the 
taxidermy profession are similar but only partly so; museum taxidermists need 
to have a far wider knowledge of their subject speciality.  
 
Hunting trophies are often unrealistic, reflecting the art side of the profession 
to the detriment of the science.  Dramatic effects, rarely seen in nature, are 
required if the largest fees are to be obtained for their work. Industrially 
produced bodies are also generally used and some, such as those made of 
polyurethane, may have a short lifetime, but these products have the 
advantage of being lightweight and the finished result can be obtained in a 
shorter time scale.  Hunting trophies intended as souvenirs rarely need to last 
much longer then the hunter, often as little as 20 – 30 years may then be 
sufficient. Within a museum collection such specimens are expected to last 
for ever.  Commercially obtained mannequins can look very beautiful but are 
also mostly anatomically wrong and often rely on the skill of the individual 
taxidermist to produce the work of art.   
 
A professional museum taxidermist requires a great deal of technical, artistic 
and biological knowledge. It is a difficult profession to learn well and the 
student must have a passionate interest in the field, as the status and salary of 
taxidermist conservators is generally low.  In private practice taxidermists can 



usually earn more money. The ICOM-NATHIST Gera declaration: “Museum 
taxidermists and scientists should work as equal partners” is a declaration of 
hope rather than practice, in some countries this has been achieved but not 
in others.  
 

 
Copy of the Gera declaration 
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Most countries in the world do not have Natural History museums. This is the 
case in all of French-speaking Africa, the greater parts of Asia and South 
America. The situation is also unsatisfactory in many European countries.  
 
In many parts of Europe we have experience of the destruction of both 
valuable dioramas and individual specimens due to a lack of any scientific 
understanding of the importance of taxidermy amongst directors, their senior 
staff and trustees. We should have an international understanding that all 
material lodged within our museums should be looked after, curated properly 
and destroyed only when all other avenues aimed at the preservation of the 
material have been exhausted, including national or international transfer of 
ownership.  
 
The number of museum taxidermists requiring formal training is generally small. 
Smaller natural history museums may employ only one taxidermist or, like most 
British museums, contract out all of their conservation requirements and thus 
few countries have proper museum training facilities.  
 
An urgent priority is to establish an international museum taxidermy 
educational training programme. Perhaps those within Europe and elsewhere 
that already have regularly established museum taxidermist educational 
programmes or schools should increase their efforts to help other less 
fortunate parts of the world. An International Taxidermy Training Academy 
need not be an expensive investment and could well be done with the help 
of UNESCO, but it is becoming urgent that we have the skills to conserve our 
present holdings and to preserve future material before it is too late.  Some 
attempt has been undertaken but, in general, the time available has been 
much too short.  
 

 
 

 Taxidermy students in Niamey, Niger in 1983 
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In 1983 Eirik Granqvist was the teacher for an attempt to establish museum 
taxidermists’ education in Niamey in Niger but the programme lasted only 
two months and was then stopped due to a lack of funding after the USA 
pulled out of UNESCO. 
 
In the autumn of 2006 Eirik gave a lecture in Dalian, China.  Interest in the 
subject proved to be tremendous and the status of taxidermy as a real 
science is very high. Actual knowledge of modern museum taxidermy is, 
however, very outdated and the quality of output very low.  
 
The outcome resulted in Eirik agreeing to spend six months in China training 
and updating the knowledge of modern museum taxidermy to a small 
number of existing museum taxidermists.  
 
These professionals will then in their turn start to work as teachers, training the 
next generation of museum taxidermists. China is in the process of building 
more new, very modern museums than any other country in the world. The 
museum taxidermy is at present, however, of very low quality but a start has 
been made to improve the situation with the potential of very high standards 
in the future.  
 

 
 

The opening ceremony in China with Dr. Jin speaking beside Mr and Mrs Granqvist. 
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Chinese students and their work after only three weeks of instruction on modern techniques 
 
 
In the early 1970s Eirik started an educational programme for museum 
taxidermists at the National Museum of Natural History in Helsinki, Finland, 
 
Teaching was undertaken alongside normal workloads.  Therefore, only three 
or four students could be accommodated at the same time but these fulfilled 
the needs of Finland. We also accommodated a few foreign students within 
the quota. The study-period was three years and the outcome was very 
good. All of the students achieved very good employment in their own 
country and around the world and they frequently won international 
taxidermy quality competitions.  After Eirik retired, the study programme was 
changed to a four-year programme but it is now temporarily closed due to a 
major rebuilding programme at the museum. 
 
Museum taxidermy should be regarded as a very important educational 
cornerstone and a major element in developing our understanding of nature 
and the development and protection of this irreplaceable natural resource.  
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Nature abhors waste and we should regard most, if not all, natural or 
accidental deaths of our fauna as an opportunity to educate ourselves and 
our children and not just discard these valuable assets to the rubbish dump.  
We also need to educate our visitors that to preserve a rare or endangered 
animal or bird after its natural lifespan within our zoological gardens is not an 
outrage but a duty to preserve for all time the character of these animals and 
it is the duty of the museum taxidermist to preserve and care for it.  
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A personal letter from Eirik  
 
The necessity of museum Taxidermy teaching. 
 
For many years at our meetings and especially since the working-group for 
taxidermy was founded in Jakobstad in 2005, the problem of the scarcity of 
good museum-taxidermists has been raised. Something had to be done to 
educate professionals in this sector whilst competent teachers are available. 
This fact has especially been highlighted by China, one of the world’s 
greatest powers. China has a very special fauna and more and very 
expensive natural history museums are being created. In the greatest of 
these, the African savannah is very well displayed using commercially bought 
or donated big game, but where is the Chinese fauna? Well, it is there, wild in 
nature but China’s own population has little opportunity to really learn about 
it. The information available via the natural history museums is generally not 
there. Some museums do have quite primitive dioramas with animals looking 
like “hay-bags” but few look like the animals that gave up their skins!  
 
For this reason I was appointed by the Shanghai Science Centre and Museum 
to teach a group of students and elder professionals the art of taxidermy for a 
period of six months, a rather short time period, but better short then nothing. 
    
After only three weeks of teaching, the result is great and better than I could 
have dreamt of! The birds made by the students are already far better than 
those presently seen in Chinese museums! This is mainly due to the enthusiasm 
of everybody participating!  
 
Where there is a will, there comes also the skill!  
 
The teaching continues!  
 
Eirik Granqvist ,Shanghai December 2007 
  
 
 

PUBLICITY 
 
Since the establishment of the Working group, the following publicity for the 
group has been published: 
 
Norris, A., 2005, ICOM NatHist Working Group on the Art of Taxidermy and its  
 Cultural Heritage Importance. ICOM Natural History Committee  
 Newsletter.  
Norris, A., 2006. Noticeboard – Publications, Museums Journal (Taxidermy) 
 March 2006 p. 60.  
Norris, A., 2006. Working Group on the Art of Taxidermy and its Cultural  
 Heritage Importance. NatSCA News 8: 11. 
Norris, A., 2006, (Surfing the net) Working Group on the Art of Taxidermy and  
 its Cultural Heritage Importance. Museum Ethnographers Group  
 Newsletter, April 2006 
Norris, A., 2006, Working Group on the Art of Taxidermy and its Cultural 
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 Heritage Importance. Yorkshire & Humberside Federation News.  
 Spring Edition p. 9. 
Norris, A., 2006, “Old Stuffed Specimens” or An important and historic cultural  
 heritage for all? Taxidermist 33: 19 
Norris, A., 2006, ICOM NatHist Working Group on the Art of Taxidermy and its  
 Cultural Heritage Importance. ICOM Natural History Committee  
 Newsletter 15: 1-6 http://www.icom-nathist.de/icom/nl_15.pdf  
Norris, A., 2006, A Museum is protecting its dioramas. ICOM Natural History  
 Committee Newsletter 17: 2 http://www.icom-nathist.de/icom/nl_17.pdf
Norris, A., 2006, A Museum is re-using taxidermy in new installations of 
 dioramas. ICOM Natural History Committee Newsletter 17: 3-4  
 http://www.icom-nathist.de/icom/nl_17.pdf
Norris, A., 2006, Past Glories: the Importance of Historic Taxidermy. SPNHC  
 Newsletter. 20:(2): 1-2 & 9.  
Norris, A., 2007. Working Group on the Art of Taxidermy and its Cultural  
 Heritage Importance. NatSCA News 13: 11. 
 
 
Selected publications on the history of Taxidermy and Taxidermists 
 
Over the past two years, a number of books and publications on Taxidermy 
have been brought to our notice. Below are just a few of these, others will be 
added in future Newsletters. 
 
Frost, C., 1987, A History of British Taxidermy. Frost 
Marshall, A., 2007, Yorkshire Taxidermists: A preliminary Catalogue and 
Gazetteer.  Friends of Doncaster Museum. Occasional Papers 1.  
Morris, P.A., 2003, Rowland Ward- Taxidermist to the World. MPM, London 
Morris, P.A., 2007, ‘The King’s Choice’ George W Quatremain Artist and  
 taxidermist. MPM London 
Morris, P.A., 2004, Edward Gerrard & Sons a taxidermy memoir. MPM, London 
Morris, P.A., 2006, Van Ingen and Van Ingen: Artists in Taxidermy. MPM, 
London 
 
Further lists will be produced in the future and we would welcome details of 
such publications.  
 
 
 
 
 
Eirik Granqvist, Ritabackavägen 60, FI-06200 Borgå, Finland.  
E-mail eirik.granqvist@elisanet.fi  
 
Adrian Norris, 17, West Park Drive, Leeds, LS16 5SL  
E-mail adrianxnorris@aol.com  
 
 
This newsletter (no 24) is  available at the ICOM-NATHIST website under: 
http:/nathist.icom.museum/nl_24.htm
or as pdf.file http://nathist.icom.museum/nl_24.pdf
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