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							In 2004, artists Sarina Brewer, Scott Bibus, and I established the Minnesota Association of Rogue Taxidermists (MART). What began as a consortium of three local artists interested in natural history and the showmanship of oddities quickly grew into the first international organization devoted to the medium of Rogue Taxidermy (a term first coined by MART).


			Since that time the community of Rogue Taxidermists and taxidermy artists has expanded considerably. Do-it-yourself workshops have popped up in cities from Los Angeles to London, as well as in oddities shops in between. Not since the Victorian era has taxidermy been so popular.


			This book has been created to address this growing interest and to serve as a source of information and inspiration, from highlighting key figures in the development of taxidermy and showcasing the most exciting artists working in this medium today to providing workshops that can serve as jumping-off points for developing your own practice.


			It is an exciting time for Rogue Taxidermy, with more resources and channels available to explore than ever before. Social media have allowed taxidermy work, art, and ideas to be shared in real time, all around the world. And if you have an interest in creating art with taxidermy or taxidermy-related materials, there is no better, or easier, time to start than now. 


			So without further delay, let’s jump in.
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						What Is Taxidermy?


			From the ancient Greek taxi (to arrange) and dermis (skin), taxidermy is the preservation of an animal’s skin, fur, or feathers, and sometimes teeth, horns, and beak. A mount might contain bones—to help re-create the animal’s form, proper size, and articulation—but more than likely the interior will be filled with foam, resin, wood, plaster, or clay. (The muscle tissue and internal organs are removed, since they rot and smell quickly.) Taxidermy mounts are most commonly used as interior decoration, as a trophy from a hunt, or as a natural history specimen.


			A Brief History 


			The first examples of animal preservation were the ancient Egyptians’ mummified pets, including cats, birds, and even gazelles. It wasn’t until the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries that a crude form of taxidermy was developed when mounted and stuffed birds were used as decoys by falconers to lure birds of prey into their traps. For the next few centuries, most animal taxidermy, whether for scientific or trophy purposes, could be viewed as little more than upholstery work, with the skin simply stretched over wood or stuffed with rags and cotton. No real attempts were made at pest control or tanning. In the sixteenth century, a growing interest in the natural world led European princes and scholars to display animal specimens in their cabinets of curiosities (precursors to modern museums). As the taxidermy pieces became objects of interest, techniques were developed to repair, maintain, and better preserve the skins.


			It wasn’t until the end of the eighteenth century, however, with the development of arsenic soap, that a truly effective preservation method was developed. Although arsenic went out of fashion in the mid-1960s because of the poisonous effects of prolonged contact, there is no doubt that its use allowed the profession of taxidermy to flourish. By the time the first professional taxidermist business, Rowland Ward Ltd. of Piccadilly, opened in London in 1898, there was enough demand for hunting mounts that almost every town had a tannery that practiced taxidermy with some degree of success. 


			The height of taxidermy’s popularity may have come during the Victorian era. The 1851 Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace in London featured many taxidermy specimens, including English taxidermist John Hancock’s Struggle in the Quarry, featuring a gyrfalcon attacking a heron grasping an eel. A major attraction at the exhibition, his mounts realistically portrayed the animals in action, something that taxidermists had not been able to achieve up to this point. 


			Around this same time, American taxidermists Martha Ann Maxwell, Carl Akeley, and William Hornaday began to showcase animals in their own worlds. It was thought that this would allow the viewer to be better able to relate to the creatures and therefore feel a desire to protect them and their natural habitats. Once hugely popular in natural history museums, habitat dioramas have been edged out, replaced by multimedia exhibits that draw in larger crowds and greater revenue. 


			Trophy mounts continue to be a profitable taxidermy venture. Hunters who wish to memorialize their expeditions are prepared to pay a premium for the best possible results, and the business behind trophy mounting continues to motivate technical developments and the increasing availability of taxidermy and taxidermy materials. The last decade has seen an increased interest in taxidermy far beyond the hunting lodge, however. Thanks to interior decorators and fashion designers, restaurant owners and art dealers, the visibility and demand for taxidermy have exploded.


			Taxidermy and the Law


			Taxidermy and conservation are perpetually linked, and the laws that govern both have been created to aid both the profession and the animals. Knowing and following these laws protects you, protects the animals that are restricted, and protects the taxidermy community in general. While it can be challenging to get answers to questions that fall in the gray areas of animal legislation, there are laws that every artist working with animal parts must know—ignorance is never an acceptable excuse. (See Legal Resources, for a full list of websites that explain the laws governing animal stewardship.) Here are the six key pieces of legislation that affect taxidermy: 


			Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES)


			CITES is a multinational treaty that protects endangered animals and plants. The largest multinational conservation agreement, it has three appendixes. CITES I covers 1,200 species of animals and plants that are threatened with extinction. CITES II covers 21,000 species of animals and plants that may become threatened with extinction due to trade. CITES III covers 170 species of animals that individual nations protect. CITES deals primarily with the international transportation of illegally killed or possessed animals. (If the trade can be stopped, then poaching will be devalued.) This legislation affects anyone who buys or sells mounts, skins, or animal parts internationally, but trading an animal on this list anywhere requires a CITES tag to prove where it came from and how it got to you.


			Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 (MBTA)


			This act applies to 800 species of migratory birds and protects birds both living and dead, as well as their eggs, nests, and feathers. MBTA replaced the Weeks-McLean Act, which was enacted in 1913 to combat the growing popularity of using migratory bird feathers in women’s hats. The United States, Canada, Great Britain, Mexico, Japan, and Russia have all incorporated treaties under MBTA.


				

					Canyon 


					In the mid-1950s, painter and artist Robert Rauschenberg began to make artwork described as “Combines.” Picking up pieces of ephemera from the streets of New York City, Rauschenberg would combine them with his paintings. Among these Combines are several that contained taxidermy animals—most notably Canyon, which included a bald eagle.


					Because it contained a bald eagle, Canyon violated both the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 and the 1940 Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act—meaning that it was illegal to buy, sell, trade, or even possess this artwork. The piece remained under the radar until 2007, when its then-owner,  Ileana Sonnabend, died. Sonnabend’s heirs inherited a collection of art valued at around $1 billion. Since Canyon could not legally be sold, it was assigned no value (and thus, the heirs were not required to pay estate taxes on the piece). However, in 2011, the IRS reviewed the case and consulted its Art Advisory Panel, which assigned Canyon an “artistic value” of $65 million—meaning the heirs owed the government millions of dollars, though they were unable to legally sell the work. Ultimately an agreement was struck wherein the heirs were able to donate the piece to the Museum of Modern Art (for which they would receive no charitable donation tax break), and in so doing eliminate their debt to the IRS. 
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			Lacey Act


			The Lacey Act of 1900 prohibits the transportation of illegally obtained or possessed animals across state lines. A 2008 amendment prohibits the importation and trade of potentially dangerous nonnative species. While this wildlife law primarily affects hunters, it also pertains to those who purchase skins or animal parts across state and federal lines. 


			Marine Mammal Protection Act


			This act protects 125 species of mammals, including whales, dolphins, porpoises, seals, sea lions, and walruses.


			Endangered Species Act


			This conservation law was established by the United States government to protect animals deemed endangered. It restricts the killing, trading, and selling of the animal or parts of the animal. For taxidermists, this means that certain animals are never allowed to be collected, mounted, or sold. The ESA is administered by the United States Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).


			Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act


			This act was established in 1940 to protect the United States’ national bird after the increased use of DDT (dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane) and overhunting put the population at risk. It was expanded in 1962 to cover the golden eagle. This act not only protects the eagles, but also makes it unlawful to possess their feathers or eggs, and even to harass them. Because of the high number of eagles killed each year by wind turbines, this act is currently being challenged by wind energy groups.


			Rogue Taxidermy 101


			Rogue Tax·i·der·my [rohg tak-si-dur-mee] A genre of pop-surrealist art characterized by mixed-media sculptures containing traditional taxidermy materials used in an unconventional manner


			Taxidermy in all of its forms is a sculptural storytelling technique. But while a traditional mount tells an archetypal story of an animal, an artistic mount is meant to represent a subjective narrative. For example, a bear that is mounted traditionally is meant to represent a bear. But when Rod McRae mounts a polar bear on a refrigerator, the bear is a commentary on global warming. And when Mark Dion mounts an artificial bear in a den installation (page 106), the bear becomes a commentary on the history of that place. 


			Untraditional taxidermy is not new. Sailors in the sixteenth century cut and preserved skates and rays in a devilish form called the Jenny Haniver (this early gaff was commonly included in cabinets of curiosities). Anthropomorphic taxidermy gained popularity in the Victorian era, when taxidermists like Hermann Ploucquet, Walter Potter, and Edward Hart used animals in human poses and situations to tell decidedly unnatural stories. In the early twentieth century, Dadaists, Surrealists, and Postmodernists like Joseph Cornell, Joan Miró, Méret Oppenheim, Victor Brauner, and Robert Rauschenberg set the stage for contemporary artists by introducing taxidermy and taxidermy-related materials into their artwork. 


			Since then, the impulse to create provocative, unexpected art using taxidermy has only grown stronger—and the launch of the Minnesota Association of Rogue Taxidermists has helped bring ethical accountability to the forefront of the increasingly popular medium. Here are a few major societal shifts that may account for taxidermy art’s sudden ubiquity. 


			A Return to Craft


			The technological developments of the past twenty years have all but eliminated the importance of craftsmanship in consumer goods. Not surprisingly, there has been a backlash against this shift, with many people striving to be self-sustaining by rejecting mass production and instead embracing physical labor and handmade goods. Taxidermy joins yarn bombing, bookbinding, and pickling as expressions of this handwork revolution, and an alternative economy has developed to handle the influx of handmade goods (as seen on sites like Etsy, eBay, Pinterest, Behance, and Instagram). And as these crafts gain traction in popular culture, there are those who find a way to elevate them. Handwork begets artwork, and movements like Rogue Taxidermy are born.


			Emergence of Collecting


			Whether it’s sports memorabilia, hobo nickels, or Pez dispensers, people love to collect—and show off their collections. And this hobby (compulsion?) has become easier than ever, in large part thanks to sites like eBay and Craigslist. No matter what you’re collecting, the rarer it is, the more it is valued. This makes taxidermy a particularly alluring prospect—by its very nature, no two pieces can be exactly alike, and thus each piece is endowed with an unmatched aura of authenticity. This is especially true of artistic and gaff taxidermy, which, unlike traditional taxidermy, strives not for the Platonic ideal of the animal, but for singularity. 


			Further contributing to taxidermy’s rarity, and thus its appeal for a collector, is that its inherent instability makes collecting older pieces quite difficult. In order to be handed down, antique mounts have had to survive decades of bugs, misuse, weather, and fire. This has driven up the price for antique finds and allowed for a robust and profitable market for new taxidermy, which has grown to fill the demand. 


			And collecting gives rise to new taxidermists as well. As people begin to collect, many eventually learn the techniques needed to maintain their collection. Mounts can be eaten by bugs or split at the seams, pickled specimens require new liquid, and bones can break. And so, invested collectors will often take it upon themselves to fix their own collections—sometimes, when they get the hang of it, becoming creators in their own right. 


			The Internet


			Rogue Taxidermy is truly a digital movement—growing from three artists working in Minneapolis to an international community thanks to the Internet’s unique ability to bring like-minded people together. MART gained notoriety when, in 2005, The New York Times ran an article about our group that quickly went viral. Since then the digital reach of Rogue Taxidermy has continued to grow: Taxidermy tutorials are more readily available than ever before, social and user-generated media allow artists to share their artwork, and real-time exchanges of ideas on an international scale are increasingly common. Where legal restrictions and the high cost of transportation might have kept art objects localized in the past, the digital reach of Rogue Taxidermy has fostered a great enough demand to establish international exchanges, traveling taxidermy art classes, and art shows from Brooklyn to Berlin.


			Whatever form of bio art they practice (taxidermy, preservation, mummification, esodermy, osteology, or “vegan taxidermy”), the incredibly diverse community of Rogue Taxidermists have a few things in common. They tackle issues of conservation, stewardship, and animal representation with absurdity, humor, and beauty, and their pieces tell complex narratives that are only possible using taxidermy and taxidermy-related materials. 


			A NOTE ON ETHICS: The impulses and interpretations of taxidermy artwork vary internationally, as do laws and attitudes toward animals. No matter where you live, working with animal remains is complicated. The founding tenet of MART was that our group would search for a way to make the practice of using animal parts in art ethical. We developed an Ethics Charter that prohibits members from killing animals for the purpose of their work. It also encourages them to: reduce waste by using as much of the animal as possible; follow local, national, and international wildlife laws; develop a dialogue about taxidermy art (especially with critics); and actively take part in the conservation and care of animals. Aspects of taxidermy artwork may make people uncomfortable, but the point is never to be ostentatious or deliberately offensive. Every piece is the artist’s expression of his or her love and wonder of animals, and none of the artists involved in this book contributed to the death of any animals for their work.


			

				Stoned Fox


When artist Adele Morse had the idea to make a sculpture of a little boy wearing a fox Halloween costume for her arts university review, she had no idea the lengths to which this idea would take her. After receiving a fox skin donation just a week before her art critique, Adele rushed her first attempt at tanning and tried her best to repair the damages to the fox’s face. After seeing the results, she declared the sculpture a failure—albeit one with a certain something. For two years, the fox sat in Adele’s studio. But when she decided to put the fox up for sale on eBay, everything changed.
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