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Asophisticated art form for preserving and restoring deceased specimens for long-term
storage and exhibition is taxidermy. A taxidermist must possess exceptional
understanding of the morphology and anatomy of the diverse species in addition to being an
artist. It plays a crucial role in helping and educating new ornithologists, researchers,
students, ecologists, field inspectors, foresters, ornithologists, and members of the general
public about the morphology and anatomy of closely related species with distinctive
identification features and traits. Bird lovers may not always be able to see live bird shows,
especially if they are located far from cities and towns. This gap can be filled by using
taxidermy to create realistic bird replicas that will better reach and educate people (Kabir et
al., 2021). Taxidermy, derived from the Greek words taxis (arrangement) and derma (skin), is
a specialized discipline that integrates art with scientific methodology to create lifelike
representations of animal specimens (Pequignot, 2006). It involves the preparation, stuffing,
and mounting of animal remains to preserve their physical structure for long-term display and
study (Kabir et al., 2021). The primary objective of taxidermy is to achieve anatomical
accuracy and realism in the representation of animal forms, distinguishing it from simple
preservation techniques. Fish taxidermy, in particular, is a highly intricate practice requiring
not only technical proficiency in anatomy and conservation but also artistic precision in
recreating natural postures and color patterns. Historically, taxidermy has served as a vital
tool in scientific research and education, aiding in the documentation of biodiversity and
species morphology. Over time, the practice evolved beyond scientific study into an art form
utilized by museums, aquariums, and educational institutions to facilitate learning about
aquatic life, ecological systems, and species conservation. Well-known taxidermists like
Divya Anantharaman highlights taxidermy's philosophical component, seeing it as a way to
prolong the life of an animal past its natural lifespan. Louis Dufresne coined the term
"taxidermy" in 1803, and the practice has long contributed to the conservation of species by
conserving specimens of extinct or endangered creatures (Athar, 2022). However, in an effort
to stop illicit hunting and trophy collecting, taxidermy was outlawed in India in 1972 with the
passage of the Wildlife Protection Act. Despite this restriction, contemporary taxidermy is
experiencing renewed interest in conservation, research, and educational contexts,
necessitating the development of ethical and scientifically sound methodologies for
preserving biodiversity.

Historical Development of Taxidermy

Humans who lived in caves during the Paleolithic Era invented the technique of tanning or
skin preservation.  Chinese, Babylonians, Indians, and Egyptians were all skilled
taxidermists. A man standing next to a bowl and removing a tiger's skin is depicted on a
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4,000-year-old sculpture in the Berlin Museum. It is evident from this portrayal that
taxidermy was somewhat sophisticated even in those days. The ancient Egyptians used a
variety of rare oils and spices to preserve the pets of the dead, including dogs, cats, and birds.
An African gorilla was brought to his home land of Carthase (Spain) by a Carthasian sailor in
500 BC after its flesh was cleaned and its body filled with an unidentified substance or
substances. A hazardous fire sprang out in Carthase a few days after the sailor arrived, and
the gorilla was regrettably destroyed by the flames. Therefore, it is unknown exactly how the
sailor mounted the gorilla. The development of numerous new techniques throughout the
mid-1800s improved the practice of taxidermy in Europe, America, France, and Spain. “The
Society of American Taxidermy”, established in 1880, was the first taxidermy club in the
world. The “Father of Taxidermy”, Carl Akeley (1864-1926) applied a new method which
was called 'Paper Mache' for the formation of the artificial animal body (Mondol & Khan,
2007). Mammals are one of the groups of vertebrates which are most commonly preferred by
taxidermists. They are a very diverse group of vertebrates which differ greatly in shape, size
and texture. Their preparation techniques also differ greatly from species to species.
Taxidermy is an advanced form of art in the preservation and restoration of dead specimens
for long-term storage and display. India’s taxidermy history is closely linked to colonial
hunting traditions, where trophy mounts were widely popular. However, post-independence
wildlife conservation policies led to strict legal restrictions on the practice. The Wildlife
Protection Act of 1972 was a pivotal measure in curbing hunting and its associated taxidermy
trade, resulting in a decline in traditional taxidermy businesses, including the closure of the
renowned Van Ingen company, once a leading taxidermy enterprise (Asian news, 2022).
Despite historical associations with hunting, taxidermy continues to play a crucial role in
scientific research and conservation. In contemporary India, practitioners such as Dr. Santosh
Gaikwad have redefined taxidermy within ethical parameters, focusing on preserving
specimens that have died due to natural causes rather than hunting. This modern approach
aligns with global conservation efforts aimed at protecting endangered species through
specimen-based studies and educational initiatives.

Scientific and Conservation Significance of Taxidermy

Taxidermy supports a number of scientific fields, such as zoology, ecology, and wildlife
management. Researchers can examine morphological variations, genetic traits, and
environmental adaptations in various species through specimen preservation, which ensures
that physical references are preserved for future research even if a species goes extinct.
Fisheries resources are subject to environmental fluctuations, and many aquatic species face
serious threats from pollution, habitat degradation, and climate change. The IUCN (2009)
classified 42 fish species in India as threatened, with the National Bureau of Fish Genetic
Resources (NBFGR) identifying 120 species as endangered or vulnerable.

Taxidermy and Ethical Considerations

In the past, taxidermy was connected to sport hunting, where mounted trophies stood for
authority and prestige. Modern taxidermy, on the other hand, has moved toward applications
in science and education, stressing moral behavior and environmental consciousness. Animal
skins were stuffed with sawdust and rags in early taxidermy procedures, which frequently
produced distorted depictions. Since then, improvements in synthetic materials and
anatomical modeling have allowed taxidermists to restore specimens with increased
precision. Taxidermy is defined as the preparation, preservation, and mounting of animal
remains by the Wildlife Protection Act (1972).
This law restricts the activity to scientific and educational settings and outright forbids the
taxidermy of scheduled species. In order to study species that are normally challenging to
observe in the environment, like the elusive red panda, ethical taxidermy increasingly focuses
on conserving naturally deceased specimens.
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Resurgence of Taxidermy in India

Recent patterns show a recovery in taxidermy, which is being driven by improvements in
preservation methods, a greater appreciation of its importance in biodiversity conservation,
and improved techniques (Patchett, 2010). A legislative framework to encourage moral
taxidermy has been established with the implementation of the Wildlife (Transactions and
Taxidermy) Rules, 2024. These rules require taxidermists to hold a license and guarantee that
specimens are obtained legally and morally, with an emphasis on animals that have died
naturally or unintentionally (Rai, 2024). The leading taxidermist in India, Dr. Santosh
Gaikwad, is a prime example of this contemporary strategy since he collaborates closely with
conservation groups and institutions to conserve specimens for teaching purposes. His
contributions to the taxidermy of fish, birds, and mammals emphasize the value of using
ethical taxidermy techniques to protect biodiversity (Puri, 2017). These days, taxidermy is
used for more than just exhibition; it is a crucial component of behavioral ecology, animal
physiology, and conservation education. Informative taxidermy is used by museums and
research centers to create exhibits that improve the general public's comprehension of
ecological systems and the importance of conservation initiatives. This change reflects a
growing understanding of taxidermy as a scientific field, highlighting its contribution to
biodiversity preservation and sustainable wildlife management.

The Art and Science of Fish Taxidermy

Fish taxidermy is a specialized field that combines artistic precision with scientific
preservation techniques to maintain the anatomical accuracy and aesthetic appeal of fish
specimens. Unlike mammalian taxidermy, fish preservation requires unique methodologies
due to the delicate nature of fish skin and the challenges associated with color retention. The
two primary approaches to fish taxidermy are: 1. Skin Mount Taxidermy 2. Replica Mount
Taxidermy

Skin Mounting

Skin mount taxidermy is a technique that preserves fish specimens in a lifelike state by

utilizing the actual skin, head, and fins. This method aims to maintain the natural structure

and coloration of the fish while preventing decomposition. The key steps involved in skin
mount fish taxidermy are as follows:

1. The process begins with precise measurements of the specimen, including total length,
girth at the widest part of the body, and fin dimensions. These measurements are crucial
for ensuring an anatomically accurate final mount. Repeating the measurement process
minimizes errors and enhances precision.

2. The head, tail, and fins are preserved while the fish is meticulously peeled. Specialized
instruments like filleting knives or taxidermy scalpels are used to remove the internal
organs, muscular tissue, and eyes. To keep it from decomposing, the head, tail, and
residual skin are chemically treated. In order to guarantee total moisture removal, the
specimen is subsequently put through a carefully regulated drying procedure that may
take many weeks or months.

3. Various chemical treatments are employed to preserve the skin and retain its original
coloration. Common preservation agents include: Borax (sodium borate) and
Formaldehyde and salt solutions.

4. A lightweight anatomical form, slightly smaller than the fish’s actual body size, is used to
support the mounted skin. The dried skin is carefully positioned over the mold to recreate
the fish's natural posture. Various mold materials, including polyurethane foam, resin, and
clay, are used to achieve realistic structural integrity. Since the drying process causes the
fish’s natural pigmentation to fade, the specimen is meticulously hand-painted using
airbrush techniques to restore its authentic coloration. Suturing may be performed to
secure the skin, ensuring durability and aesthetic accuracy.
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Conclusion

Fish taxidermy is a highly specialized discipline that integrates biological preservation with
artistic representation. Traditional skin mounting maintains the authenticity of real
specimens, while modern replica mounting provides an environmentally sustainable
alternative. Both methods contribute significantly to scientific research, conservation, and
public education, ensuring that fish species are documented and appreciated for future
generations.
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