
Vulture Culture 

Despite being mid-summer in rural Pennsylvania, down in the bowels of this 1980’s 

ranch-style house, the air feels cool and dry— perfect for storing perishables, or mounted deer 

heads. Clack, clack, clack; thump. The sound of billiard balls echoes through the drafty, oddity-

filled room. The vast basement has low ceilings made from soft, squared, finely-dotted tiles that 

can be pushed up from their metallic frame. Clack, clack; thump. The main chamber contains 

treasures nestled between-and-around every corner. A drum set between two electric keyboards. 

A plastic, off-white, molar-shaped stool at the bar area in the back. The main stairwell is 

cushioned by shelves stacked with international travel mugs. Near the brick fireplace, a dusty 

foosball table stands like a little brother to the billiards table. The low-hanging light fixture 

above it only adds to the delightful kitschiness of the space. Guitars, amplifiers, a pedal board, 

and their respective cables fills the remaining floor space. Meanwhile, on the walls rests enough 

animals to fill a small bosk— of which this secluded area of Pennsylvania has plenty.  

CLACK, thump. My friend finishes his turn and my attention is drawn back to the 

game. The kick of billiard balls against green-felted wood makes the walls reverberate again. 

When I spin around to set my cue stick against the stone hearth, I am met with a pair of glassy 

marble eyes curiously watching from atop the mantel. Once I notice the first bird, my eyes focus 

on the rest of the taxidermy animals that inhabit this basement. Two full body ring-necked 

pheasants claim their habitat above the fireplace. On each side are two deer heads. The first 

ornately displayed above the drum set while the other, accompanied by four antlers from various 

smaller animals, is mounted above two wooden chairs.  

The pheasants have eyes as deep and black as onyx, contrasted by a bright turmeric iris, 

both set inside a ring of red leathery skin. The tiny delicate feathers on the head are a metallic 



blue-green that resembles the rainbow hue of an oil spill on asphalt. The body’s colour is 

separated by a sharp line of pearly white feathers, which then merge into a range of hues from 

light orange to dark brown. Their ashy-grey legs are stiff but steady. One stands in a grazing 

position with the neck cocked up and away from the body, while the other has been molded to 

appear like it is running. With the head pointed straight, aligned with its 20-inch tail, even a 

taxidermy enthusiast could be fooled into thinking that the air conditioning weaving through the 

bird’s feathers to be a temperate gust blowing through a meadow instead. 

 While it is easy to project misery onto these animals, there is no fear, pain, nor sadness in 

their eyes. They are just as they were in the wild. Their expressions are still and cautious. While 

taxidermy is common around rural areas like these, it has a little-known yet well-preserved 

history. 

 Royal cats, pelicans, baboons, and crocodiles1 infused with spices and oil injections are 

history’s earliest examples of taxidermy. Ancient Egyptian pharaohs would often be buried 

alongside their mummified pets, as they believed that only realistically preserved bodies would 

be recognized by spirits in the afterlife2. Like these mounts, the craft of taxidermy has lasted 

throughout various cultures along centuries, finding frequent peaks and valleys in cultural 

popularity. After the pharaohs, taxidermy experienced its golden age during the Victorian era, 

until it gradually disappeared nearing World War Two. Being shrouded in a mythos, taxidermy 
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either ensnares the fascination of popular culture, or is avoided for being too vulgar, morbid, or 

immoral. 

 During the Victorian era, the queen promoted the craft to museums, where it began being 

displayed as high art. She even maintained an impressive collection of prized birds. Despite 

being so well regarded, the craft was still in its infancy and used rudimentary techniques that 

would be revisited during its next cultural resurgence. Before stuffing, the hides would first be 

sent to tanneries for treatment, then stretched and sewn back together alongside herbal pouches 

to mask the smell of decomposition. Practitioners would then stuff animal carcasses with hay, 

sawdust, cotton rags, or other soft materials available, which would regularly deform the mount’s 

shape. The disfigurement over time was so drastic that many years after the extinction of the 

dodo bird population, even experts were often mistaken about the dodo’s appearance due to low-

quality museum mounts3. The techniques used by practitioners during the golden age were also 

hazardous, since the long-term effects of mercury, lead, and arsenic were not yet well-known. 

One of many hazardous chemicals used at the time was arsenic soap to prevent bodily decay, 

which commonly lead to skin lesions and cancer. As the craft evolved leading up to World War 

Two, it developed new processes to maintain the mount’s shape and control decomposition while 

using less dangerous chemicals. Despite these major advancements, taxidermy would go into 

dormancy soon afterwards. 
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In 1900 the Kodak “Brownie” camera was released to the public, becoming the first ever 

accessible camera for amateur photographers4. Birding guides and scientific journals, which now 

included thousands of glossy pictures of animal species, were being issued, inadvertently 

replacing the need for dusty mounts behind museum glass. By the 1940’s, big game hunting was 

seen as socially unacceptable, even immoral. Meanwhile, museum taxidermy collections were at 

maximum capacity and unwilling to accept new mounts, further maiming the craft well into the 

future.  

After decades away from popular culture, taxidermy has modernized many outdated 

techniques and complex procedures that required a laboratory. The internet has made 

information widely available to amateur practitioners who formed online communities to share 

their “Do-It-Yourself” methods. Artists have also brought taxidermy back in vogue into high art, 

with pieces that bring attention to climate change’s impending effects on wildlife. These 

chemical procedures, used both by amateurs and professionals, are being used to create the 

longest lasting and most realistic mounts that have ever been produced. 

*** 

 There are four ways to taxidermy an animal, each suited for a different purpose. Alcohol 

preservation is usually reserved for fish, amphibians, reptiles, and newborn mammals, which are 

then placed in test tubes filled with 70% denatured ethanol. Horror movie clichés show this 

process with shelves littered with tiny, grey creatures floating inside pickle jars to compliment 

the “deranged” scientist’s immoral experiments. Despite the haunting Hollywood aesthetics, this 

 
4 Blitz, Matt. Why Taxidermy Is Being Revived for the 21st Century. Smithsonian.com, Smithsonian Institution, 19 

June 2015, www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/why-taxidermy-being-revived-21st-century-180955644/.  

 



method is instead used for ordinary DNA studies in museums and laboratories. The test tubes are 

unable to even be used for displaying purposes, since it strips the animal of its natural colour- 

making it a less-than-lively exhibit piece. While alcohol accelerates the discoloration of flesh, 

these animals will lose their colour within hours of their death anyway. To prevent tissue decay 

and autolysis, also known as self-digestion, the body is first injected with formaldehyde for a few 

days before being placed in the ethanol solution.  

A different method, used for bigger animals, is simply referred to as pelt. The products of 

this process are frequently displayed in natural history museums, since it is easier to taxidermy 

compared to full-body animal mounts. A taxidermy pelt is an animal skin that has been dried, 

then tanned for display. The final product maintains all of the animal’s natural texture and colour 

from when it was alive, unlike alcohol preservation. 

 Skeletal preservation is also often used in natural history museums to display an animal’s 

skeleton attached by a wire armature. The body must first be placed in an enzyme, or maceration, 

solution to separate the flesh. To clean the remaining tissue off the bones, some taxidermists 

keep a colony of skin beetles that will completely clean off the remainder within a matter of 

days. However, this procedure is generally avoided by traditional taxidermists and is feared by 

museums. The sight of these beetles cleaning off decomposing carcasses is extremely gruesome 

to witness, as well as requiring the extra upkeep of caring for a colony of skin-devouring beetles; 

which is what Hollywood instead should have focused on, since dermestid beetles aren’t 

particularly picky on which dead, organic matter to feast on. After being cleaned, the bones are 

polished with acetone (nail polish remover) and prepared for display.  

When a layman thinks about taxidermy, the method that comes to mind is referred to as 

‘dermoplastic taxidermy.’ Once a body is obtained, it can be frozen for long periods until the 



taxidermist is ready to begin working on it. Despite this, a body will still need to be skinned 

within a couple days of its death. If it is not possible to get the animal to a taxidermy shop in 

time, the person will have to skin the animal themselves; a skill familiar to a surprising amount 

of people living in rural locations. Once the skin has been separated, it is then carefully salted 

with sodium borate— particularly between the areas near the ears, nose, muzzle, and feet, in 

order to remove moisture and tighten hair follicles. The treatment normally consists of salting, 

pickling, and finally bacterial control. The pickling process, aptly named, requires the animal 

skin to marinate in an acid solution, causing it to soften and stretch more easily over the 

mannequin that will be used for the animal’s shape.  

To neutralize the acids left from pickling, taxidermists will then basify the skin with soda 

ash. This brings the pH up from 2.2 to 5.5, which is considered a healthy pH for animals and 

humans, leading to “soft and silky skin with a healthy glow” according to many beauty 

magazines. The last step before the mount can be assembled, is referred to as bacterial control, 

which guarantees that pests will not ruin the mount long after it has been sewn back together 

with dental floss or carpet thread. A formaldehyde solution, sometimes replaced with safer 

chemical substitutes, is applied to the skin, preventing decay and keeping insects away.  

During assembly, the skull is discarded and antlers are set aside to be refastened onto a 

mold. Long since the Victorian era, elaborate mannequins made from wire frames, paper mâché, 

or polyurethane foam are now used to retain the original animal’s shape. Glue and clay are used 

to achieve the desired configuration and shape for the mount. The now tanned and lightly washed 

animal hide is carefully aligned and glued over the mold, followed by the antlers being screwed 

onto their proper orientation. After the sewing has been completed, glass eyes are positioned into 

the sockets using clay to hold them in place. Taxidermists will often need to apply varnish or 



touch up the hide with paint, using pictures as a guideline. The final step requires mounting the 

animal upon a wooden plaque— usually from shoulder to antler in the case of deer, or 

underneath the feet for pheasants and other birds.  

 Breaking from its past, contemporary taxidermy no longer belongs to only wealthy 

institutions and the Victorian elite. People from rural areas are now the primary customers for 

taxidermists, since they regularly obtain bodies from a weekend trip to hunt or fish. In more 

urban areas, where hunting is unpopular, DIY and amateur practitioners have begun to use 

animals that died from natural causes, or even roadkill, as an ethical source of procuring fresh 

bodies. 

Many urban taxidermy communities now thrive online, where people who share this 

unique interest can find each other. One of these communities, which found its home on Tumblr, 

is called “Vulture Culture”. These amateur taxidermists transform DIY ‘rogue taxidermy’ into 

art and decoration pieces for their home. The members of this growing online community post a 

wide variety of content, ranging from aesthetic pictures of skulls to full guides on how to 

taxidermy niche animals that may be more difficult to prepare, compared to the common deer. 

The bigger blogs actively post long and informative texts, as well as answer questions from 

newcomers.  

Being much simpler and more accessible, the preferred method for DIY taxidermists is 

either skeletal preservation or mummification. Many posts throughout the tag lay out in-depth 

beginner guides that have this general outline:  



1. Find a naturally deceased, and ethically procured, animal. If the state’s roadkill laws 

allow for it, the ‘Vulture’ (as they call themselves) may take the carcass with them, using gloves 

and trash bags.  

2. For simple mummification, submerge the animal body in a container with a salt or 

salt/borax solution and leave it out to dry for about one to three months. The term 

‘mummification’ is not usually used in traditional taxidermy resources, instead referred to as 

drying and tanning. 

3. For a skeletal product, a “rot pot” is the recommended tool to facilitate a natural and 

hands-off decomposition process. First, place two to four inches of topsoil at the bottom of a 

sufficiently large container for your animal or section of animal. Then place the remains inside 

and add worms around it, which will do all the work of decomposition. Finally cover with four to 

six inches of topsoil to prevent any smell. Leave the container outside for six months for small 

animals like rabbits, or a year for larger animals like deer.  

4. Another method for obtaining a skeleton is through a maceration solution. All that is 

required is a container with a secure lid, water, and a heating source to keep the water between 

85-110 degrees Fahrenheit. Popular Vulture blogs recommend a fish tank heater or a bucket 

heater.  

The major difference between professional taxidermy shops and the DIY community, is 

the variance in lab chemicals used by each group. Institutions commonly use acids that make 

tough hides more malleable, such as: formic acid, acetic acid, oxalic acid, Bascal S, sulfuric 

acid, or hydrochloric acid. They also use percholoroethylene, trichloroethyne, or naphthalene as 

degreasing agents to remove remaining fat. Instead, Vultures use salt and borax for drying, 



hydrogen peroxide and baking soda for whitening bones, and regular dish soap for degreasing 

the hide. While the methods used by Vultures requires a much longer time to achieve similar 

results, they are much cheaper and more accessible. 

When searching through the #vultureculture tag, a Tumblr user will find a graveyard of 

polished skulls and skeletons; a mummified chameleon resting on the broad waxy leaves of a 

succulent, a partially buried caribou skull with rugged antlers reaching out from mossy forest 

soil, a palm-sized hammerhead fruit bat posing with its dopey nasal bone and piranha-like teeth. 

There are also posts from people showing off their ongoing projects to their thousands of Tumblr 

followers, as well as others who sell handcrafted jewelry made from small bones such as buffalo 

teeth, snapping turtle leg bones, or raccoon ribs. 

Taxidermy is having a new golden age; these animals, once displayed in wealthy 

Victorian parlours, are now showcased on desks and window sills through pictures online. The 

craft can now be a hobby that anyone can participate in. Artists like Damien Hirst are also 

returning taxidermy to high art. His sculpture, The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of 

Someone Living, is a ferocious display of an adult-sized tiger shark preserved in formaldehyde. 

During the last decade, trade colleges that certify students in the craft, have been opening up 

across the world.  

*** 

Clack, clack, clack; thump. An eight-ball here and some small talk there returns the 

conversation to the basement’s fauna. As the billiards game concludes, my friend explains that 

the taxidermy pieces were gifts from some long-term patients of his parents’ dental office. Some 



of the pieces have been around since he was young, so he has long become accustomed to them- 

by now he sees them as nothing more than decorations. 

I pet a different head on the wall, discovering the textures of the animals as if they were 

alive. The pheasants’ furs are soft and sleek like vinyl, while the deer’s’ are short and dense. 

They are all unbelievably lifelike. The only distinction that I notice is the hard interior when your 

fingers press into them. Both deer have their original antlers still attached, though one mount is 

much larger than the other. The first is a medium sized adult with a small wooden frame around 

the neck. The other has a much more robust body as well as a gaudier wooden frame to match. 

This bigger adult has its face slightly craned towards the right and actually includes the hooves 

positioned below the neck, both bent into an ‘L’ shape. The fur on this deer is lighter, blending 

into a foamy latte-brown with milky peaks on the white patches of hair. Being surrounded by the 

other smaller antlers, it stands out against the pack.  

The vulture culture community pays respect to its ancestry. While still mindful of the 

origins of taxidermy, young people on the internet are discovering meaningful alternatives to the 

expensive lab-grade chemicals used in traditional methods. With smaller barriers of entry than 

ever before, this ongoing taxidermy revival is opening the craft to new possibilities which could 

rehabilitate its macabre image. Even after thousands of years and multiple downfalls, it is evident 

that this bestially-elegant craft will continue to be preserved, like the mounts that it produces. 


