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If you walk into Dawn O’Porter’s living room, you’ll find her beloved 

cat Lilu curled up asleep on an armchair. Lilu is always there — she 

died a few years ago and Dawn had her freeze-dried. She still looks 

exactly as she did on her final day and lies, 100% dead, in her 

favourite position on her favourite chair.

Freeze-drying involves ten posthumous months spent vacuum- 

packed in a freezer. It’s a technique that’s considered less 

controversial than taxidermy, which is the earliest of these 

procedures. Some folk find it disrespectful for a deceased animal to 

be skinned, stuKed and mantelpieced. Whereas advocates for 

taxidermy describe it as a respectful preservation of life; an 

acknowledgement that after death there can still be beauty and a 

tender marriage of art, sculpture, naturalism and upholstery. It’s a 

compelling debate …

… so I signed up for a six-hour taxidermy lesson. On arrival we were 

each presented with an ethically sourced, small, dead mouse. I had 

mice and rats as a child but learnt more about the murine world that 

day than through years of ownership. In exploring the intricacy of the 

animal’s frame you come to understand the mechanics of its little 

body — and then get to play a part in its story.

We skinned and prepped the tiny pelts, preserved them with 

chemicals, created models of the mouse’s skeleton out of wires and 

wadding, draped the pelts on to the wadding, sewed them up like 

keyhole surgeons, pinned their limbs into positions, added tiny glass 

eyes and then dressed them — I made mine a tiny hat and scarf — 

before securing them on to small wooden plinths.

The day was peaceful and soothing — a regular side-gift of craft 

activities — while also being artistically challenging, scientifically 

fascinating and ethically mind-blowing. Imagine making an intricate 

Lego model with your hands, while your head is exploring the

intimate relationship between death and maker and you’re 

simultaneously carrying out a training day as a mortician. That’s what 

taxidermy feels like. I loved it all.

I’ve thought about applying the same process to my cat Badger when 

he finally comes to a sticky end, but his favourite position is biting my 

head at 5am when he has the munchies, and I fear a pillow made of 

stuKed cat might deter potential suitors.

Mr Mouse (and I can tell you categorically he was male) now lives on 

my shelf and is beautiful in a slightly rakish way. Interestingly he 

horrifies some visitors, who feel that he’s the embodiment of animal 

cruelty, even though they often say this while wearing leather shoes 

or carrying a suede bag.

And the joy? My brief time as a taxidermist was an education. Over 

the course of a few hours I breathed a type of life into a tiny corpse — 

a metamorphic day of philosophical, genuine and unexpected joy 

with a dead pet.

There are taxidermy classes all over the UK. The ethical Vegan

Taxidermist is at afieldguide.org

Art reviews

Related articlesRelated articles

Emma Freud on the joy of using 
power tools
May 21 2024, 12.01am

Emma Freud

The joy of going back to school
March 02 2024, 12.28am

Emma Freud

CONVERSATIONS

Emma Freud on the joy of horror 
fiction
December 02 2023, 12.01am

Emma Freud

LEGAL HIGHS

Morally ambiguous but 
stuffed with fun: my six 
hours as a taxidermist

Emma Freud spends a day combining hands-on crafting 

with head-exploding moral philosophy — stuffing a mouse

EMMA FREUD

Taxidermy: a metamorphic act of philosophical joy

Emma Freud Tuesday June 25 2024, 12.01am, The Times

Share

About us Contact us

Help The Times Editorial
Complaints

The Sunday Times Editorial
Complaints

Place an announcement

ClassiVed advertising

Display advertising The Times corrections

The Sunday Times
corrections

Careers

Get in touch

The Times e-paper The Sunday Times e-paper The Sunday Times Wine Club Times Print Gallery

The Times Archive Times Crossword Club Sunday Times Driving Times+

The Sunday Times Rich List Travel Good University Guide Schools Guide

Newsletters Best Places to Live Best Places to Stay Times Appointments

Podcasts Times Money Mentor Times Luxury Sportswomen of the Year
Awards

Best Places to Work Puzzles

The Australian The Sun Times Literary Supplement

More from The Times and The Sunday Times

More from News Corp

Privacy & cookie policy Licensing Site map Topics Puzzles Archive Authors Commissioning terms Terms and conditions

© Times Media Limited 2024.
Registered in England No. 894646. Registered obce: 1 London Bridge Street, SE1 9GF.

BACK TO TOP

Times+ My accountHome UK World Comment Business & Money Sport Life & Style Culture

https://www.thetimes.com/article/f4024fbe-d989-11e6-9063-500e6740fc32
https://www.afieldguide.org/
https://www.thetimes.com/topic/art
https://www.thetimes.com/article/emma-freud-takes-a-lesson-using-power-tools-times-luxury-j7mgqbg2j
https://www.thetimes.com/article/the-joy-of-going-back-to-school-times-luxury-sgmtqp5jk
https://www.thetimes.com/article/emma-freud-on-horror-fiction-times-luxury-9njxnjffb
https://www.thetimes.com/static/about-us/
https://www.thetimes.com/static/contact-us/?region=global
https://www.thetimes.com/help
https://www.thetimes.com/static/the-times-editorial-complaints/
https://www.thetimes.com/static/the-sunday-times-editorial-complaints/?region=global
https://www.newsukadvertising.co.uk/the-times/announcements
https://www.newsukadvertising.co.uk/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5dc5660bade009281aa8ed04/t/64f71afd3bba9b4de72ad8a2/1693915902826/The+Times+-+Ad+Specifications+2023+(11).pdf
https://www.thetimes.com/article/corrections-and-clarifications-the-times-x9nbft5tq
https://www.thetimes.com/article/corrections-and-clarifications-the-sunday-times-ndfkq7wb6
https://www.newscareers.co.uk/
https://epaper.thetimes.com/app/THETIM
https://epaper.thetimes.com/app/THETIM
https://www.sundaytimeswineclub.co.uk/
https://times.newsprints.co.uk/?utm_source=the_times
https://www.thetimes.com/archive
https://www.thetimes.com/puzzleclub/crosswordclub
https://www.driving.co.uk/
https://www.mytimesplus.co.uk/
https://www.thetimes.com/sunday-times-rich-list
https://www.thetimes.com/travel
https://www.thetimes.com/uk-university-rankings
https://www.thetimes.com/schools-league-table
https://home.thetimes.com/newsletters
https://www.thetimes.com/best-places-to-live
https://www.thetimes.com/article/best-places-to-stay-uk-qs2klsvfz
https://appointments.thetimes.com/
https://www.thetimes.com/podcasts
https://www.thetimes.com/money-mentor
https://www.thetimes.com/luxury
https://www.sportswomenoftheyear.co.uk/
https://www.thetimes.com/static/best-places-to-work
https://www.thetimes.com/puzzles
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/
https://www.thesun.co.uk/
https://www.the-tls.co.uk/
https://www.newsprivacy.co.uk/
https://www.newslicensing.co.uk/
https://www.thetimes.com/html-sitemap
https://www.thetimes.com/html-topic-sitemap
https://www.thetimes.com/html-puzzles-sitemap
https://www.thetimes.com/authors
https://www.thetimes.com/static/commissioning-terms/?region=global
https://www.thetimes.com/static/terms-and-conditions/?region=global
https://www.thetimes.com/
https://www.mytimesplus.co.uk/
https://www.thetimes.com/
https://www.thetimes.com/uk
https://www.thetimes.com/world
https://www.thetimes.com/comment
https://www.thetimes.com/business-money
https://www.thetimes.com/sport
https://www.thetimes.com/life-style
https://www.thetimes.com/culture

