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‘I want to perform my duties so well that people don’t even know I’m performing.’ 

Lucia Drudi Demby, The violin lesson. 
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I have learnt through experience that anything we don’t want to lose is taken away 

first. It’s important to make room and clear things out, to remove things that were 

there before. Only in that way, what would normally disappear first, will remain our 

forever. 
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As an example, I’ll start with a cat. I held it in my arms for an hour before I started 

working on it to as a way of loving it. I wanted it to trust me, but the little creature 

died after a few months because of a mistake. It behaved as though it were a large 

animal and refused to accept that it was a newborn kitten. The smaller the subject, the 

bigger the margin of error. The younger the animal, the most vulnerable it is.  

  

The cat had licked a snail and got poisoned and then a piece of food had got stuck in 

her throat because the poison had stopped her from being able to eat properly. It 

eventually killed her. 

 

My friend had bought her for me as he had seen how interested I was in cats at the 

point. I had recognized the little pink nose and yellow eyes that stood out from its 

white fur immediately. I was so grateful because he brought the onset of my interest. 

Had this cat never have come to me, my idea would never have developed. 

 

After having stuffed the cat’s nose, mouth and anus with cotton, I used a scalpel to cut 

into the cat’s stomach in a vertical line down to the sternum. I could feel my hands 

shaking out of emotion, but also because I had read that if I pressed too hard during 

the cut, I would ruin the cat’s flesh. 

So I carried on very slowly until I felt I had finished, and I let go of the knife, letting 

it fall out of my hand. 

 

Later I began to clean the cat, carefully removing its fur with my nails and a spatula, 

at times vigorously, pulling it away from the limbs, when it seemed that the skin was 



coming away from the body, especially in the vicinity of the pelvis. Then I worked on 

the tail pealing it away as though someone were pealing off a latex glove, and then 

once the animal was stripped, I spread a small amount of ash on it to dry the meat. 

 

I had still not got used to removing the brains from the other specimens I had been 

commissioned to do, it is the part that makes me the most nervous, and I frown every 

time I think about doing it. I had to be removed by using a tube through the nasal 

cavity. I hope the fear of doing that part would eventually go away. 

 

I would position it in a crouching position with its mouth slightly open but its teeth 

not visible and its ears held in place. 
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My name is Francesco Colloneve, I am a taxidermist , the reasons I stuff animals vary 

from person to person. I have been doing this job for ten years and maintain that a 

dead and stuffed dog is still better company than a living hamster. 

 

The process of removing its skin, applied the cotton, removing the interiors, 

reconstructing the muscles and stitching it back to together from the inside out, are all 

just as important for the cat is are the habits of feeding it, cleaning its litter tray and 

stroking it when it is alive. 
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Given that and other reasons too, I don’t know anyone who is as devoted to animals 

as I am. 

 

For each of them, using nails is sometimes not enough especially when it comes to the 

fur, therefore I chose to use a knife, scissors, pliers and whatever other instruments 

allow me to really hack away at the body. I must work carefully like a tailor pinning a 

pair of pants. Even though in my case the subject won’t jump up and yell if I should 

prick their skin. 

 

The instruments a taxidermist must use vary and there are many, each important in 

their own way to make the job be completed successfully. 

 

I know how my kit is organized off by heart: knives with a straight blade and knives 

with a rounder blade, anatomical knives for if the animal is bigger, scissors with 

straight blades and scissors with curved blades, pliers that are sharp at the ends for 

stripping bones and more robust pliers for grasping, pincers with a more delicate grip 

to pluck the fur and long tongs to dressing tongs to shape the wire, the wire for the 

frame and shape the body. Then I have the rods used for the stuffing, file shells, rasps, 

drills, hammers, pins and needles to sew the skin, horsehair brushes to spread the 

ointment and soft brushes to smooth it out. 

 

I use pretty much the same instruments they used a hundred years ago, the newer 

technology never reached me and I never went looking for it, I prefer gimlets and 

heating up the wire on the fire to disinfect it. The best form of technology I have got 

though, are headphones which I use while I work so I can listen to music. 

 

5 



My work, it is clear to see, has to do with the parts of dead animals that are still alive. 
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The last time I had gone to visit him, I had got him a phone and placed on the wall 

next to the window in the bedroom. It was a simple phone with nothing but ten large 

digits from one to zero, a speakerphone, adjustable volume and a light that appears 

with every call.  

When I had gone to buy it, the salesperson had told me as though I’d be interested 

that they didn’t have any other colors other than titanium. He also explained that you 

could see whom the last person called was and that there was a little card where you 

could write your address and where I wrote my mobile number. 

 

There were also four speed dial digits to save time for an elderly person in case of an 

emergency and if they couldn’t remember a phone number. I had told my father that 

my number was saved as number one. He had looked at the numbers as if to wonder 

whom the other three numbers should be. 
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Between the time of the phone call with my father and making the decision to go and 

see him, I had been working hands on with a blue tit; I had a series of butterflies I had 

to work on in quite a hurry. I had to work out the damage of a bullet in the stomach of 

an otter and had also taped the feathers of a crow together for a present.  

 

That same day, a man had brought me a snake and explained that his friend had 

worked as a taxidermist and had made a mess of it, so he had brought it here to be 

fixed quickly and offered me very good money for it. I accepted immediately. 

 

I wrapped him in newspaper, but first made sure the skin was completely dry, then 

wrapped it up as I had learned to do years before when I first started this job. I 

deposited it in the large tin case the owner had brought it in. It was one meter and a 

half in height and one meter in width. The container was filled to the brim with 

mothballs to preserve it. I welded the lid and placed it in a wooden box. 

 

My father was waiting to be accepted into a rehabilitation center where he would have 

constant medical attention from nurses. It had been the doctor, who had looked after 

him during his last hospital stay, to tell me that it was difficult to know how long it 

took to be accepted into the home, it could sometimes be three or four weeks.  

 

In the meantime I had said I would go and stay with him to help him wit his everyday 

life, to help him go to the market in the morning if he wanted to, or to help him have a 

bath or just to keep him company in the kitchen. 

 

Once I had prepared the snake for the journey, I spent the rest of the day going back 

and forth from my house to the post office sending all my work equipment to my 

father’s address where it would arrive within a few days and I would be to organize it. 

 

I delivered everything in my toolkit in ordinary parcels or first-class parcels 

depending on the size and the urgency with which I would need them. I used twine 

spools and packing boxes, reams of paper and manila envelopes, yellow envelopes 



and tape to pack everything. I had prepared the shipment with the utmost care because 

if I forgot anything, even the smallest contraption, I would have had to turn back. 

 

Once they were all packed up, I slid some under the door if they were very light and 

thin like brushes and pliers for instance, others I passed through the window that was 

next to the door, then I mounted the specimen onto a plank of wood, and packed a gift 

for my father. 

 

At his home I wouldn’t have a cold storage unit where to keep the skin before putting 

everything back together, as I had in the workshop where I usually worked, and I 

therefore had to make sure that the snake that had been handed over to me and was 

just in the processing stage was kept in a controlled temperature. 

 

I had wanted to take the snake on the bus with me but since I couldn’t guarantee I 

would be able to keep it with me at all times, I decided to send it privately and at least 

that way I could ensure how it would arrive. It would travel safely and not be jolted 

around, as the van that was talking it would not exceed fifty kilometers per hour.  

 

The employee working at the post office had asked me why I hadn’t just used one box 

to ship everything rather than sending everything separately. I chose not to answer her 

question rather than going into lots of detail about why I chose to send them all 

separately to absolutely ensure I didn’t forget anything. 
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My father fell the day I arrived. I wondered if I had waited too long before coming to 

see him. I found him on the floor near the door when I came in, luckily he didn’t have 

any cuts or bruises but he was very pale as if he was covered in talcum powder in his 

blue bathrobe. When I opened the door he was surrounded by his bunch of keys, his 

glasses, his diary for the current year, a supermarket brochure, lip balm, deodorant, a  

brush and a mirror, a toothbrush. My father was in the midst of that mass of objects 

and his body was in the middle with dust falling around him. 

 

Seeing me bent over him, he said my name in a quiet voice. I was significantly higher 

than him so barely heard him. He didn’t even lift a foot off the floor. 

 

If I had left him alone in the house from then on, I ran the risk of his illness getting 

worse, and who knows how many other times I would have found him on the floor. 

 

When I stepped foot in that mess of a house on that day that my father fell, no having 

tripped over any step, I heard the sound of an entire slab from the attic stairs that 

made him fall. 
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I learnt from my experiences with the cat that the hardest part of being is taxidermist 

is positioning the animal. In my opinion, the beast should look as though it were still 

alive, and that I had not worked on it at all. 

 

So a flamingo’s feathers need to be set in place without ruffling them up, a tiger 

should not have his mouth wide open as though he was about to eat after years of 



starvation, a viper needs its tongue needs to be flat. So with the cat, its tail had to be 

positioned so it looked like it was purring. Similarly, the first animal I worked on for 

pay was a brown squirrel. I did not straighten up his ears as if he were hearing some 

kind of noise from nowhere, nor did I place it at the base of a trunk, contrary to what 

the owner had asked me to do. 

 

It’s a bit like women and make up. Be beautiful without making it obvious how much 

work has gone into the process. 
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If I was really good, I would have done my father so he stood tall and strong like a 

young man. 
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When he was left alone in this apartment, he decided to bring all the furniture that he 

and my mother had bought together after their wedding to this new place. The 

apartment was significantly smaller than where they had lived, the living room was 

about half the size as well as the kitchen. My father had the furniture cut in half 

keeping only what he needed so he could organize himself better. 

 

The kitchen cupboard was cut in half and looked as though it was missing a limb and 

had never had an interior. The kitchen table, which cost more to move than it would 

have to buy a new one, was cut from a rectangle to a square, and the sofa was made 

into an armchair by a carpenter my father had known for many years. Had it not been 

for a small bit of wood that stuck out, no one would have been able to tell.  

 

The washing machine was the same one that we had when I was a baby and my 

mother used to change me. My mother was so scared that a tiny bit of water would 

give me an electric shock that she would wait outside with me in her arms as my 

father unplugged the machine. 

 

My father kept the frame of their bed but has a single mattress on it, unlike the other 

furniture that showed no trace of another person have owned it with him, but this he 

wanted to be obvious. He called it his bitten bed. 
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Normally nothing is clean or tidy and you have to allow things to happen as they 

normally do. My knees were close to the table and it wasn’t only my curved back 

suffering. The display cases against the wall not in their normal place, and the door to 

the room where I've been working for I don’t know how long, but it seems like 

forever. I work through my fatigue. The smell of the animal eventually becomes a 

taste in my mouth. Finally it is finished. It’s eyes in place and his nose damp as 

though it were still alive.  

My hands hurt, letting me know I had done a good job. 

 

I was being gentle but the skin was not giving way, if I were more vigorous it would 

be ruined, yet if I continued like this I would get nowhere. Right when I felt the need 

to just drop everything and walk away from it, it began to work and my mood 

improved. 



 

I put my arms to my sides, then ran my fingers through my hair to get it out of my 

eyes and scratched my nose. I rolled up my sleeves even though they were dirty all 

the way up to the shoulders. I put the phone off the hook and double-locked the door. 

I sat down on the chair and felt the need to just take a minute to admire my work. 

 

Before the cat, I had never seen an animal just after it had been stuffed. I sat for I 

don’t know how long on one of the kitchen chairs, starring at what I had achieved and 

admiring something that I had never seen before. Looking into its eyes. 
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Whether you make the eyeball yourself or buy it from a shop, it is essential that you 

are very careful when positioning the eyeball in the cavity. I use sterilized pliers that 

are small enough to get the ball into the right place without damaging the eye socket. 

Having done so, I clean the pliers in disinfectant and then wrapped them in cotton. 

 

The sizes vary based on the animal so you can’t just go and buy any old set, for 

example, the sizes can vary from four millimeters for a weasel’s eyes, but for a lynx 

you would need twenty-two millimeters in size for the eyes. It is a big difference so 

one has to be precise. 

 

The fixing of the eyes is the most serious moment of the process because it has to be 

done at the right time, when the skull is completely dry. That is when you are able to 

take a clamp to open the eyelids and put a sticky solution in them that will then hold 

the eyeball in firm, so it does not fall out.  

 

I once accidentally used the eyes of a badger for a dormouse. The eyes came out 

awfully, the eyelids stuck out beyond repair and the skull was ruined as a result. I had 

to throw the whole mouse away. I was so disheartened by the experience, but could 

only be grateful that it was one of my practice attempts in the early days and I hadn’t 

been paid for it. 
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I organized the closet into my study. I moved out the things in there onto the balcony: 

a few brooms, an old bucket and so on. Size-wise it was a room to keep old shoes and 

other items to cram away. Things that would normally go in the basement but would 

get too dusty. In short it was just a cubbyhole that had a small window that provided 

me the right light and temperature, and a small table on which to place my animals. 

 

I took the lamp from my father’s bedside, I had used it the morning before when we 

had breakfast. I was particularly grateful for it at night when he would go to bed and I 

would wash all the dishes. 

I didn’t need a chair, I preferred to stand. In fact a taxidermist works better standing 

because you might need to move around. The only time it was ok to sit was when you 

wanted to admire the work done. 

 

I was lucky that there was space behind the door for the snake in all its packaging, 

which had acted more as a coat hanger up to the point or would have been good to 

keep my work clothes on top of. I would change in the apartment in my little room 

but would wear other clothes around the house or to go out. 



 

I then became a new man, I would leave my shirt and corduroy pants, and put on my 

blue and white suit with an acrylic with zip, my taxidermist uniform. 
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I had been disappointed that I wasn’t able to bring my most expensive piece of 

equipment: a special storage unit for all the specimens. 

 

They were lockers whose peculiarities made it impossible to transport them to my 

father's house. It is painted white, to make the animals placed on the shelves stand 

out. They are closed with special locks protecting the inside from dust and dirt and 

glass that reflect light. This had prevented me from moving them. It was a shame for 

me not to have them all there watching me work on the snake. 
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As a result of the fall, my father had cracked two ribs and therefore I had to take him 

to hospital. The doctors that saw him bandaged him up so tightly that it wasn’t even 

possible to get a finger down there if he had an itchy back, which led to the 

mysterious disappearance of a few of the kitchen forks. 

 

The same then happened with the forks in the living room, they too vanished without 

a trace. I couldn’t understand where they had gone and I had even checked the trash. 

Before going to buy some more I thought I’d better check in my father’s room. He 

was asleep, and I look through all the draws and through the sheets. Yet there was no 

sign of them. 

 

It came the time that we needed to go back to the hospital to have the bandages 

changed. Given my father’s condition the doctors came to the house instead and were 

able to tend to him there. They cut through the bandages with big scissors and I see 

my father’s skin was very red and scratched almost and I thought to my self that after 

the doctors left I would put some talcum powder on his back. 

 

It was then that I discovered all the forks that had been missing hidden away in my 

father’s big chest and they were all tangled together. I had to give him credit for 

finding a way to scratch his back. 

 

 


