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Polly Morgan is a British artist living and working in London. Self-taught, with no formal 
education in art, Morgan works in taxidermy, concrete and polyurethane. She is interested in 
creating deceptions, with sculptural facsimiles made from painted casts and skin, as a way of 
exploring false narratives in our increasingly polarised and digitised society.

SocialSocial media and the Covid pandemic provide the context for her latest work, for which she 
uses the decorative hides of snakes and the trompe l'oeil designs of nail artistry to probe the 
disparity between surface and reality. Snakes in the sculptures, painted and coated in powders 
and transfers used to decorate human nails, contort to fit casts of polystyrene packaging, 
gripping or spilling from openings in the forms. Snug or squashed in, they evoke either 
cosiness or claustrophobia and allude to our own containment and possible over-protection 
during the lockdown.

MoMorgan is persistently drawn to the deceptive qualities of veneers, used to conceal or protect 
something less desirable or durable, and of snakes' skins, designed to provide camouflage or to 
imitate more deadly breeds. In this context, our edited and filtered online selves can be 
interpreted as products of a natural instinct to nurture misleading perceptions in order to 
assimilate and avoid crowd censure. Titled after face-altering apps, her photographs of snakes' 
skins, being peeled back by hands clad with artificial fingernails, hint at the subterranean life 
which exists beneath all things. 

YYou studied English Literature and have no formal training in art. Can you tell us 
what attracted you to taxidermy and how you learned your craft? Also, do you have 
any regrets about not going to art school? 

II was around 23, trying many different things out, a bit of photography, drawing, sculpting 
with clay, just anything I could get my hands on. And I feel like I almost had a mental checklist 
in my head I was going through, and then I hit on taxidermy. But the difference was taxidermy 
was the right one, but I didn't know this until I went up and had my first lesson with George 
Jamison, a taxidermist in Scotland. I think I'm a very sensory learner; I'm not very good at just 
listening to things. I can never listen to audiobooks, and, at school, I wasn't good at learning 
by rote. 

II found that the way I learned was to touch and smell and have a physical experience attached 
to the learning. And with taxidermy, I got that. And it also opened up an interest in biology that 
had been entirely dormant.  I often say it's part butchery, part sculpture. You're skinning the 
bird or the mammal, and you're taking limbs off. So, I guess you're butchering it and skinning 
it and it’s part dissection. And there's a lot of science in that part. For me, it became a much 
more instinctive, innate understanding of science as opposed to learning all the labels and 
looking at anatomy books. The next part of taxidermy is sculpture because you're building an 
armatuarmature to put the animal skin back over.

And those two things combined really appealed. I obviously had an interest in both art and 
science. Not only that but taxidermy was a fairly untapped medium back then. There were the 
likes of Damien Hirst who were using it in contemporary art, but they didn't exclusively use 
taxidermy. They did lots of other things, too. It has had its moments, but it was still very much 
thought of as a Victorian craft where people would mimic the natural environment of the 
animal, and I was much more interested in doing something different with it and taking the 
animal outside of its normal context and making you look at it afresh.

TheThe other thing I've come to understand, having tried to explain this over the years, is that I 
was very keen to have things looking dead initially. I was trying to decorate a flat and wanting 
some taxidermy on the windowsills. But I didn't want it to look alive. I wanted it to look dead, 
and I couldn't find anything like that.
  



So, first, I thought about commissioning a taxidermist. And then I thought that 
perhaps I could learn. And that thought really excited me, and wanting them to 
look dead is not a question of morbidity. I don't think I've ever celebrated or 
fetishised death in any way. I know it's been misinterpreted that I have, but I 
certainly wasn't. That was never my intention. I love the trickery involved, it's like 
a three-dimensional trompe l'oeil if you have a dead bird on a windowsill because 
it actually could be a dead bird on the windowsill as opposed to a normal piece of 
taxidermtaxidermy, probably behind glass, or maybe it's a bird mid-flight and in the 
middle of the room. But, either way, you know almost instantly that it's not a real 
bird. It's a taxidermy bird and one perched on the edge of a shelf.

It may only trick you for a second because you expect it to move, and it doesn't. 
And the thing about a dead taxidermy animal is you don't expect it to move. It's 
only on very close examination you know that it's not real. That's something that's 
always appealed to me in my work. Even now, I'm doing a lot of casting and 
moulding, and I always pick surprising objects, things around the studio like bits 
of scrap wood, or recently I've been doing moulds and casts of polystyrene and the 
sort of packaging that comes around a kettle or something. Again, if you do a good 
jobjob of it, and a good paint job, and I use this kind of iridescent dust on it to give it 
the sheen that they have, it is to your eye a polystyrene piece, and it's only again 
on  close examination that it's not. And these are threads that have gone through 
my work. And in answer to the other question – did I regret not going to 
university to study art? – not at all to start with, I felt fortunate I had a lot of 
friends who'd been to college and who were struggling to make ends meet, and as 
a profession, they'd make great work, but they wouldn't always get it shown or 
sold.sold. It's a challenging career to make money from. Right at the beginning, I was 
extremely fortunate, and I got my work seen and admired, and collected by 
people.

It was almost a little too easy in the beginning. And I think, because of that, I 
didn't regret not going to art school. I just slightly coasted for a few years. It was 
only later on when it hit me that this wasn't something that was going to continue 
forever. There are trends in art buying and showing. And you've got to be really, 
really good if you're going to transcend them. And I suddenly found myself, 
having shown among artists who I admired growing up and then not shown for a 
while, that I'd had an amazing opportunity, I felt perhaps not up to scratch 
becausebecause I hadn't gone to college, I hadn't had those three years of having crits and 
having people dissect my work metaphorically, and so I was just making things 
and putting them out there. A period followed of about three years where I got 
quite brutal with myself over the work I was making; I made myself work a lot 
harder.

I didn't show everything that I made by a long shot; I showed very little of what I 
made. I sort of fell out of love with my early work a little and found things 
evolving. I needed to just take a step back and look more at other artists, look at 
my work, look at what I liked and what inspired me. And to pause and think a 
little more. At that point, I did think about applying to college; this would have 
been in my early 30s, but I didn't do it.

II changed my mind because I thought I'm on this trajectory with my work. To go 
back to college now would have been to break it down entirely and start from 
scratch. I didn't need to start from scratch. I just needed to allow the work to 
evolve. So no is the answer. I don't regret not going to college, although I 
definitely missed not having had a group of peers that I grew up among. I had 
peers from a bar and restaurant that I worked at who all ended up working in art 
and fashion, so I've always had a great group of friends. However, I just haven't 
hadhad peers who I learnt alongside who have gone on to maybe open galleries or 
curate shows or write about art and make art, and so I've always felt like a bit of 
a lone wolf in that respect. I haven't been part of any art movement. That's about 
the only thing I sometimes miss a little – just the idea of having contemporaries 
and people to bat ideas off. But I go out of my way to make that happen in other 
ways. I offer the studio space to younger artists and try and make sure that I'm 
always connected to other artists in other ways.



The animals you use are already dead.  Where do you source them, and is there an animal on your wish 
list that you have not used already? 

Where I source my animals differs from work to work, but it's mainly animal breeders. At the moment, I'm working 
with snakes a lot. I contacted lots of snake sanctuaries, snake breeders, people with reptile shops, reptile enthusiasts.

IfIf anything dies, I ask them if they can freeze it for me, and I'll come and collect it. Some people don't like the idea 
– but many have quite a few of them in the freezer because when they die they'll hang on to the bodies until they've 
got a few to get rid of at once. Then they tend to pay a pet crematorium to incinerate them, I think. So actually 
passing them on to a taxidermist saves them a job. So they're mainly quite happy about doing it.  I make sure that I 
never work with anything that's been killed for the purposes of taxidermy. I have used things in the past that have 
been culled by farmers.

II would never direct anyone to kill something on my behalf.  Not only would it be unethical, but it's illegal in an 
awful lot of cases because there are rules stating what you can and can't use in taxidermy. And it's entirely 
unnecessary. Animals are dying all the time. You have to put in the legwork and try and get hold of the people who 
might be there when it happens or at least might come across the bodies and be able to freeze them for you before 
they decay.

AndAnd the second part – is there anything I particularly want to work with? – not really. People often assume that I 
want big or exotic animals. This isn't the case at all.  What I want, what I've been lusting after animal-wise has 
changed so much. In the beginning, it was very pedestrian, normal animals that we're so used to seeing, like 
squirrels and pigeons, because I wanted to work with things we started to almost hold in contempt. I wanted to try 
and get people to see them afresh by taking them out of context.

II would have beeen very happy if I'd been given a rat back then. But these days it's quite different. Exotic snakes are 
amazing because they've got incredible colours.  I'm not always using the skins. I sometimes don't. Sometimes I just 
cast the snake and paint directly on to the cast.

But having the actual snake in front of me in all its lustre is extremely helpful when it comes to copying patterns and 
iridescence on the scales. The finish of each scale is quite different on different snakes. There are great images I can 
look at online and in books, but there's nothing like the real thing to have in front of you when you're painting 
because you can see the way it reacts in the light.

It'sIt's very different. Sometimes the colours are intense. Or I layer two or three colours on one scale. Just any snake that 
I haven't had before is what I'm after at the moment.

  

Children have been home a lot more than usual with schools being closed.  How did you manage to 
juggle work with keeping your kids entertained?

Juggling work and the children has not been easy, but honestly, since everyone's been going through the same thing, 
it's given me a lot of perspective.  I realised that I'm very lucky because I have a studio in the basement of my home. 
So, whereas many artists couldn't even get to the studio during the first lockdown, I was able to do that.

II just had to be very flexible and have much lower expectations than usual. I ended up with a smaller show than I 
probably would have had. But I didn't mind that because ever since my last solo show in 2012 in London, which felt 
a bit rushed, and into which I ended up putting all my new work, some of which I would have liked to have edited 
out. I felt strongly that  I wanted to always pull a few things out of a show before it opened. I believe less is more. 
And I thought I was able to put the stronger pieces that work well together in the show rather than being crowded.

MyMy boyfriend is also an artist, and he was, until the pandemic, travelling a lot. So I had been quite used to having the 
children on my own at home. Obviously, one of them was at nursery at the time, and I had a part-time nanny for the 
very young one. But, actually, in many ways, having him at home was a big help to me. So while it was harder for him, 
it was great for me to have an extra pair of hands around. Work was not the priority for either of us. One of us would 
take the children for a bit, and then the other would take them.  I would work in the evenings. I do think if you have 
a deadline, it's inca deadline, it's incredible what you can get done when you know you have to. So that helped me an awful lot.
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My skills are okay now, but they could still be a lot better. However, I found that casting and modelling helped me 
work my way out of the artist’s block because I just had my hands on everything, and I was casting bits and bobs 
around the studio, like old scraps of wood and pencils. And I always like that idea of cannibalising my studio, just 
using what I have to hand and not necessarily looking further.

SoSo that helped me. But also there were a couple of other things. Partly I think  I stopped working as much, and I 
stopped having deadlines to work to because I found that that was creating unnecessary pressure and stress. 
Obviously, you have to do that to some extent. I had a mortgage to pay.  I still do. Outgoings were very high for me 
at the time. I bought this studio and flat and had the pressure of having to make enough money to pay for that 
because I had no other income source.  I had to try to sell my work. But I found that extremely uncomfortable because 
I realised that I started thinking about what might sell, which I don't think is ever a very good way of making art. I 
feel like if that's the motivation going into it, you will never make the best artwork. feel like if that's the motivation going into it, you will never make the best artwork. 

I had to take a step back and stop taking on shows. Look at other artists, look at other things, read books, generally 
try to let my mind go fallow for a while so that things could come to me. And then I snapped out of it one day when 
I was rifling through my freezers, trying to get inspiration from something that I might have in there, and I pulled 
out a snake. I'd been given these snakes ages ago, and I nearly turned them down because I just didn't ever see 
myself using them. I didn't even have the first idea of how to taxidermy a snake because when you're building the 
armatures to go underneath bird and mammal bodies, you very much rely on the feathers and the fur to cover the 
skin because the skin is shrink-wrapped when it dries, and you can see any lumps and bumps under theskin because the skin is shrink-wrapped when it dries, and you can see any lumps and bumps under there.

I had nearly 20 snakes in the freezer.. I pulled one out one day, and it was frozen in this really beautiful shape. There 
were two of them, and they were both frozen in these really interesting shapes. They just struck me straight away 
that they looked almost like a kind of abstract modernist sculpture with loops and holes that you could peer through. 
And, suddenly, things started to fall into place at that point. I felt like that's what I needed to be doing, that the 
snakes were a bridge into new work for me.

You have talked of having artist's block for three years. Can you tell us about this period and how you 
overcame it? 

II just had to work my way through the artists block, if that's a term, and by that, I mean I literally just worked. I 
continued to make work. I showed very little of it during that time. But I bedded down and started trying to learn 
again.  I felt like I had come to a point where I wanted and needed to include other materials and other aspects into 
my work. I tried using fabricators, where someone would help me make something to evolve my ideas, because 
otherwise, you're very limited as an artist.

YYou're either very limited by what you can do, or you employ other people to do things under your direction. And, 
you know, both of those things work very well for a lot of people. I found I had many friends using fabricators, so it 
felt like something I should be doing. Only every time I did, I didn't feel very satisfied, because I felt l I was losing 
control of the work a bit.

II would give them an outline of what I wanted, and they would give me that. However, I realised that it was in the 
making process itself that the work came to life for me, and it would evolve a lot in the making. If I knew what I 
wanted to make, and I started to make it myself, something would always go wrong, or something else would occur 
to me in making it, and it would always end up a little different from how I'd initially planned it. But it would appear 
better to me. I'd think that this is the work that I was meant to make. So I think, as an artist, I feel my way through 
thethe materials, and I didn't realise at the beginning that this was the kind of artist that I was. I learned that in the 
process.  I was always doing all of the taxidermy and all of the assembly of the work. 

But there were other parts needed, and I would work with a great woman called Mandy Smith, who's a model maker, 
who helped to make the balloons for this piece I did called Stillbirth, where these chicks were suspended by 
balloons. She did a beautiful job with them. But I would always feel almost envy that I hadn't made that part myself. 
I wanted to know how to. It was like a mystery. A part of my work was a mystery to me, and I didn't like that. So I 
started to try to learn these things myself. And learning a new skill like casting and moulding is sort of endless. You 
can do it for your whole life and continue to improve.
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Can you explain how your work has changed over the last few years?  

My work has become a lot more abstract. There's a lot less narrative, and it's become more minimal because I realised 
that the strongest works I made were those that I removed something from before finishing. I think it's born of 
insecurity when you overdo things and never know when to finish them.  I realised that I would always do that if I 
was not entirely happy with the work. I would add to it when actually what I should have been doing was 
withdrawing something from it.

MyMy taste, my style was changing. Because I didn't go to art school, I missed three years of criticism to debate my 
work. A lot of my early work was me working out my style but in quite a public way. I was so fortunate that I got to 
show all of that stuff. But, at the same time, I do look back, and I know that there are certain things that I would have 
done differently and I wouldn't have exhibited at all.  I don't think I was ready to show when I did. But, at the same 
time, I was given opportunities and I didn't want to let them go.

II also realised there was a bit of a disconnect between the way people perceived my work and the way that I saw it. 
I've never wanted to be didactic about it and tell people what to think or what it means. But often, my work would 
be described as morbid or about death when I didn't see it that way at all. And I don't think I help myself by 
photographing things on dark backgrounds; I stopped doing that and realised they were much nicer.

II had to really think about what I liked and the aesthetics that pleased me and stopped making 'Polly Morgan 
artworks' rather than the kind of stuff I wanted to make. The snakes were a perfect bridge out of that because they 
have these long, very malleable forms that you can twist and shape into. You can sculpt them in a way that you can't 
do with a bird or a mammal body, and they lend themselves to abstraction much more easily.

II think I've also begun making a lot more stuff myself rather than using found objects. I mean, I will use found 
objects, but then I will cast and paint them up. And so I feel like the other component of my work is almost like 
objects taxidermy. It's a replica of an object, just like a taxidermy animal is a replica of that animal. They are a kind 
of 3D trompe l'oeils ploys. They're much more about form and colour and the juxtaposition of different textures than 
the work that I was making right at the beginning. 

How to Behave at Home was your latest show.  Can you tell us about this, and did the pandemic impact 
the work you created for it?

II was already working on the exhibition before the pandemic, but I hadn't consolidated things in my mind. I had the 
working title, How to Behave at Home, which I did end up using.  I had identified that a lot of the work I make 
relates to veneers, surface and skin. And the way that we would use a so-called superior surface to coat an inferior 
surface or, if you think about that more metaphorically, the way that we present our images online. We all have these 
veneers, social veneers, which we incorporate in our online selves and. I also felt like a lot of my work was a 
metaphor for that.

II was using veneers, marbles and things in my work. But also, skin is a veneer.  In taxidermy, it's all about skin 
mounted on forms. And etiquette I think of as a sort of metaphorical straitjacket. I guess it's like a form of kerbing 
our instinct.  I was researching titles and looking into stuff for the show before I started making the work; I was 
looking at a Victorian book on etiquette –  it was quite an amusing, entertaining read. One chapter was called How 
to Behave at Home. And, at the time, I just thought, what a strange sentence that is, because it's not something we 
really think of now. I don't think many of us think about how we receive visitors and, what we might wear at home 
whenwhen we have people over, or which entrance the delivery man uses. Those things may have been important to us 
once but, for me, home always felt like the one place where I didn't have to think about how I was presenting myself.

And then the pandemic hit, and, suddenly, it was all about being at home. We were all locked down, and people 
became online versions of themselves. And that self that they like to present came into the home in a way, because 
we were making Zoom calls. And I know that people were curating. I heard the MPs would curate their bookshelves 
when they were doing interviews because they knew that people were peering into their homes to get a sense of their 
indoor selves.

People were posting pictures of themselves baking cupcakes with their children, doing homeschooling, you know, 
trying to curate and present a certain image of themselves from home. And just the whole idea of whether or not you 
should leave the house, whether you should break lockdown or stretch the rules – it was all about how we conducted 
ourselves in and around the home. I found that really interesting. It suddenly made this idea behind my show all the 
more relevant. At that point, even though my first instinct was: ‘oh, I'm not going to have to do the show, and 
everything is going to be pointless, and our priorities have all shifted. And who's going to care about art anyway?’. 
I started to I started to realise that the work I was making felt more prescient than ever.

And it really gave shape to the work that I went on to make.
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In your latest show, you use casts as well as 'real' taxidermy hides.  Is this something you will continue 
to do, and can you tell us a bit about the process of creating your veneers? 

Yes, the veneers came about as a result of making a particularly frustrating sculpture with a snake, it started off 
being so beautiful and lustrous and pink and iridescent, but by the time the skin dried over the form, it had lost its 
colours and iridescence, and the scales had gone crusty and textured. It just didn't look anything like the lustrous 
snake that it had started out as. And that is what happens to a lot of the skins when they dry; some of them dry more 
effectively than others.

TheThe thinner ones tend to go less flaky and to lose their colour less. I would always paint on top of them once they 
had dried. But it was the texture that was really bothering me and the lustrousness that you lose when the water 
evaporates from the skin.

II just suddenly made the mental leap that I could paint directly on to the casts that I am dragging the skin on top of. 
Often, they come out beautifully and look just like the snake, just a colourless version of the snake originally. I 
realised that I had been locked into this idea of being a taxidermist and having to use the skins, but I didn't have to 
do that. Once I took those limitations away, it became liberating because I could paint any snake. I wasn't bound by 
the snake that I had cast. I could look at the images, or sometimes I'd have a snake in the freezer that had particularly 
beautiful skin, and I could copy that with pens dibeautiful skin, and I could copy that with pens directly on to the cast. I love the idea of the trickery involved in that.

The fact that I'm just bringing together the whole idea of veneers and social media presence and what's real and 
what's fake and who's authentic and who's not, I like that. The idea that I could have this exhibition where I have 
some real snakeskins and some that aren't, and you can't necessarily tell which ones have got the skin on them, and 
which have not. It also was a really lovely thing, learning how to paint, because I didn't have much cause to paint 
before.  Suddenly I was learning about all the different types of paints. I tend to airbrush acrylic, and then I use oil 
paintspaints on top of that. I have been experimenting with things that are used in nail bars, such as transfers. They have 
these amazing iridescent transfers that they use on people's nails. 

When I'm using this iridescence on the scales, I treat them like a small nail. I put an undercoat on, the foil and then 
a topcoat. The effect is excellent, particularly outside, I've realised. Because outside, when the sun is shining, the 
iridescence comes to the light. Artificial lights work, but not nearly as well as the sunlight.

It has opened up a whole new world of outdoor sculpture to me.  I was putting these casts out in the sunshine to 
cure, and the iridescence was blinding.  It looked amazing, and it just occurred to me that this would make it an 
excellent outdoor sculpture. And there's no reason why I couldn't do that now.  Before, I was restricted by the fact 
that I was using skin and skin dries; it's perfectly fine and durable inside, but it can't go outside and get wet, or it 
will rot.

II haven't given up using skin. I'm working on a piece at the moment, which I've used the skin for, but I'm going to 
be more selective about the skins that I do use.  I'm getting a sense of the skins that work well and the ones that don't. 
I have been getting so much pleasure out of painting that it's something I'm going to continue.

Trace Your Route (rear view) © Polly Morgan Retouch Me © Polly Morgan
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United In A Common Goal

UUnited In A Common Goal came out of a period during lockdown when we were all ordering lots of things 
online. I was looking at the sort of accidental architecture that you get from these polystyrene ends that 
package goods. I realised I had used polystyrene a little bit in my work before; I've cast it before, but never to 
such great effect. I started looking for interesting pieces of polystyrene that I felt I could use alongside the 
snakes. I like the idea that they were there to protect, and this is what we were all doing. We were all staying 
indoors and staying at home to protect ourselves.  I wanted to make something but had to find the right 
packaging, which I did eventuallpackaging, which I did eventually. It was from a friend who bought a new kettle.  I used this for United In A 
Common Goal.

I wanted to be able to pour a snake in there in such a way that it looked quite claustrophobic or cosy, really, 
depending on your perspective. If you had a lovely big house to knock around in during lockdown and had 
a pleasant time, then maybe it doesn't look so harrowing to you. But I think if you've been someone who's 
been cooped up in a tiny flat, maybe with children and a lot of stress, you might identify something very 
different when looking at that work. It might look claustrophobic to you and packed in and bursting out.  I 
also love the idea that this has two perspectives, though. There was the one side where you can see the whole 
snake,snake, the side from inside the house, I suppose you could say. Then, from the outside, there is this little 
window, and you can glimpse this little piece of it.

We were all glimpsing just bits of each other at the time, either through a computer screen or on Thursdays, 
when we would clap outside our window, and we would look at all of our neighbours peering out their 
windows. You see people, and you don't know them. You see a tiny little aspect of them, and you don't know 
what's going on inside.

SStillbirth is a piece I made back in 2010, I'd 
always wanted to modernise taxidermy in a 
way.  I wasn't interested in continuing the 
tradition of mimicking the natural 
environment of an animal. I wanted to do 
something a bit more contemporary and pop 
with it. 

So I took that kind of scenario, the tall glass So I took that kind of scenario, the tall glass 
bell jar that's a classic Victorian motif. I 
wanted to fill that canvas somehow in a 
more pop way.  I love the idea of being able 
to cast a balloon and making that balloon 
look real. Again, as I said about trompe 
l'oeil objects, it's like someone thinking 
somethingsomething is something, and then it's not.  I 
work with a brilliant model maker who 
figured out how to do this. And she made 
these beautiful casts for me.  I attached them 
to sprung steel, which is like piano wire, 
which I threaded through the taxidermy 
chick and then through the base. 

Although it's a very simple, quite pop 
looking work, I couldn't get away from the 
fact that it was a dead chick, and this wire 
was like an umbilical cord going to this 
womb-like red balloon. 

AndAnd I felt like this title Stillbirth was just 
there all the time in my head. I didn't like it 
because it's such an unpleasant, horrible, 
harrowing thing to think about. But, at the 
same time, it was a still life, it wasn't alive, 
it was a dead thing. And, not only that, it 
was a dead baby animal. I really debated 
whetherwhether to use that title or not for a long 
time because I knew that it was a very 
upsetting subject, but I couldn't really avoid 
it. I felt like it belonged to that work.
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Do Gift Cards Expire is a collaborative 
work I made with a friend, Robert Cooper; 
I met him via Instagram. He contacted me 
when he graduated from Edinburgh 
University and asked if he could meet me 
or maybe help me in the studio. And I 
looked through his feed and found I loved 
the work he was doing.the work he was doing.

It was refreshingly different from my own. 
Often people approach me, and they're just 
into taxidermy. I like the fact that he was 
into lots of other things, and he was doing 
these very strange kinds of digital 
manipulations of his body, which I 
thought were witty and, weirdly, somehow 
diddid chime with my work, but not in an 
obvious way. He came to work with me in 
the studio for a bit. Then we became 
friends, and I offered him some studio 
space for free as I liked having him 
around.  During that time, I was offered 
Mark Hix's gallery underneath one of his 
rrestaurants – he wanted to do a 
programme where he had a more 
established artist working in conjunction 
with a younger artist. So I asked if I could 
do it with Robert.

This sculpture was from a photograph that 
Robert took. I think he'd gone to pick up 
some snakes for me from a breeder who 
had some that had died, and he'd frozen 
them for me. Robert went with a rucksack, 
and he put all these snakes in the bag and 
brought them back like that. He was 
amusedamused and amazed by the idea that he 
could be walking around London with a 
bag full of dead snakes, and he took a 
photo of a snake in the bottom of a 
rucksack. And when we did this 
collaboration, we decided to make it into a 
sculpture.  It's helpful to know his work to 
understandunderstand the piece because many of the 
works that were made for that show were 
very much his style.

He had a very refreshing, quite witty take 
on bodies, on his own body, and on the 
dead bodies that I was using. And so it's 
not a very classic sculpture of mine, but it 
was a way we could make something 
together. I taught him how to do the 
taxidermy. And we so we made a whole 
body of work, and this was one of them.body of work, and this was one of them.

The title of the work comes from Google. 
We looked to see what the most common 
searches were, and this is something that 
popped up, which we felt related well to 
the work.

MSQRD is the name of a face-filtering app. It's a shorthand for masquerade. These are pictures I took to 
accompany the sculptures in my show. They depict the skinning process of snakes. I often photograph this process 
if there's a particularly lustrous, beautiful skin. I photograph the skin, but also as I'm peeling it off because it always 
makes these very striking images. 

I'veI've become quite inured to the skinning process, so I'm never shocked by anything like that.  I can look at it very 
clinically and as an aesthetic thing, rather than thinking about it as a skinned animal.. Whereas for some people, 
understandably, they don't look at skinned animals, it can be a bit gruesome. I really wanted to manage to take some 
photographs of the skinning process which didn't look gruesome, which weren’t disgusting and repellent to people. 
I didn't want to shock for the sake of it, which is a bit of a boring and lazy way of grabbing attention. I want to grab 
attention by making something that looks quite beautiful out of something that we would naturally be repelled by.

TTo tie it in with the sculptures, which were on these little plinths painted with nail varnish to look like things that 
they weren't – one was like chip foam, and one was painted like marble – I decided to get my nails done to get a 
proper physical veneer on my body while I was skinning them. So I had these acrylic nails made up to match the 
various sculptures and colour schemes, and I wore them while I was skinning the snake and photographed the 
process. These were the images. My hands are clad in veneers while I'm literally peeling the skin off the snake.

Lorem Ipsum



What are you working on currently, and do you have any exhibitions planned now restrictions are 
being lifted? 

I'mI'm currently working on remaking part of one of my sculptures from my show last year, How to Behave at Home. 
I'm remaking the outer part of it in solid concrete so it can be shown outside. I've noticed there's been a shift to 
outdoor art during the pandemic for obvious reasons. When I was painting the casts and putting on the iridescent 
transfer foils they use in nail bars, I used a UV-activated top coat to seal them.   I would put the casts outside in my 
backyard to cure in the sun. It was only when I did that I realised the effect the sun had on the iridescence. It was so 
dazzling and much, much more impact than an artificial light, which is how I showed the work in the gallery.

ItIt dawned on me partway through making it that it would make the most beautiful outdoor sculpture. So I resolved 
at that point to do so. And then, very fortuitously, I was approached by George Marsh, who runs Brooke Benington 
Gallery; they do an outdoor sculpture park called Fulmer in the spring. This time, they're extending the period. I 
think they're going to make a bigger event because of all the uncertainty with indoor galleries. And he approached 
me to ask if I would put work in, not knowing that I was doing an outdoor sculpture. So that is going to go there, 
which is exciting because I have never done outdoor sculpture before.

II also entered a prize for a public commission, which I've been shortlisted for. So I'm currently making a maquette 
for that and preparing my interview for the panel.  Whether I actually win that or not, I would still love to develop 
that project if I can afford to.

Also,Also, there's a new gallery opening in Manchester which has approached me; they're doing a large group show with 
some interesting young artists.  I have agreed to put some work in there. And there are a couple of other projects, 
too, including an exhibition called On the Road, which was done at the Saatchi Gallery a couple of years ago now, in 
conjunction with Punch Drunk Theatre Group. They're sending the show to Seoul in Korea. And I'm going to be 
giving some work to that exhibition, I think, which will happen at the end of the summer. So I have quite a few things 
on, actually, despite all of this. And, other than that, I am just always continuing to make new work and trying to get 
a a little body of work together and hoping to have something ready for another exhibition before long. I waited too 
long to show work over the period of having children. There was quite a lot of time lapsed. I realised that I hadn't 
had a show, but I feel like I'm back on a roll now. 

A Hundred Hints © Polly Morgan
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