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INTRODUCTION TO SKULL MOUNTS

A European style mount or Skull mount is a great 
way to display and remember a successful hunt. 
There are many options for this type of mount 
which include nature scenes, wall mount plaques, 
desk or shelf mount plaques, or simply  displaying 
a skull by itself. No matter how you choose to 
have your skull mounted, a skull mount offers 
you a unique and long lasting way to preserve 
your memories.

Skull mounts, no matter what the technique used 
all begin similarly. The hide, and majority of the 
flesh of the animal are removed by hand while 
being careful not to harm the bones beneath the 

tissues. Eyeballs and the brains of larger animals are removed in order to expe-
dite the process and reduce the smell produced. 

Once the initial work is done, the methods de-
scribed in this booklet remove the remaining tis-
sue from the bones of the skull. After all tissue 
has been removed, the remaining bone has many 
stains and is full of grease. In order to produce a 
uniformly white finish for the skull, it is necessary 
to remove the grease and stains from the bone 
while taking care not to damage the integrity of 
the skull. The degreasing and whitening process-
es to remove these stains can take a lot of time 
and effort, but pay great dividends in the finished 
product. 

After the skull is completely degreased and whit-
ened, there are various methods of preserving 
the bone. These include Urethanes, Acrylic sealers, and the use of Museum 
Grade thermoplastics which are dissolved and then used to saturate the bone. 
The method used for preservation and sealing will affect the longevity of your 
skull once exposed to various forms of light, dust, and the passage of time. 
There are many accepted methods for sealing and preserving, but the key to 
all of them is making sure your skull is protected and will last for years to come 
with the finish you want.

As you browse through this booklet, and the various methods described, picture 
what you want for your mount, how you want it displayed, and which method 
will give you the end results which you will be proud to display.
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THE SHOT 

The hunt is over and the adrenaline is still 
surging as your excitement settles in. In all 
of the frenzy there are a few things to be 
careful of, and some steps to take to ensure 
that your trophy mount will look great and 
last a lifetime.
While “After the Shot” care is extremely important, it is just as important to 
think about the trophy that you want before the shot. If you are planning to 
have a European skull mount then a headshot should not be taken. While it 
seems that this advice would go without saying, years in the skull business has 
brought us lots of animals that people shoot in the head and want us to fix. 
 Unfortunately, many times the skulls are shattered beyond repair once the flesh 
is removed. In addition to a head shot, a high neck shot may break bones up 
into the skull. Bird hunters, looking to have the skulls of their game mount-
ed, be especially wary of this somewhat obvious but easy to forget step. Some-
times bird shot will only make small holes in the bones, but bird skulls are very 
light brittle bones and very susceptible breakage. Some skulls can be put back 
 together, but for the best looking and lasting trophy, take an extra second on 
your shot placement. 

Skulls are very tough and have durable hide and tissues covering them,  however; 
there are a few things to remember when transporting your animal from the 
woods to the taxidermist. Caution should be taken in dragging the animal out 
of the woods to prevent the head and the antlers from hitting rocks, stumps, 
or luggage racks of four wheelers. While transporting the animal, be sure that 
the skull and antlers are well cushioned and supported for the ride in the back 
of the vehicle. 

When removing the head of your trophy, use care when making the cut. Leav-
ing half or all of the last vertebrae ensures that you will not cut into or damage 
the back of the skull. This will allow you to make a straight cut that does not cut 
into the lower jaw or damage other parts of the skull.

Through all of the excitement and effort of transporting your animal, antlers 
can get cracked or damaged, jaw bones and teeth can be broken, and brittle 
nasal bones can be cracked and weakened. Protect your trophy and ensure your 
taxidermist has a great specimen with which to work. A European style mount 
gives you a great lasting option to memorialize your hunt. 
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USINg BEETLES  
fOR A EUROpEAN MOUNT

Utilizing beetles to clean bones and skulls has been an accepted practice by tax-
idermists and museums for years. The common term for these types of beetles 
is Dermestid beetles. Dermestid beetles exist in nature and may be found feed-
ing on the flesh of dead animals. Beetles will clean a skull completely even into 
the smallest nasal passages and canals without damage to the bones themselves. 

There are over 500 species of beetles found worldwide that fall into this cat-
egory. Museums commonly utilize beetle cleaning for bones and skeletons to 
insure all tissue is removed and bones are not damaged. Given optimal breed-
ing and feeding conditions beetle colonies can reproduce and grow infinitely. 

Using beetles for a European skull mount sounds simple in that the beetles do 
most of the work. Given time the beetles will eat all tissue on the skull including 
the hide and the brains; however, proper prep work helps to expedite the pro-
cess. A healthy beetle colony can clean a properly prepped large bear or deer 
skull in less than a day and can handle bigger game like moose in a few days. 

Beetle cleaning offers a great option for trophy skulls that are to be scored, as 
there is no water in the cleaning process that can potentially cause the bones to 
shrink. After the beetles have cleaned the skull, allow the skull to dry for the re-
quired 60 days and have the scoring completed prior to the degreasing process. 
Once scored, or after the beetles finish with the skull it needs to be degreased, 
whitened, and finished to the desired end result. 
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MACERATION  
fOR A EUROpEAN MOUNT

Maceration is the process of using water, to soften or separate the hide, muscle 
and other tissues from the skull of an animal. Bacteria form in the liquid used 
in this process and aid in the tissue breakdown and removal. 

After the skull is prepped it is submersed in water. The container must be 
able to be heated and kept at approximately 95 degrees. Water temperature is 
 important as the bacteria must be able to grow and feed. Too hot or too cold 
and the bacteria may not form, may die, or not aid in the breakdown of soft 
 tissues. After a few days the water is changed, leaving some of the original water, 
containing bacteria, behind. At this point some processors add enzymes, or 
other items they feel enhance or speed up bacteria feeding and reproduction. 
Bacteria will eat or separate all soft tissues, including cartilage, which may cause 
some bones to separate at the seams, and thin nasal bones to break up and fall 
out. Since the bones may separate the skull is generally kept in a small mesh 
bag to keep all of the bones together. If separation occurs, some bones can be 
reattached after completion. Maceration continues until the skull is free of any 
tissue. Skulls should be monitored to be sure that the bone structure is not de-
teriorating. Once a skull is free of the tissues it is rinsed thoroughly under clean 
running water and it is then ready to be degreased, whitened, and finalized. 

Due to the delicate nature of some skulls a cold-water maceration is used that 
will soften the tissues without growing bacteria. This process is slower, but helps 
insure the delicate bones in the skull stay together. Cold-water maceration will 
require some manual removal of the tissues. 

Bacteria do a great job of penetrating and eating into the bone marrow which 
can speed up the degreasing process and allow it to be whitened in less time 
than with some other methods. Since maceration involves tissues rotting and 

breaking down while the bacteria do 
the work, it is best if the process can 
be done in an environment where the 
smell will not be an issue. 

If a skull it going to be scored, some 
bone shrinkage can occur during the 
maceration process due to soaking 
in water. This is a contentious issue 
 between expert processors, but it is 
an issue worth mentioning so that you 
can address it as you are choosing the 
method to have your skull processed. 
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BOILINg / SIMMERINg A SKULL  
fOR A EUROpEAN MOUNT

European mounts can be done simply and inexpensively by boiling or simmer-
ing the skull in water. There is a wide range of opinions on the temperatures for 
simmering, additives, and variance in the actual time a skull is left in the water.

After the water is simmering or boiling a skull is submersed and left typically 
for two to five hours. This loosens the tissue that remains on the bone. Once 

the tissue is loose it is scraped, 
picked, or washed off. The pro-
cess will create quite a stench 
so it is best done outside to 
allow for good ventilation. 
This process may need to be 
repeated several times until 
no tissue remains on the skull. 
Additives in the water may ex-
pedite the process. Care needs 
to be taken when utilizing ad-
ditives as some can cause skull 
flaking or bone degradation if 
the skull is left in too long. If it 
is an antlered skull, care should 
be taken with the antler bases, 
either protecting them in some 
way from getting wet, or in 
preparing to keep them out of 
the water. Hot water and addi-
tives may discolour the antlers. 
While antlers can be touched 
up and re-stained if damaged, 
it is best to leave them natural. 

Once a skull is finished with the boiling process it will need to be degreased, 
whitened, and sealed to the desired finish. In some cases degreasing methods 
will not be as effective after boiling and simmering methods as a result of the 
grease “cooking” into the bone. 

Boiling or simmering allows for a quick cost effective European mount, but it 
can cause bone shrinkage, and it may cause the nasal or other small bones to 
break apart and fall out. Skulls being boiled or simmered should not be left 
unattended as allowing too much time processing time can cause severe dam-
age to the bones. 
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DIY - HOME METHODS  
fOR EUROpEAN MOUNTS

There are many methods and tech-
niques for processing your own Eu-
ropean mount. While these methods 
rarely produce high quality mounts, 
individuals can clean skulls inexpen-
sively at home and may achieve satis-
factory but not professional results. 

The three most popular methods for 
the DIY processor include hanging the skull in a tree, burying the skull in the 
ground, or putting the skull on an anthill. In each of these methods, DIY pro-
cessors utilize nature to remove flesh from the bones. 

Hanging a skull in a tree allows time, birds, and bugs to clean the skull. It is best 
if it is hung high enough to keep animals away, tied well enough to keep it from 
being dragged off, and tied in a place where it will not be carried off by some-
one who thinks they need it more than you do. This method takes a long time 
and depending on the area, animals such as 
mice and birds may gnaw on the bones or 
the antlers to get to the marrow inside. 

Burying a skull in the ground is best done 
in the spring when bugs are prevalent and 
hungry. The skull is buried completely in 
the ground. Time and bugs will take care 
of the removal of flesh and tissues. Care 
should be taken that any bones or teeth that become loose can be retrieved 
after the process. Most times skulls should be secured in order to keep coyotes 
or other vermin from digging up the skull and dragging it off, or gnawing on 
the bones and antlers. If the skull you are processing has antlers they will need 
to be protected in some manner. 

Placing your skull on an anthill is another way to let nature take its course. 
Adult ants do the majority of cleaning so small crevices and cavities may not be 
cleaned effectively. In this method, skulls should be secured or protected from 
animals gnawing on the bones and antlers or dragging the skull off completely. 
Ants are used in many countries where there are large ant populations that can 
clean entire skulls in a few days and minimize the time a skull is left vulnerable. 

Once a skull is cleaned with one of these methods, it can be left natural or it can 
then be degreased, whitened, and preserved. 
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DEgREASINg – THE MOST VITAL pART  
Of A EUROpEAN SKULL MOUNT

When choosing a process for mounting your trophy skull, the degreasing pro-
cess used, and the extent that your processor is willing to degrease your skull 
will make the largest impact on the look of your finished mount, and will affect 
how it will look for years to come. Skulls contain a lot of grease. After a skull is 
cleaned, the bone will still have brown and yellowish patches and streaks. 

Degreasing is the process of slowly removing the grease from all of the bones 
and cavities within the skull. No matter which method your processor chooses 
for degreasing, time and patience is the key to completely removing the grease 
deposits that are deep within the bone. If degreasing is not accomplished fully, 
your skull will have yellowish or brownish streaks and shadows left behind. This 
discoloration may become more evident as the skull ages. 

The recognized superior method for degreasing requires the skull be soaked in 
a solution of water that is kept at 110 to 120 degrees Fahrenheit. Some proces-
sors will use additives to help dissolve the grease. Care should be taken when 
utilizing additives to insure that the integrity of the bone or antlers is not dam-
aged. Some processors utilize acetone to dissolve the grease from the skull in-
stead of the water method. Acetone does not affect the integrity of the bone, 
but is typically a more expensive process for removing grease from skulls. The 
acetone method is extremely useful when degreasing delicate skulls such as 
small mammals and birds. 

After degreasing is completed, processors typically will whiten the skull. Whit-
ening will also remove other types of stains from the bone. Once whitening 
is completed, skulls are dried and a final inspection should be performed to 
determine if all of the grease has been removed.



|  9  |

WHITENINg THE SKULL 

Whitening is the process in which bone, that has been cleaned and properly 
degreased, is put through chemicals in order to eliminate any remaining stains 
and bring the skull to a final, uniformly white state. 

The most widely practiced method utilizes a solution of peroxide (H2O2) to 
eliminate stains in your skull. Please note that concentrated solutions of perox-
ide can be extremely dangerous, and safety precautions should be taken when 
using them. To whiten a skull, it is submersed in the solution for either hours 
or days depending on the concentration and temperature of the peroxide solu-
tion. It is important to monitor a skull that is in high concentrations of perox-
ide so that the skull can be removed when whitening is complete, and before 
any degradation of the bone occurs. If a skull is not uniform in color after the 
peroxide bath, most often it is a result of residual grease still trapped in the 
bone. Some skulls require multiple sessions alternating between whitening and 
degreasing in order to achieve the desired results. Skulls that require multiple 
sessions through the peroxide should be monitored closely to be sure bone 
degradation is not occurring.

If proper degreasing and cleaning has been done, whitening should be a sim-
ple quick process that finalizes your skull and gives you a uniform color which 
is ready for preservation.



|  10  |

MOUNTINg OpTIONS fOR YOUR SKULL

Once your Skull is cleaned, degreased, whitened, and preserved, it is time to 
decide how you will display your trophy. There are many options for display that 
are available based on your preference and desire to make your trophy unique. 

Mounting a skull to a wooden panel or plaque is by far the most common 
mounting option. Plaques come in all shapes, sizes and materials. They range 

from basic shapes that outline 
the skull, to arrowheads, or 
outlines of a state in which the 
animal was harvested. Wood 
plaques can be left natural 
or stained in a multitude of 
shades ranging from light pine 
colored plaques to dark wal-
nut. Dark shades offset a bright 
white skull offering a nice con-
trast. Some pedestal plaques 
have the option of being hung 
from the wall on an angle or 
swapping the direction of the 
pedestal and allowing the skull 
to be displayed on an end table 
or shelf. 

In addition to plaques, there are many variations of skull hooks or hangers that 
attach to your wall and have a protruding hook that is inserted into the brain 
cavity. This allows you to hang just the skull with the wall as a background.  

Skulls can also be made into a gun rack, by mounting two similar skulls side by 
side to utilize the antlers to hold a gun or bow. 

Nature scenes are one of the most unique ways to mount a skull. Habitat scenes 
featuring rocks, logs, snow, foliage, and even wagon wheels can be utilized to 
have the skull appear that it was found in the wild. Some people who mount a 
skull into habitat scenes choose to leave them a natural color and not whiten 
the bone in order to give a more authentic appearance. 

The sky is the limit on displaying your trophy and much of the excitement of 
bringing your trophy home can be in finding just the right way to display it and 
where to put it. It is important to remember to always fasten your skull to the 
wall with a fastener that can carry the load and to a material that can as well. 
Take your time and be sure to select the display option which is just right for 
your tastes, and your trophy will be remembered and enjoyed for a lifetime. 
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ARTICULATION - THE ULTIMATE  
SKELETAL MOUNT

Skeletal Articulation is an entire animal skeleton reconstructed into a life-like 
stance. This technique is difficult and time consuming. Generally the head is 
removed, the front legs at the shoulder, the rear legs at the hip, the tail if ap-
plicable, then the feet from each leg, and the spine and ribs make up the final 
section. Each section is cleaned, degreased, whitened and preserved separately, 
with great care to keep the bones of each section together. Once all of the 
bones are prepared, they are laid out into their groups and fastened together. 
When all segments have been articulated, they are fastened together to com-
plete the skeleton. The methods to accomplish the fastening differ greatly de-
pending on the desired look, where the skeleton will be displayed, and how it 
will be utilized. Many museum quality pieces will also utilize materials to repre-
sent the connecting tissues or cartilage between joints. This allows for the bones 
to be seen with proper spacing and orientation, and gives the most authentic 
representation of a full skeleton. Full articulation of a skeleton is a time inten-
sive undertaking but is an art form that will set a trophy apart from all others.



OUR METHODOLOgY

This book explains the steps involved in the most common European skull 
mounting techniques. It discusses processes, pros, and cons of certain tech-
niques presenting them objectively. As avid hunters and sportsman, we under-
stand that each hunter has different tastes, opinions, and desires, and this book 
will educate the average person about the options they have for mounting their 
skull, and the results that they can expect.

We believe that beetles are the best option for cleaning, by getting into every 
nook and cranny, and offer the safest environment for a trophy skull to be 
cleaned. We have also chosen our methods for degreasing, whitening, and pre-
serving skulls with the least amount of harsh or caustic chemicals possible. It 
is our goal to finish a skull perfectly, every time, in a manner that our custom-
ers will be proud to display. Some portions of our process, particularly our de-
greasing methods, can take much more time than other processors. After the 
beetles are done we allow a mixture of warm water (120° F) and dish soap to 
penetrate the skull and slowly remove the grease. After a series of water changes 
when the skull is fully degreased, we use a low concentration of peroxide to 
whiten the skull, taking special precaution to protect the antlers. Once we are 
confident the skull is completely whitened we allow it to fully dry and then pre-
serve it. Unless otherwise requested, we utilize a museum quality preservative 
that penetrates and preserves the interior bones as well as the exterior visible 
bones. Our preservative offers protection from UV rays and strengthens the 
bone. This method also prevents degrading over time. Depending on our cus-
tomer’s wishes, various options are available which include replacing missing 
teeth, leaving them natural, or a natural finish, either just out of the beetles or 
after degreasing without peroxide or sealing. It is extremely important to us to 
educate customers as to the process we use, and be sure that we are finishing 
their trophy in a manner that they will be proud to display. 

We constantly evaluate our process and techniques to continue to offer a high 
level of customer service and quality work, while researching and testing new 
methods. Over all we believe the steps we take offer the best long-term results 
for your trophy, providing a lifetime of enjoyment and memory of your success-
ful hunt. 


