
Background
Dolphins are very social creatures and live in family 
groups of about 10, hunting and catching cod, 
haddock and whiting.
This white-beaked dolphin was found after it had 
died with a severely twisted spine and fused 
vertebrae. With a twisted spine, you might think 
it would have struggled to catch enough food to 
survive. Yet the pathology report shows starvation 
was not the cause of death and that it had a full 
stomach when it died. Did the rest of the group 
feed it?

Here’s the process:

The dolphin spine is positioned upside down and the 
vertebrae arranged into the correct orientation. Its position 
is fixed with wedges of plastazote foam which are glued 
and pinned so as not to move during the next stage where 
the main body of the mount is formed.
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The mount then has two pre-made epoxy 
spigots glued to the underside. These locate 
the two steel vertical rods which elevate the 
specimen to the required height. They also 
fix the mount to the steel base plate. The 
junction of the spigots and the mount is then 
strengthened with more epoxy putty and 
smoothed off.
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Firstly, the spine vertebrae is covered with 
a double layer of Cling film (polyethylene) 
to protect it. The two-part epoxy putty is 
hand mixed and then gently pressed onto 
the underside of the specimen. NB. It’s 
important at this stage to eliminate any 
“under-cuts” in the specimen (e.g. with 
plasticine) which will prevent the eboxy 
from releasing from the specimen after it 
hardens. When set the epoxy provides a 
rigid structure to form the main body of the 
mount.

2 The specimen is now placed in its correct 
orientation on the mount and checked for 
stability. The mount is then hand sanded 
smooth ready to be painted and fixed to 
the base plate. Finally the mount is lined 
with an inert material (p.t.f.e) and the 
specimen installed and adjusted ready for 
display.
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Once fully hardened the excess epoxy is marked with blue pencil lines 
and the untidy edges are trimmed back using a rotating sanding disc. The 
surface is then finished with hand tools and any surface imperfection can 
be filled.
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A weak area of the mount is identified and
re-enforced with a short length of stainless steel bar. 
This is then covered by second layer of epoxy and 
left to harden.

3

Darren Dickson
Exhibition Specialist / Technical Production

The Natural History Museum, London

Mounting a twisted dolphin spine for display
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A white-beaked dolphin spine.
Lagenorhynchus albirostris
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