A FISH FOR STARTERS...

a co-authored text by artist Laura Wilson and Dr. Chris Manias, a historian of science at King’s College London
developed to accompany the presentation of Gutted by Laura Wilson at the Old Operating Theatre, London
on 3 April 2025.

A couple of weeks ago, we visited the museums of King’s College London together — to share our
research with each other and view objects held within the collections which resonate with some of the
themes of Gutted. These museums are educational and generally are not open to the public, but they
are sometimes open for artists and researchers. This text brings together some of our conversations,
our reflections and responses to the material — how the objects we saw could make connections,
across time and across scale, and also the challenges and difficulties in this.

Laura Wilson, Drawing of the human nervous system from an anatomical model in the Old Operating Theatre Museum, 2025
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We met at the Museum of Life Sciences — a natural history museum containing specimens collected by people
associated with King’s, mainly from the old Zoology department (which no longer exists as an independent
department), and mainly from the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. It is organised taxonomically,
by animal and plant group.

The fish are by the entrance, and are a mix of specimens in jars, models, and pieces of bone and teeth.

When researching ‘Gutted’, part of my research took me to exploring the Derwent Valley Water Board Archive

where | came across the archaeological survey for the Ladybower Reservoir. This reservoir today supplies the water

to Sheffield, Derby and Nottingham. The report included the finding of a prehistoric fish called Acrolepis hopkinsi from
the Carboniferous period - it was presented to the British Museum in 1903 and now is in the collection at the

Natural History Museum. For me, the fish is a vehicle through which to share a narrative -

it has a digestive system, it has a stomach, it eats, it can be eaten, it can travel inside things, change in scale,

can transverse deep time and has feelings, can fall in love...

Laura’s fish — the Acrolepis hopkinsi (“Hopkins’ Tip Scale”) was a species named in the mid-nineteenth
century from fossils from the north of England, and was first described in an article mainly about Irish fossil
fish. Its initial describer said that ‘it abounds in some parts of the black impure beds intercalated between
the carboniferous limestone and overlying shale of Derbyshire.” The fossil Laura met was found while
constructing a reservoir in Derbyshire, several decades after the species was originally named. This fossil
is part of a huge collection of fossil fish in the museum, as Arthur Smith Woodward, Keeper of Geology
in the first decades of the twentieth century, was a specialist in fossil fish.

The fish lived around 350 million years ago, at a time called the Carboniferous.

This was a time before the dinosaurs, and when most of the coal in the UK was formed. The atmosphere was
very different, warmer and with much higher oxygen and carbon dioxide levels to today. This meant that on
land there were huge plants, and arthropods could grow to giant sizes, including dragonfly-like creatures with
a 7ocm wingspan, and millipede-like animals the size of a car. And in the seas, lakes and rivers, were a lot

of different fishes, eating the remains of the giant plants, and possibly of these big arthropods if they sank into
the water, as well as other fish and invertebrates.

It was also interesting to see some specimens of the sturgeon, one of the closest modern animals to Acrolepis hopkinsi.
It was noted in the survey that the sturgeon has the same ‘imperfect gristly skeleton inside, with the remains
of the enamelled body armour outside.’

Forward in time, we saw a preserved paddlefish and a sturgeon, in two jars filled with fluid.

Sturgeons and paddlefish are also quite distantly related to one another, having shared their last common
ancestor over 180 million years ago. But nevertheless, scientists in Hungary have recently been able to
hybridize them into a new animal, named the ‘Sturddlefish,” something which was very surprising to them,
due to the distance in time and evolution between these two types of fish.

Fish didn’t always eat the same way they do now.
We also talked about the formation of the jaw of the fish and teeth...

We saw models of fish from earlier periods — long before they developed jaws. They possibly scavenged like
modern hagfish (which we saw in a different specimen jar). The way that we chew today was not always the
way that vertebrates did, and some still have quite different ways of eating and processing food.

We also saw other things — nineteenth-century plaster models of snails and octopus, which students

and anatomists could disassemble to see the insides and make them visible. These models are now about
a century and a half old, and the manufacturers, a Parisian company, had a terrible fire a few years ago,
meaning that they themselves no longer have records of these models, or the models themselves.

An archive within an archive.
I loved these models of the specimens, so intricate and exciting that you can see the insides - to take apart the
components. | particularly loved the snail - to be able to excavate the insides which are squishy.
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We then went through a corridor into the Gordon Museum of Pathology (passing a series of wooden engravings
made by medical students, which depicted the major events of each year in the first half of the twentieth-
century). The Gordon Museum contains medical specimens still used in education at the King’s medical schools.

Arranged by bodily organ - we walked through the brain, lung and throat galleries to the stomachs.

There were a large number of stomachs across several large cabinets, each with a number, which could be
cross-referenced to a paper catalogue in a ring-binder, which explained who the patient was, what pathology the
stomach represented, and the fate of the patient, in varying levels of detail. There was a mix of people from
across time, from the beginning of the nineteenth century to recent years. Some stomachs were from patients
who had died from their illnesses, some had large parts of their stomach removed and survived, and some
were relics of things that people had swallowed and become lodged in the stomachs. One specimen contained
a mass of nails and springs from a prison bed, which a prisoner in the early twentieth century had dismantled
and swallowed, in an attempt to be taken out of the prison, and be placed in a hospital instead.

There were many stomachs with holes in them - these were people who had ulcers.
Perforated through the stomach lining.

We also saw surgical instruments, similar to those which would have been used by Dr William Beaumont,
when conducting his experiments on the stomach — including saws, scalpels and varied kits of implements.
They included several pincers used to extract bullets, many of which had been used during nineteenth-century wars.

You might also be interested in an object | saw recently at the Old Operating Theatre Museum -
in one of the cabinets is a stomach and enema syringe — which would have been used to either flush liquids into body
orifices to stimulate bowel movements, or to suck fluid from the inside of the stomach.

We saw more wax models similar to the snail and octopus in the Museum of Life Sciences, but this time
representing humans, and their organs, which could be similarly studied, removed and reassembled.

A large number of them are in glass cases in one of the study areas. They were carefully made, and especially
important for education in the nineteenth century — representing the colour and texture of a living or very
recently deceased body, before decay had begun to set in. Wax models and drawings also showed advanced
stages of many diseases, to make them readily visible to nineteenth-century students and doctors.

In the Old Operating Theatre there are also plaster models, including one which is a cast of the nervous system
which runs from the base of the spine to the brain called the vagus nerve. Humming, singing, laughing, gargling
and chewing stimulates it. The vagus nerve plays a crucial role in regulating stomach functions, including digestion
and acid secretion, and acts as a major link between the brain and the gut.

We think and feel through our stomachs.

And there were also records of a different experiment, but one much more recent and (unlike experiments
which were performed on Alexis St Martin by Dr. William Beaumont) with express consent from the patient.

In 2011, Alan Billis donated his body to a research project investigating the techniques of ancient Egyptian
mummification, and was mummified by the project after his death. This formed the subject of a Channel 4
documentary, and his mummified body was deposited in the Gordon Museum. For the ancient Egyptians,
mummification was also a process of transformation, with the mummified and wrapped individual becoming
a new being called a ‘Sah,” who would make the journey into the next world. Part of this process involved
the key internal organs (apart from the heart, which was left in the body) being removed and preserved,
and placed in canopic jars. The stomach was placed in a jar placed to the east, under the protection of the
jackal-headed god Duamatef (‘He who is praised by his mother’).

Perhaps this also brings us back to holes and circles, the cycle of life, birth, rebirth. The ouroboros, a symbol in ancient
Egypt represented as a serpent continually devouring itself and being reborn from itself.

In ‘Gutted’, the fish eats itself - an ouroboros spinning in space.

The beginning and the end.



