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Maker Par Excellence
Insights from the most talented insect model maker in the 

world today (and possibly ever!)
Interview by Stephen L. Doggett

Julia Stoess hails from Hamburg in Germany 
and has the most unique skill; she produces 
the most extraordinary life-like models of 

insects. Julia is a costume designer who spent 15 
years working in the TV and film industry before 
she gave all that up to work on her passion; insect 
models. Her work appears in museums and galleries 
all around the world. This interview focuses on Julia’s 
career and her special skills. 

SLD: Tell me a little about yourself and your path to 
producing insect models? Your dedication to your 
work suggests a great love of natural history. When 
did this passion start and how were you exposed 
to the natural world as a child? Why the love for 
insects?

JS: I grew up in the countryside, 30 km from 
Hamburg and spent every free minute outside as 
a child. I always loved to watch animals, especially 
ants. For hours I would lay in a meadow or sat in 
front of an anthill and watched the bustle. So my 
fascination for these little animals and their hidden 
world began. Even today I love to sit in the middle of 
a meadow and just wait. At first it seems like nothing 
is there, but gradually you discover that all around 
you, pure life is raging: Sex and Crime and Rock’n 
Roll.

It may sound a bit strange, but to me these silent 
observations are not just meditative, but also 
spiritual. You are sitting there on the ground, and 
when you scratch a bit on the surface of the earth 
and realize that all which is now sediment  once 
lived and that everything is subject to the eternal 
cycle of growth and decay, that this has something 
extremely reassuring and comforting. These are 
beautiful moments of experiencing the eternal cycle 
of creation. And a beautiful moment of acceptance, 
as far as one’s own becoming and passing away are 
concerned.

Making a negative form of a mosquito wing.
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My love for nature and especially for the insects, 
of course, has aroused the curiosity to learn more 
about these incredibly fascinating animals. The 
more I learned, the more fascinated I was about the 
abilities, survival strategies, shapes and colors of this 
group of animals.

As a teenager, I began to draw and model insects 
and spiders, but not yet with the goal of working 
scientifically.

After graduation I decided to turn my second 
passion into my profession: I studied Costume 
Design at the University of Applied Sciences (HAW) 
in Hamburg with the aim of becoming a costume 
designer for historical costumes.

After graduating, I worked for 15 years as a costume 
designer for film and television. In my free time, I 
continued to study insects.

At some point I had the ambition to make a 
scientifically accurate insect. It should be a rose 
beetle (Cetonia aurata). I bought a good binocular 
and modelled the beetle in a scale of 30:1. By 
coincidence at that time Hamburg ran an insect 
exhibition, where I could exhibit my beetle model. 

When Dusseldorf Natural History Museum wanted 
to buy the model, I was surprised and happy at the 
same time. 

Perhaps there is a need, I thought, and decided 
to visit the important natural history museums in 
Germany and to research if there were scientifically 

accurate models of insects.

That was in 2000.

At that time, I did not have a computer, and 
research of any kind was still very difficult and time-
consuming.

 
SLD: While in Berlin around five years ago, I visited 
the Museum für Naturkunde (the Natural History 
Museum). In the museum there are many examples 
on display of the great insect model maker, Alfred 
Keller, who worked through the 1930s-50s. Our 
laboratory is also fortunate to own several of his 
models. Did Alfred Keller inspire you in any way and 
what did you learn from his work? [More of Alfred 
Keller’s work can be seen at https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Alfred_Keller_(sculptor)]

JS: As part of this research, I also went to Berlin. 
I had heard of Alfred Keller, and it was a bit like a 
pilgrimage when I first wanted to look at his models 
in the original. Like you said: Alfred Keller worked 
as a taxidermist at the Museum of Natural History 
in Berlin from the 1930s to the 1950s and created 
many wonderful and unique insect models.

Considering the limited material and technical 
possibilities he has designed these highly 
detailed replicas with, he is indeed the pioneer of 
scientifically accurate insect modelling. He worked 
on a model for up to three years and set the bar for 
all successors with his work.

I was thrilled and at the same time inspired and 
motivated: Alfred Keller became my role model and 
master! My research also revealed that apart from 
the models of the late Alfred Keller there were very 
few good models of insects in the museums and 
there seemed to be an unoccupied niche.

SLD: Why do you think the general public needs to 
see insects and how do you think your models will 
change the attitudes of people towards insects?

JS: Insects and spiders – yuck! That’s how many 
people react when you mention these creatures. 
The most successful of all animal groups has been 
judged, very unfairly, by the few “harmful” ones.

Mosquito thorax.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfred_Keller_(sculptor)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfred_Keller_(sculptor)
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Maybug 
Melolontha melolontha

 
Varroa mite

Tiger moth 
Eilema pygmaeloa
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Asian bush mosquito 
Aedes japonicus

Asian tiger mosquito 
Aedes albopictus

House fly 
Musca domestica
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Most humans are not aware of and seldom 
appreciate the amazing ways of life, beautiful shapes 
and colours, as well as the huge importance of these 
creatures.

Insects and spiders are often very small and difficult 
to observe with the naked eye.

Who actually knows exactly what an ant or a 
mosquito looks like? Even though these are the little 
creatures we are surrounded by every day.

I have made it my job to recreate these fascinating 
creatures many times larger than life and faithful 
to the original. Museum visitors should have the 
opportunity to take an all-round look at a mosquito, 
for example, that has been enlarged 100x.

Sometimes I experience that a visitor of my 
exhibition comes to me and says: “These models 
opened my eyes. I did not know that these animals 
are so fascinating and beautiful.”

If this happens I am happy that my work might make 
a small contribution to a better image of the insects 
and thus contribute to their protection.

 
SLD: Do you think that it is coincident that the two 
greatest insect model makers are both German? Or 
is there something special in the German psyche 
that ensures a greater level of excellence? With 
companies like Zeiss, Mercedes, Porsche and BMW, 
Germany certainly has a history of quality!

JS: Of course, this question is very flattering, but I 
would not classify myself and my work at the level of 
the companies mentioned. You could certainly write 
a thesis (and I bet there are many!) about the quality 
label “made in Germany” and the German psyche. 

I can only say that I am patient, have a certain 
passion for what I do and like to get to the bottom 
of things. And these are of course many people of 
all nationalities. Maybe it’s just the luck to have had 
the right idea at the right time. And if the external 
conditions are favourable, as in a country like 
Germany, it is certainly easier to establish a start-up, 
as in an unstable, less prosperous country.

There are so many incredibly talented people in the 
world who, unfortunately, for a variety of reasons, 
fail to develop. So I am all the more thankful that 

my business idea of   building enlarged scientifically 
accurate insect models for natural history museums 
has developed so well. 

SLD: Can you describe the process of producing a 
model, from the beginning to the end? How do you 
ensure that the models are accurate?

JS: My work is a mixture of high tech and old school 
handicraft. It is based on very precise studies, 
generally of living creatures.

A master model is generated with the assistance 
of Scanning Electron Micrographs (SEM) photos, 
extreme close-ups with focus stacking, MicroCT, 
and 3D printing, and this forms the basis for the 
modelling and casting work that follows.

After that come the finishing touches, such as 
colouring, or adding hair and scales to the model.

What is important during the whole design process 
is the associated communication with scientists and 
experts of the animal species to be recreated.

By working closely with entomologists, various 
research establishments, and the Center of Natural 
History in Hamburg (CENAK), I ensure that my 
models are scientifically accurate.

The careful selection of materials (resistant to ageing 
and to UV) is specially orientated towards use in 
permanent exhibitions in museums.

My aim is to produce a result that is as identical as 

Mosquito model body parts.
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possible to the living creature.

The viewer should find it hard to distinguish 
between the model and the original, apart from the 
size, of course. 

SLD: How long does it take to produce one 
insect? Over this time, do you work on several 
models or just devote all your time to this one 
creature? Thus how many could you produce in a 
year? To what extent do modern computers and 3D 
printers make your work easier?

JS: Making a model takes about 3 months at a 
minimum. Of course it depends on the species 
I create, if it has wings (which is very time 
consuming), or if it is covered with little scales like 
mosquitoes, or very hairy like bees. Also, the bigger 
the client wants a model, the more detail I have to 
consider, and the more expensive it is.

Because the demand is constantly growing, a few 
years ago I decided to start a cooperation with 

my Danish colleague, Esben Horn, and his team, 
www.10tons.dk

This cooperation brings along a lot of inspiration 
and new ideas for projects and in addition supports 
our technical and artistic development.

Meanwhile, some of our models are produced 
by this kind of shared labour, so that each of us 
contributes his/her special talents and particular 
technical skills. In this way we can ensure that our 
customers always receive first class and lifelike 
models.

In addition, it is just more fun to work with 
dedicated and similarly passionate modelmakers. 

SLD: How much do the models cost?

JS: The prices for one model vary 
between USD$9,800 to $38,900.

Putting scales and little hairs on a mosquito model.

http://www.10tons.dk
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SLD: How do you decide on what to work on next? Is 
this from commissions?

JS: Usually I get an order, mostly from a natural 
history museum. But sometimes I just feel like 
making something for which I do not yet have an 
assignment for. Right now for example, I am working 
on a metamorphosis of a butterfly. I create all stages: 
egg, caterpillar, pupa, and the adult butterfly. All 50 
times enlarged and scientifically accurate. Although 
I do not have a client for this yet, I am sure that one 
will be found in the future. 

SLD: One of the many aspects that I admire about 
your work is that the insects appear alive; they are 
doing something and in the process some of their 
behaviour is captured. In my opinion, this sets your 
work way above anyone who has come before you. 
Is this a conscious decision and how do you decide 
which behaviour to capture?

JS: My models should enable museum visitors to see 
the world of insects and spiders in a new light and, 
ideally, make people realize that these creatures are 
worth protecting.

Especially with the rather unpopular arthropods, the 
manner of presentation is a crucial tool for attracting 
the interest of the museum visitor and touching 
their emotions.

An aesthetic presentation, coupled with an 
appealing dramatic composition will attract the 
viewer to the cabinet, arouse their curiosity and 
better prepare them to get to grips with the creature 
on display, its way of life and its importance in the 
ecosystem.

What is particularly attractive is creating scenarios 
that tell little stories from the lives of arthropods.

That could be the last tenth of a second of a 
cockchafter before it flies away or the moment when 
spiders are mating just before the female kills the 
male.

As well as scientific accuracy, the special challenge 
of this enactment lies in capturing and depicting the 
movement and suspense of this moment.

SLD: In taking so long to make the one model, does 
an affinity grow with the creature you are working 
on? I imagine at the end of the journey, it must be 
hard to part with something that you have put so 
much of your life, soul, and love into!

JS: There are both sides, on the one hand, of course, 
I am happy when a model is ready and the customer 
is satisfied. If I then also see that the model is well 
staged and placed in the museum, I am happy.

Sometimes, especially when I sell a model as a 
unique piece, it hurts a bit when I have to give it 
away. 

SLD: Do you give the models special nicknames 
while working on them? (our Alfred Keller Anopheles 
mosquito model is affectionately called ‘Anna’!) If so, 
what are some of the names?

JS: Yes, I often do. For example, when my sister was 
pregnant with her first son Johan, I was working on 
my lacewing model, which I named Johanna.

SLD: Many of your models depict arthropods 
of medical or economic importance such as 
mosquitoes, house flies, Varroa mite, urticarial 
(hairy) caterpillars, and ants. Are you especially 
interested in such groups, or is this more of a 
commercial reality as this is what museums are after 
for their displays? 

JS: In most cases, these are specific requests 
from museums for a specific type that is desired 
as a model. Often it is animals surrounding us in 
everyday life, which everyone knows and just does 
not know. Or animals that have any relevance to us 
humans, either positively, such as the honeybee, 
which supplies us with honey and incidentally 
works as a pollinator. Or negatively, as for example 
mosquitoes which can transmit diseases.

I prefer to model arthropods that I find particularly 
interesting and / or animals that I find particularly 
bizarre and beautiful.

In the near future, for example, I will design the 
model of a feather bird (Pentadactyla pterohorus). I 
fell in love with this magical insect when I first saw 
it in nature many years ago. I could not believe that 
this strange, beautiful creature lives here in our 
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immediate vicinity.

But I also find mosquitoes very fascinating.

SLD: Where can people see your models? 

JS: My models can be seen in 45 Natural History 
museums in Europe and Canada and of course on 
my website: www.insect-models.com

SLD: Do you have any plans to hold an exhibition of 
your work anywhere in the Asia-Pacific region?

JS: I have plans to build up a new 
traveling exhibition with my models in the next few 
years.

SLD: If any of our readers would like to commission a 
model, how do they contact you?

JS: You are welcome to get in contact with me over 
my website or: 

julia-stoess@insect-models.com

SLD: Thank you Julia for the interview and your 
contribution in capturing the natural world so 
effectively and beautifully.

JS: Thank you very much for giving me a chance to 
talk about this fascinating subject and for presenting 
my work! My best personal regards, Julia.  

All images provided by and copyright to Julia Stoess. 
See an interview with Julia at:  
www.dailymotion.com/video/x5b08lc 
plus more of her work at: 
www.insektenmodelle.de/en/models.php

Project ‘Red Wood Ant’. All models begin 
 with a  concept sketch.

The final model, many weeks later!

http://www.insect-models.com
mailto:julia-stoess%40insect-models.com?subject=
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x5b08lc
http://www.insektenmodelle.de/en/models.php
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Broad body chaser 
Libellula depressa

Ground beetle hunting snail
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Wasp spiders mating 
Argiope bruennichi

Tiger moth adult 
Eliema pygmaeola

House fly 
Musca domestica


