
Using of Cadaver in Anatomy Education from
Past to Present: Review

AABBSSTTRRAACCTT  In this study, we want to explain studies on the corpse, mainly examination of the
anatomical dissection throughout history. We have tried to explain difficulties in order to provide
cadavers for dissection, grave robberies, and community responses to these events. In addition to
that, attitudes of the Christian, Jewish and Muslim clerics’ feelings are mentioned against to these
studies. In the literature, we have noticed that racial discrimination and differences between classes
of society are important in the provision of cadavers throughout the history. In this study, we
refered to history of dissection in Europea and United States. And we discussed the modern medical
education history of the Ottoman Empire and begining of the anatomy education. Also we want to
exhibit conditions of first dissections and when the first time dissection is done. In addition to that,
we have discussed difficulties of the providing cadavers  and necessity of the use of corpses for
medical education especially training of today’s anatomy.
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ÖÖZZEETT  Bu çalışmada tarih boyunca ceset üzerinde yapılan çalışmalar, ağırlıklı olarak da anatomik
inceleme amacıyla yapılan disseksiyon konu edinilmiştir. Disseksiyon için kadavra sağlamak
amacıyla yapılan mücadeleler, mezar soygunları ve toplumun bu olaylara verdiği tepkiler yer al-
maktadır. Ayrıca Hristiyan, Yahudi ve Müslüman din adamlarının ceset üzerinde çalışma yapıl-
ması karşısında takındıkları tavırlardan bahsedilmektedir. İncelediğimiz kaynaklarda tarih boyunca
toplumda yapılan sınıfsal ve ırksal ayırımcılığı kadavra temininde tercih edilen kişiler üzerinden
görmekteyiz. Avrupa ve Amerikada’ki disseksiyon tarihinin yanında Osmanlı Devleti’nde Modern
Tıp eğitimi vermeye başlayan Tıbbiyenin ilk kurulduğu yıllardaki anatomi eğitiminden ve dissek-
siyonun ilk kez ne zaman ve ne şartlarda yapıldığından bahsedilmektedir. Ek olarak günümüz ana-
tomi çalışmalarıyla ilgili olarak kadavra temini ve tıp eğitiminde anatomi eğitimi için kadavra
kullanılmasının gerekliliği tartışılmaktadır.

AAnnaahhttaarr  KKeelliimmeelleerr:: Anatomi; tıp tarihi; kadavra  
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DERLEME   

ince ancient times, people are interested with the anatomy. Anatomy
always is accepted as one of the most basic science in medical educa-
tion. Aristotle (B.C. 384-322) never did any dissection in humans.

Anatomical works and examinations on human body was a taboo and
strictly forbidden at that time. Because of the prohibition of the research on
the human body and existance of similarities between animal and human
internal organs, systematic dissections were made in animals. While Aris-
totle was doing dissections many people paid attention to his studies and
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the results were taken into consideration. After Ar-
istotle dissections just were made by Herophilus on
people in Alexandria, Egypt and up to 15. century
any anatomical study was not performed on the
human body. In the second century after Christ,
Galen made dissections only on animals.1   

In Medieval and Renaissance Europe, there
was a taboo about burying the dead. Dissection was
perceived as both dangerous, contagious, polluting
and considered as a violation by religious repre-
sentatives. In this perspective, dissection was seen
as a punishment of people. So that reason  bodies of
the convicted criminals used as cadavers. When
people died away from his home during the Cru-
sades in medieval times, traditionally fragmenta-
tion of body and separation of bones by boiling was
common in Europe. Thus, the bones buried in the
desired location. Pope Boniface VIII said for this
procedure “disgusting not only for God, but also in
the eyes of all people“ and prohibite the making of
this process by publishing an order. This statement
issued by the pope did not directly target the
anatomists but also indirectly effected them. Boni-
face prohibited dissection and evisceration on the
corpses with the published laws.2-5 On the other
hand in the 15th century Pope Sixtus IV permitted
dissection of corpses in the Bologna and Padua.6 

In Europe, time of the first dissection is not
known exactly. According to some medical histo-
rians the first dissection was performed in the 13th
century but also according to some of them believe
that it was applied in the 14th century in Europe.
In the 13th century, the first disections were per-
formed to investigate the cause death on human
bodies in the University of Bologna. The dissection
was performed by an Italian, Hugh (1170-1240)
and his student Theodoric Borgogni (1205-98) at
the University of Bologna. William’s works fol-
lowed these studies. He was from Saliceto, in Italy.
We learn his works from his book name was
“Surgery”. He wrote it in 1275. With this approach,
we can say that dissection studies is started be-
tween 1266-1275 in Europe.2,7

In Medieval and early modern Europe, exe-
cuted criminals were the main source of anatomi-
cal material. Around the 1800 century, body of the

poor people was used for dissections. In England,
the law of Anatomy was accepted to prevent grave
robbery in 1832. With this law, anatomists obtain
the unlimited rights to use the bodies of the poor
people who lived in doss-house. Thus, the corpses
of more upper class people would be preserved and
remain intact. In America, not only the class dif-
ference but also racial differences are important
contributing factors for the selection of the cadav-
ers. Black’s was mostly used for dissection. Despite
violent protests and civil war, anatomy law was
published at the end of the 19th century in Amer-
ica.8

Jewish religious leaders began to express their
opinions about autopsy and dissection in the 18
century. At the Responsa literature, Ezekiel Lan-
dau (1713-1793) allowed the autopsy and dissec-
tion if autopsy and dissection indicated benefit to
living human being. Another Rabbi Jacob Emden
from Altona who prohibited autopsy because of
“no benefits of it to corpse“. Many rabbis accepted
Rabbi Landau’s opinion at the 19. century. Rabbi
Sofer Chata has allowed an autopsy in order to save
someone’s life who suffered from the same illness.
However performing of autopsy was allowed for
not only potential benefit of future patients but also
development of medical science. In Response,
Rabbi Ettinger allowed performing autopsy on
body of some people who gave permission per-
forming autopsy before he died.9

Many dissection were made especially in Vi-
enna in the 19th for century at Europe. However
corpse of Jewish people was remained outside of
the anatomical studies until 1903. This ongoing
“anatomic inequality“ was reported by new and
elite chief pathologist of Rudolf Hospital. Between
1901-1906 years 7757 death cases occurred in
Rudolf Hospital and anatomical dissection was per-
formed on 22% of them. Anatomical dissection was
not performed none of the 179 Protestant, 1 Greek,
218 Jewish people corpse who who died in this
hospital at the same time.8

Andreas Vesalius was one of the most impor-
tant Renaissance anatomist (Figure 1). He dissected
dogs, mice and other animals. Vesalius had been
making big efforts his education and the teaching
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in Paris. He sometimes found the material taking
risks and he had made many times theft of the
dead. Outbreaking of war was forced to return him
to Louvain. When Vesalius saw a corpse of mur-
derous man hanged on the gallows outside of the
city walls of Louvain he took corpse with the help
of his friend and he head been benefit from this
corpse to perform dissection.10 Vesalius, Da Vinci
and Michelangelo have challenged the state and re-
ligion. They were courageous to learn about the
human body and worked by candlelight. They stole
corpse from the graves and church body.11 At the
time, the false information about human anatomy
were dominant from Galen and Ibn Sina, and the
works of scientists were extremely necessary. 

One and a half centuries ago, the U.S. govern-
ment did not permit the dissection of unclaimed
corpses and no one’s donated his/her body for dis-
section. Many Americans considered dissection
that was humiliating to body and disrespectful to
holy things. For these reasons, the need for cadav-
ers were limited with convicted criminals. This so-
lution remained ridiculously inadequate. There
were two ways in front of anatomists; they gave up
dissection or stole the bodies for dissection. Theft of
the corpse was horrible and a great sin in the eyes
of the Americans and this situation was caused to

the uprising of the people. How would anatomists
found cadaver not taking attention of the commu-
nity? The most secure way for taking minimum at-
tention of the community was stealing of someone
relatives’ corpses who reacted very little response.
For this reason, blacks and poor whites were a very
good target. Whites disliked the dissection of the
corpses, the blacks did not have the power to resist
it. Because of the powerlessness and marginal so-
cial status of poor whites and blacks they were
enough not protect their corpse. Whites living in
doss-house were appealing to the managers of doss-
house to prevent theft of corpses from doss-house
cemetery.12

In 19 century, grave strippers even murdered
someone to meet the need for cadaver. Public opin-
ion was agitated by some news about anatomist
(Robert Knox) who killed 16 people to perform dis-
section. And as a result, the killers punished.13 The
only certain document about this manner was
shown that a  woman was killed and buy in order
to perform dissection in the United States occurred
in 1886. A Hotelier’s daughter called Emily Brown
finally was seen the coast of Maryland Baltimore
under the influence of drugs and alcohol. Unfortu-
nately, Brown was strangled by a porter and then
Brown’s body was transfered to the University of
Maryland School of Medicine and sold for $ 15.
Fortunately murderer caught and hung.14 19. cen-
tury, medical students still were making grave rob-
bery in Canada and the United States. When they
made grave robbery, sometimes they used them for
their education and sold some of the corpses to
anatomy department.15 Corpse of a white were
stolen from the cemetery of Trinity Church in New
York in February, 1788. On this issue an anatomist
of the Colombia College was accused. A gang pil-
laged the New York hospital and manhandled and
seized four medical students. Until sheriff saved
their life, medical students was in the hands of this
gang. The gang returned to the city to search for
doctors, medical students and cadavers after the
next day. Three or four hundred men marched to-
wards Broadway to catch medical students in the
city prison. The governor and the dignitaries spoke
to disperse the crowd. Although this restraining
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FIGURE 1: Andreas Vesalius author of the one of the most influential books on
human anatomy, De humani corporis fabrica.



speech, numbers of the crowd increased and
reached 5 000 and then people inevitably began to
walk toward prison. The governor, Clinton, urged
the militia to prevent the growth of the events. The
crowd responded with a hail of bricks and stone.
The soldiers began to fire their guns, as a result,
three demonstrators were killed and six of them
were injured. The governor asked for the additional
power from the surrounding cities to quell this civil
commotion. After this civil commotion stealing
corpses from the grave became illegal with a new
enacting law in New York state.14

Since ancient times, there were some reports
which were investigated cause of death only with
physical examination in the Ottoman Empire.
Here, there was no post-mortem approach for au-
topsy.16 Crime scene was investigated by kadi (Ot-
toman’s judge) or an assistant of kadi. In some
cases, for example in cases of homicide, corpses or
bones of the victims were exhumed and subjected
to the necessary discovery and inspection.17 

Initially, in the Ottoman Empire performing
dissection on corpses disliked as in other countries.
When we search correspondences of Mekteb-i Tıb-
biye-i Şahane we undertand that corpses of forlorns
or gyving people were moving to school with pri-
vate ways. Because directors of the school were
afraid of reaction of the people. In addition to that,
also bodies of homeless and criminal were using to
perform dissection.18

In Islam, Actions or behaviors whether per-
missible or not are learned from two main sources:
Quran and Sunnah of the Prophet. If there is no spe-
cific information about the subject, muslims are re-
ferred to ijtihad. Ijtihad means that removing
provisions according to comparison, simulation, ne-
cessity or general rules. There is no specific provi-
sion about post-mortem examination in two main
sources. Insulting and disrespectful behaviors or ac-
tions to corpse or grave are prohibited. Autopsy is
not relevant with these behavior or acts. Autopsy
become permissable if there are which special dam-
ages against the general interest of society, bearing
a small loss to get rid of large damages. In some cases
because of the some the necessities (compulsion) for
public and private benefits autopsy must be per-

formed. In 1907, Egypt, after someone asked a ques-
tion about performing autopsy to the famous scholar
Rashid Riza who answered that post-mortem ex-
amination or performing autopsy was permissible.
(Fetâvâ, R. Rıza, Beyrut, 1970, c. II, s. 592.).19

In Turkey, Anatomy education is divided in to
4 parts by Bedii Şehsuvaroğlu who has been teach-
ers of the Istanbul Faculty of Medicine Medical
History Department. The first part is called as the
period of the madrasa which is started with the es-
tablishment of Kayseri Darüşşifa in 1205 and con-
tinued until 1816. In this period anatomy edu-
cation is not based on dissection of body. This pe-
riod proceed about six hundred years and all the
anatomy knowledge is roughly the same in all of
the the medical book. Ibn-i Sina and Galen works
are the main sources of anatomy. The second pe-
riod is between 1816-1827. In this period an
anatomy book that is called as Mir’at’ül ebdan fi te-
şrih-i aza’ül insan and written by Şanizade Ataul-
lah Efendi (Figure 2, Figure 3). At that time, society
was not yet ready to perform dissection. Şanizade
wanted to embarrass some people who thought
that “there was not any Turks physicians familiar
with the new medicine”.20 So that reason he
wanted to read western European medical books
and translated many of them into the Turkish. The
third period begins with the establishment of Tıb-
hane and Cerrahhane-i Amire in 1827 and lasts
until 1839. During this period, many examinations
could be done on the skeletons but have not been
yet performed any dissection on cadaver. Medical
education was being processed on the models
which was brought from Europe.21 In 1839 a new
era began in medical education with the moving of
Tıphane-i Amire to Galatasaray and bringing of Dr.
Bernard from Vienna. With the beginning of this
new period, some of the new innovations were
being constructed like giving lessons at the bed side
of the patient and also performing dissection and
autopsy. At the same time, Sultan Abdülmecit
(1839-1861) signed an edict as a caliph in 1841 and
after that time examinations and dissections began
on the body of death.. After getting the permission
first dissection was performed on a Christian’s
body. Public reactions among the people were not
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effective with the support of the Sultan and states-
men. The physician was searched for courses of
anatomy by placing ads in Europe. Dr. Spitzer won
the exam and brought from the Europe.18,22-26 In
Turkey, the first courses about forensic medicine
were given by Dr. Bernard in the new medical
school at the 5th and 6 classes.27  

Emir Murat Celebi who was hekimbasi of the
Sultan Murad IV. and completed his book name as “
Enmuzec-üt Tıb” in 1624. Anatomical information
was mentioned about the teeth, bones, muscles,
blood vessels and internal organs. Because of the dis-
section of the Muslims meeting as unpleasant situa-
tion to experience for anatomy, for this reason in
this book has recommended that dissection could be
done to dead bodies on the battlefield28 or to the
human-like animals as pigs and monkeys.29-31

Anatomy lesson generally is one of the most
basic lesson in medical education. Learning anatomy
with cadaver is considered to be the most important
element for the anatomy education in the entire
world. There are very few different opinion on this
subject. In the UK, Peninsula College of Medicine
which has contrary opinions about human based
anatomy education and is accepted its first students
in 2002. When the costs, risks, practicality and rules
of this school was considered together related with
anatomy education, this medical school was decided
that cadavers has not been used for anatomy educa-
tions. While medical school was taking this decision
not only benefits of using cadavers in anatomy edu-
cation but also some ethical, moral and practical is-
sues were considered.32

Recently, some medical schools choose using
imaging technology rather than dissection of the
human cadavers in medical education. The dissec-
tion has very cost price as well as being dirty and
smelly, tedious and time-consuming, physically
and psychologically difficult process. Medical
schools have begun to reevaluate to reduce or elim-
inate this tax and the cost of their own anatomy
curriculum. Computer software about anatomy
program is very a significant expense for the med-
ical education but it is done only once. This pro-
gram allows students to run images of the body in
every angle and every plane. In addition to that the
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FIGURE 2: Drawing of the vascular system from Şânîzâde Mehmed Atâullah
Efendi’s work Hamse-i Şanizade.

FI GU RE 3: Şani za de Meh med Ata ul lah Efen di aut hor of the first prin ted mo dern
il lus tra ti ve ana tomy bo ok in Ot to man Em pi re and is the first bo ok of “Ham se-i Şani -
za de ” a com bi ned prin ting of fi ve bo oks, which are “Mi ra tü’l Eb dan fi Teş rih-i Aza-
ü’l İnsa n”, “Usü lü’t Ta bi a ”, “Mi ya rü’l-Etib ba ”, “Ka nu nü’l Cer ra hi n”,”Mi za rü’l Ed vi ye ”.
The first thre e bo oks we re prin ted as a sing le vo lu me in İstan bul in 1820.35



muscle can be attached by clicking a different but-
ton and arm movements can be seen. And also
muscle can be removed and underlying bone can
be seen. Invisible things on the cadaver for exam-
ple, blood pumping between the chambers of the
heart can be indicated at the computer software
anatomy program. Grayish-green color of the
nerves and the veins are difficult to distinguish
from the other tissues of formaldehyde embalmed
cadavers. But these structures can be more easily
seen by changing the colors in the computer envi-
ronment. All of these operations can be done any-
where or any screen.11 In addition, exactly the same
as the original colored models are not hard at all to
do with today’s technology.

In Turkey, Ümit S. Şehirli and his colleagues
prepared a study to investigate the attitudes of
anatomists about cadaver donation for the anatomy
education, they found that only 15.7% of
anatomists could donate their bodies, 63.9% could
not think donation and 20.5% stated that they had
no ideas in this regard. Anatomists described that
why they did not donate their bodies; 43.4 % per-
cent not being ready psychologically, 26.5% unac-
cepted by their families, 26.5% disrespectful
movements against the cadavers, 15.7% dissection
by their colleagues.33 Yes, as we have seen here
people do not wish using of their own or relatives’
bodies for anatomical dissection. Here, extremely
striking event is that even the anatomists do not
think to donate their bodies.

CONCLUSION

In this study we have noticed that dissection was
performed despite society’s reaction throughout

the history. Initially, some clergy didn’t allow to
dissection because of disrespect to sacred thing. But
in time the effect of the scientific community dis-
section was permitted in all three Abrahamic reli-
gions representatives. During the selection of the
cadavers emerged discrimination in the commu-
nity. Throughout history cadavers for dissection
has been chosen from some people who do not
have enough force to protect themselves. Especially
the bodies of blacks were used as cadavers also in
other countries, and the Ottoman Empire corpses
of criminals and the homeless used as cadavers.
Today, the situation is not different. Because of lack
of the relatives when homeless people are chosen
to use as a cadaver no body show reaction against
this situation. We have seen here people including
anatomists do not wish using their own or relatives’
bodies for anatomical dissection. Today, there are
alternative forms of anatomy education with
today’s technology.34 The dissection has very cost
price as well as being dirty and smelly, tedious and
time-consuming, physically and psychologically
difficult process. Because of different branhes of the
medical students, a detailed anatomy knowledge
are not required for most of them. In addition, the
anatomy training are the first two years in medical
schools syllabus. Naturally, this information is for-
gotten until medical students begin to work. There-
fore, performing dissection is not very necessary
for all medical students. Indeed, some medical
schools has been thought the pros and cons of using
cadavers in anatomy education and decided not to
use cadavers for their anatomy education. As a re-
sult, the use of cadavers is not an essential
method for anatomy education of medical stu-
dents in medical schools.
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