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4. Human cadaveric dissection: a historical account from ancient Greece to the modern era by Sanjib Kumar
Ghosh

However, the scenario was different in England as the use of unclaimed bodies was not yet legalised by the beginning of the
19th century [61, 63]. By this time, anatomy as a discipline had become a lynchpin of surgical training and an intimate
understanding of anatomy and skill in dissection were considered to be important components of medical education as such
[66]. Doctors in England and surgeons in particular in their quest to enhance scientific expertise greatly emphasized on
anatomy and human dissection during medical training, resulting in a sharp increase in demand for cadavers which was
worsened by the fact that the methods of preservation of human bodies were inadequate until late in the 19th century [61].
Such circumstances encouraged unethical practices like grave robbing, body snatching and even murder for dissection which
became alarmingly frequent in 19th century England [67]. With reference to grave robbing, particularly at risk were the
corpses of the poor people due to their obvious inability to pay for secure coffins, superior burial sites and well rewarded
watchmen [66]. The general public were well aware about these ongoing misdeeds and the perpetrators were disgracefully
referred to as “body-snatchers”; however, anatomists called them by the more dignified term “resurrectionists” [68]. The
growing unrest among the people against the illegal trade involving human cadavers could be assessed by the fact that often
fights and at times even riots broke out when the family members of the dead tried to resist the delivery of corpses from
funeral processions/graveyards to the anatomists [69]. Throughout the early part of 19th century, the acts of grave robbing
and body snatching continued to persist as lucrative trade involving national transportation of cadavers and occasionally
people were even murdered for the value of their corpse [67]. In 1828, two Irishmen living in Edinburgh, William Burke and
William Hare murdered and sold the bodies of at least 16 men and women to Robert Knox as dissection material for his
anatomy classes. Burke and Hare crafted a method of murder, which became infamous as ‘Burking’ (smothering a victim
after intoxicating him/her with alcohol) and went completely undetected by the doctors to whom they sold their prey.
Ironically Burke himself was awarded capital punishment and his corpse was dissected [70]. This was not an isolated event
as further rings of murderers were later unearthed in London, each of whom sold the bodies of their victims to doctors for
anatomical studies. John Bishop and Thomas Williams formed a notorious gang of grave robbers in London and supplied
bodies in prominent medical schools in London. In 1831, both were convicted for a murder using the same method as Burke
and Hare and came to be known as “London Burkers.” They were hanged on 5 December 1831 and subsequently their bodies
were handed over for anatomical dissection [71].



