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Human Anatomy in Cinema

La Anatomia Humana en el Cine
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SUMMARY: A corpse is the body's final destination and, as a social construction, it challenges Western cultural taboos and practices

around the corpse, having been shown in cinema. The present paper aims to analyze 17 films that portray Human Anatamywitiehtify

themes specifically related to morphological sciences are addressed, namely: a) reactions to first contact with a cadbésersbhool

and dissection classes, c) origin of cadavers, d) anatomy and suspense or horror movies, €) romance, drama and corsealg @ tsddy
resurrectionists, g) anatomical techniques, h) racism, prejudice and anatomy. This is a critical review of films in whidrpafjé triple-

blind analysis by the authors, it was observed that the encounter with the cadaver provides a series of emotions tertheati@ipating

in the practical anatomy classes shown in the films, such as apprehension, fear, disgust, curiosity, etc. Generallisitigicsntact

between the living and the dead is associated with the practice of dissection, which often results in the accentuatimmsgireniotisly

reported. From all this, it is concluded that the history of the teaching of Human Anatomy has been interestingly parineyed from

different points of view.
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INTRODUCTION

Culture is not what you see with your eyes, but whadhantastic (Bezerra, 2023). In this way, the seventh art, as
changes the way you look at the world around you. Filmefined by Ricciotto Canudo, in 1923, is capable not only
culture is intertwined with the teaching-learning process of representing reality, but also of creating something as real
anatomy in that cinema portrays the human cadaver as it is artificial, constituting a powerful instrument that
scientific and forensic investigation. Popularly, a goodeaches people in a different way, given its ability to make
cinephile is the one who assimilates well the movies watch#ite spectator move and reflect (Covaleski, 2009).
by remembering certain sequences of images and, therefore,
this characteristic is also present in a good anatomist. A Among the different approaches to how science and
corpse is the body's final destination and, as a socwdientist are represented at certain times by cinema, the
construct, it challenges Western cultural taboos and practi@ssociation between science fiction and medicine stands out
around the corpse, having been shown in cinema (Sancheantents in which some film productions are framed whose
Biosca, 1993; Foltyn, 2008; Passetti, 2015; Zwart, 2015)themes directly or indirectly portray one of the foundations

of medical science: Human Anatomy (Cunha & Giordan,

Since the short film just two seconds long shot bg2009).
the inventor of an early motion-picture camera, Frenchman
Louis Aimé Augustin Le Prince, on October 14, 1888, and Thus, the present article aims to briefly analyze some
the first public showing of films by the Lumiere brothers ofiilms that portray Human Anatomy, identifying which themes
March 22, 1895, cinema has remained a medium epecifically related to morphological sciences are addressed.
entertainment and information as it incorporates everyddtyis warned here that this manuscript may contain spoilers
events and human creations, whether documentary afrthe movies studied.
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MATERIAL AND METHOD After thorough triple-blind analysis by the authors
according to Vasconcelos (2016), eight thematic categories
were stipulated: a) reactions to first contact with the cadaver,

This study was developed in the University of Sab) medical school and dissection classes, c) origin of

Paulo (USP), Brazil. Considering that there is a wide varietprpses, d) anatomy and suspense or horror films, €) ro-

of genres produced by the film industry (action, biographywance, drama and comedy, f) body snatchers/

comedy, drama, history, fantasy, science fiction, romanagsurrectionists, g) anatomical techniques, h) racism,
horror, documentary, etc.), this research starts from tpeejudice and anatomy.

following guiding question: what issues related to Human

Anatomy are represented in movies that show corpses?

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
This is a critical film review, based on the analysis
of the plot, the main actions and the historical context of

the feature films watched, following the methodological As a result, Table | was elaborated showing the
precepts of Jahn (2021), Penafria (2009) and Caldwallimber of films, among the amount researched, which fits
(2011). the themes patrticularly signed by the authors. It is warned

here that the same film can fit into several categories below,
The film Frankenstein (1910) was chosen as thar even all.

starting point. Thus, as inclusion criteria, films released
until the year 2020 were studied. As exclusion criteria, It was observed, in all the material researched, that
documentaries and essentially didactic films were ntiie encounter with the corpse provides a series of emotions
included. In total, the object of research comprises 17 titlas: the characters participating in the practical classes of
Frankenstein (1910), Frankenstein (1931), The Bodynatomy shown in the films as, for example, apprehension,
Snatcher (1945), The Flesh and the Fiends (1960), La Vf@ar, disgust, curiosity, etc. Generally, this surprising contact
di Leonardo da Vinci (1971), Gross Anatomy (1989), Marpetween the living and the dead is associated with the
Shelley's Frankenstein (1994), Anatomie 1 and 2 (2000tactice of dissection, which often results in the
2003), Vital (2004), Grey's anatomy (2005-), Unrest (20063ccentuation of emotions previously reported.
Tales from the Crypt (1989-1996), Burke and Hare (2010),
Drei (2010), The Physician (2013), Victor Frankenstein A good part of the researched films addresses the
(2015) and M8 - When Death Rescues Life (2020). body-corpse contact, reflecting curiosity and, at the same

time, the whole range of emotions that arises when viewing

It is warned here that two films were not includedh corpse for the first time in an Anatomy laboratory. In the

in the research for not addressing the Anatomy itself, blbok First cut: a Season in the Anatomy, literature professor
they use it as a way to provoke amazement or terror in tHeward Carter reports the semester he spent watching first-
viewer. They are: Hollow Man (2000) which shows thgear medical students studying in a human anatomy
muscular system in the scenes in which the charactaboratory. From the initial attempts of the incisions on the
becomes invisible and Sleepy Hollow (1999) which showsack, the symbolic weight of extracting the heart and, in
a scene in which the knight's skull reconstitutes itsethe end, the curious mapping of the brain, one embarks on
showing the blood vessels, the bones of the head and éhpath that is both frightening, impressive and, finally,
musculature. redemptive (Carter Ill, 1997). In turn, in the book

Dissection: photographs of a Rite of Passage in American
Table I. Thematic categories related to morphologicéfledicine 1880-1930, John Harley Warner and James M.

sciences. Edmonson point out that the photographs of dissections
Thematic Category Number were taken from the shadows of history, where you can at
of movies  least witness a blood-soaked dissection table that makes
l. Reactions to first contact with the corpse 06  you want to look away from the students' black humor and
::l gc_hgol ?f Medicine/dissections 0%‘1 gaze while playing with skeletons at the same time hilarious
Y A;'g{gn?y?r:gssiipen sefror films 10 and horrible (Warner & Edmonson, 2009).
\% Romance/dramand comedy 08
VI Body snatchers/ resurrectionists 03 Regarding the reactions to the first contact with the
VIl Anatomical techniques 02 corpse presented in the films, one finds discomforting
VIl Racism/prejudice and Anatomy 01 behaviors, including fainting in Mary Shelley's
Total number of fimsearched 17 Frankenstein (1994), Unrest (2006) and Burk and Hare
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(2010). Also noted is discomfort over the use of As for the origin of the corpses, this theme appears
formaldehyde and distress during the first dissection imith some frequency in the films addressed. The provenance
Gross Anatomy (1989) and Unrest (2006). There is alsof the corpses dates back to the death penalty of alleged
intrinsic admiration for the intricate complexities of thecriminals by hanging in Mary Shelley's Frankenstein (1994)
human body, with mixed sensations highlighted in the filrand Burk and Hare (2010), passing through indigent corpses
The Physician (2013) which, although not specifically abouh the films Unrest (2006) and M8 (2020) where,
Anatomy, presents one of the great dialogues between theidentally, these last films open a debate on the origin of
physician lbn Sina (Avicenna) and his apprentice (Rabnidentified/unclaimed corpses. In one of the lines in the

Cole), who had dissected a corpse. film Unrest (2006), the technical characters of the laboratory
guestion: "who would donate the body of a loved one to an
Ibn Sina: What is it like? anatomy laboratory?" and shall advise: "if you see on your
Rob Cole: Inside? driver's license an item to donate your body to Science,
Ibn Sina: [nods] don't sign". Such advice represents a disservice to the
Rob Cole: It is both... beautiful... and frightening. current Anatomy, in fact. However, there are films that show
Ibn Sina: Go on. legally donated corpses, as in Gross Anatomy (1989), Vi-
Rob Cole: | saw the heart! tal (2004), and Drei (2010). In The Physician (2013), a
Ibn Sina: Describe it. patient practicing the Zoroastrian religion, who regards the
Rob Cole: It has two chambers with an impassable wall dead body as an empty vessel, donates his body for
between. Avicenna's assistant, Rob Cole, to dissect. In Vital (2004),
Ibn Sina: So how does the blood get from one side to thee protagonist's girlfriend donates her body to the anatomy
other? lab and ends up being dissected by the main character. By
Rob Cole: By way of the lungs, | think. the way, this Japanese film is one of the few that shows the
Ibn Sina: So all our theories of human circulation woulfinal destination of the anatomical remains with a religious
be... wrong. ceremony.
Rob Cole: Master, nothing is as it is in the books! Nothing!
(The Physician, 2013). In relation to the study of Anatomy present in sus-

pense/horror films, it can be seen that although the presence

The documentary La Vita di Leonardo da Vinciof corpses in anatomy laboratories can lead to the creation
(1971) relates the Renaissance artist's admiration aoidfilms of this genre, curiously enough, there are few ho-
curiosity for the study of anatomy, showing that da Vinci'gor and suspense films that address this theme. This is
drawings (1452-1519) would have revolutionized mediciverified, specifically, in Anatomie (2000) and in Unrest
ne if they had been published at the time. (2006). The vast majority of horror films, especially about

the reanimation of bodies (zombies), take place in

Most of the films are related to medical schools ancemeteries and morgues and seem to occur only with fresh
students dissecting cadavers, especially in Gross Anatooorpses. It is assumed by this that the fixed ones seem not
(1989), Anatomie (2000), Vital (2004) and Unrest (2006}p be suitable for the production of living dead. Unrest
showing the most diverse possible reactions, including {2006) proclaims itself as the first film to show real corpses.
the Brazilian M8 (2010), becoming the most popular view
of anatomy classes. Interestingly, in Brazil, few colleges, Movies based on the book entitled Frankenstein, or
for the most diverse reasons, allow undergraduate studehtee Modern Prometheus (Shelley, 1818), such as
to perform dissections; the most common is to study Wyrankenstein (1910, 1930), Mary Shelley's Frankenstein
already prepared anatomical pieces (prosections), many®994), and Victor Frankenstein (2015), although not
them with several years of use. New trends in medicapecifically about the study of Anatomy, make use of its
education have modified the role of dissection in teachirapncepts to build the monster with cadaver parts. In Victor
anatomy in today’s medical schools. And besides, thgankenstein (2015), the character Igor, a hunchback and
movies popularized anatomy as the first and best-knovabused clown in a circus, declares that he has a passion for
part of the medical course, although today the discipline bfedicine, especially Anatomy, and after saving a trapeze
macroscopic anatomy no longer exerts as much impact anist, he gains the trust of the then medical student Victor
students as in the past and has lost its workload in tReankenstein.
curriculum of undergraduate courses worldwide (Parker,

2002; Elizondo-Omaiiet al.,, 2005; Aversi-Ferreirat al, Perhaps the most unusual of the Anatomy-related
2010; Comer, 2022; Romero-Reverdn, 2022; Engelmarnmyrror films is in the BBC series Tales from the Crypt (1989-
2022). 1996). One of the episodes of the third season, from 1991,
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is called Abra Cadaver and takes place in a hospital andwiho believed it was a necessary evil, one that was offset
part, in an Anatomy laboratory. Although it is unusual ty the benefits anatomical study of the bodies would pro-
associate romance/drama films with Anatomy, Grostuce (BODY, 2023).
Anatomy (1989) is a romantic comedy set in an anatomy
lab. Still, it is considered one of the most faithful films in The most extreme case of body snatching occurred
portraying the first year of medical school in the Uniteadvhen the resurrectionists William Burke and William Hare
States. Apparently, due to the fact that the students are yolnegjan to murder, usually beggars and the sick through
adults, the atmosphere of romance seems favorabseffocation (the act became known as burking). They sold
although some films appeal to eroticism as in Anatomibe bodies to Dr. Knox of Edinburgh Medical School in
part 1 (2010) and part 2 (2003) and Vital (2004). Thesgcotland. After denunciations, Burke surrendered, being
same films, in general, also report personal dramas fadeghged in the public square in 1829 and, finally, dissected
by the characters such as the particular identification with the faculty of Medicine; Hare was not punished (Barros
the course and the issue of humanization in Gross Anatofijho, 2016). Two films selected here tell this story: The
(1989) and the issue of guilt over the girlfriend's accideesh and the Fiends (1960) and the dark comedy Burke
in Vital (2004), for example. Curiously, this last mentionednd Hare (2010).
film has the most reliable dissections seen in a non-
educational film, probably because they are real anatomical  Perhaps the best known of the films on this subject
structures. is The Body Snatcher (1945). Although he does not directly
address the case of Burke and Hare, he quotes them
In the 17th and 18th centuries, body snatchintherefore after what happened to them. The story, a mixture
reached epic proportions around the world. In the Uniteaf drama and romance, however fictitious, contains the
Kingdom of the 18th century, medical schools used corpseame elements of the original story, but one of the
of convicts. At the time, the ratio of students to convictsiodifications is the existence of a single killer.
per year was around 2:5, a fact that worsened in the 19th
century, when this ratio increased to approximately 100:5, As for anatomical techniques, it is known that the
which gave rise to the figure of the resurrectionists. Aifferent ways in which methods are applied in order not
chapter apart in the history of anatomy, resurrectionistshly to preserve, but to better understand the structure of
body snatchers secretly removed cadavers from gravesttoe human body, have been developing over time, and one
sale to these medical schools, where they were used ébrthem is portrayed in the film La Vita di Leonardo da
practical anatomy classes through dissection. There wdsci (1971), where it is shown how he included an eye in
also, simultaneously, a proliferation of medical schools aretyg white and cooked, allowing that when cutting clear
the study of anatomy. Poor refrigeration methods meanbhbtained a cross-section of the eye. Perhaps a rudimentary
deficit of fresh bodies for medical study. The increasinmethod, but undoubtedly an anatomical technique.
demand for fresh cadavers gave rise to ressurectionists, men
paid to dig up and deliver bodies. Ressurectionists used to The sophisticated technique of corpse preservation
work in teams, mainly targeting new graves because it wdsveloped and patented by Gunther Von Hagens in 1978,
easier to dig up the unsettled earth. They used to send spi@stination, can be seen in two productions. The first is
(usually women) to funerals to scout the grave and plan fAnatomie (2000). In this horror film with doses of eroticism,
the removal of the body. A particular target forasubstance called promidal is injected into living individuals
ressurectionists was the mass graves that the poor were oftgra medical secret society in order to fix and produce
buried in. These graves were left uncovered until they wesgcellent quality anatomical parts (in this case, the plastinated
full of coffins. Single graves were far more troublesome tparts). The second film, the German drama Drei (2010), does
break into — a tunnel would have to be dug, sometimest deal directly with Anatomy, but with complex human
four feet down, the coffin broken into and the body carriegklationships. However, the mother of one of the characters,
to the surface. It became more common, especially suffering from terminal malignant neoplasia, decides to
Europe, for the relatives of the deceased to watch over theimate her body to Von Hagens' laboratory. Later on, the
graves and many means of prevention were developed, ssoh, while visiting an exhibition, he finds a plastinated and
as iron coffins, grave alarms and more famously the irafissected corpse, which he thinks is his mother.
bar structure built around a coffin known as a Mortsafe. To
try and contain the escalating situation, the 1832 Anatomy Finally, regarding the racism and prejudice perceived
Act was passed in the United Kingdom, making it a crimi@ Anatomy class, the Brazilian film M8 (2020) tells the
to desecrate graves and steal corpses. The practice wtasy of a poor black boy who enters medical school and
tolerated by many medical practitioners and institutiorsuffers prejudice for it. He begins to realize that most
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cadavers in anatomy (including his own) are black, and Ade Body Snatcher. Directed by Robert Wise. 1945.

begins to wonder why this is so. Curiously, he performEhe Flesh and the Fiends. Directed by John Gilling. 1960.

dissections in his classes, a fact unfortunately not mu@te Physician. Directed by Philipp Stélzl. 2013.

more routine for the approach to gross anatomy in Brazidnrest. Directed by Jason Todd Ipson. 2006.

as mentioned before. Victor Frankenstein. Directed by Paul McGuigan. 2015.
Vital. Directed by Shinya Tsukamoto. 2004.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

In none of the films studied were scenes found th&A SILVA, A. F.; MASSARI, C. H. A. L. & LIBERTI, E. A.
showed joking, disrespect, depreciation or jocosity towar¢& anatomia humana en el cimet. J. Morphol., 41(S1421-
the cadaver, and, when they were minimally about figH26. 2023.

happen, the perpetrgtors were reprlmanded or punlsh_ed. RESUMEN: Un cadaver es el destino final del cuerpoy,
Unfortunately, facts like these We.re relatlvel)_/ commonN 18, mo construccion social, desafia los tabUes y practicas cultura-
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, according to the bagk gccidentales en torno al cadaver, habiendo sido mostrado en
Dissection: Photographs of a Rite of Passage in Americarcine. El presente trabajo tuvo como objetivo analizar 17 peli-
Medicine 1880-1930, where students appear dressingas que retratan la Anatomia Humana, identificando qué temas
cadavers, putting cigarettes in the cadaver's mouth or ewsspecificamente relacionados con las ciencias morfologicas se

making inverted poses (the cadaver dissecting the studexyrdan, a saber: a) reacciones al primer contacto con un cada-
(Warner & Edmonson, 2009). ver, b) clases de medicina y diseccion, c¢) origen de los cadaveres,
d) anatomiay peliculas de suspenso o terror, €) romance, dramay
comedia, f) ladrones de cuerpos/resurreccionistas, g) técnicas ana-

di AIIso,_It |sG|mp‘ogant to pOIzrgogut thlar: thehfamhous.[émicas, h) racismo, prejuicio y anatomia. Se trata de una revi-
medical series Grey's Anatomy ( -) although it has 'éﬁﬁn critica de peliculas en las que, tras un minucioso analisis

name based on Gray's Anatomy Textbook (Standringipie ciego por parte de los autores, se observa que el encuentro
2015), addresses very little Anatomy in its episodes, Singgn el cadaver proporciona una serie de emociones a los persona-
the series is set with interns, doctors and surgery residefs.que participan en las clases précticas de anatomia que se mues-
From all this, it can be concluded that the history of thiean en las peliculas, tales como aprensioén, miedo, repugnancia,
teaching of Human Anatomy has been portrayed in cinergdriosidad, etc. Generalmente, este sorprendente contacto entre
from different points of view. Except for the documentaryivos y muertos se asocia clanpractica de la diseccion, lo que
La Vita di Leonardo da Vinci (1971), no films about earw‘quchas veces resulta en la acentuacion de las emopiongs ante-
modern anatomists, not even about Andreas Vesalius, wapgmente re(;at?dis. De tod%ello se Cﬁ”C'Léye que la historia de la

. . efianza de la Anatomia Humana ha sido interesantemente re-
found in the prgsent research, WhICh represents a poss&rgéada en el cine desde diferentes puntos de vista.
gap yet to be filled in the future cinematheque.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Educacion Médica; Anatomia
CONSULTED FILMOGRAPHY macroscopica; Cuerpo; Cadaver; Peliculas.
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