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Abstract Manuscript Information 

 

The use of cadaveric dissection in medical education has a rich and complex history, marked 

by significant evolution in preservation techniques. This paper traces the historical journey of 

cadaver preservation, from ancient practices to modern innovations. We explore early methods 

like those described by the ancient Indian sage Susruta, who utilized river decomposition, and 

the short-lived systematic dissections in ancient Greece. The article then details the pivotal 

shift during the Renaissance with Andreas Vesalius, who established dissection as the 

cornerstone of anatomical study. As the demand for cadavers grew, procurement methods 

shifted from using executed criminals to illicit body snatching, eventually leading to legalized, 

and now predominantly voluntary, donation. The paper highlights the limitations of traditional 

formaldehyde-based embalming, which, despite its effectiveness, poses health risks and creates 

rigid tissues. It then discusses modern, safer, and more realistic preservation techniques such as 

the Thiel Soft-Fix, Saturated Salt Solution (SSS), and Ethanol-Glycerin-Thymol methods. 

These advanced techniques provide a more lifelike medium for surgical training, enhancing the 

skills of future medical professionals and ultimately leading to better patient outcome 

▪ ISSN No: 2583-7397 

▪ Received: 12-08-2025 

▪ Accepted: 03-09-2025 

▪ Published: 16-09-2025 

▪ IJCRM:4(5); 2025: 86-88 

▪ ©2025, All Rights Reserved 

▪ Plagiarism Checked: Yes 

▪ Peer Review Process: Yes 

How to Cite this Article 

Kamath SH, Dayana H, Thankachan 

S. The Evolution of Cadaveric 

Dissection and Preservation: A 

Historical and Modern Perspective. 

Int J Contemp Res Multidiscip. 

2025;4(5):86-88. 

Access this Article Online 

www.multiarticlesjournal.com 

 

KEYWORDS: Cadaveric dissection, cadaver preservation, history of anatomy, formaldehyde, embalming. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.17136172
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7604-9060
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-3440-3283
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-3440-3283


Int. Jr. of Contemp. Res. in Multi. PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL Volume 4 Issue 5 [Sep- Oct] Year 2025 
 

87 
© 2025 Harikrishna Kamath S, Dr. Dayana H, Dr. Shyny Thankachan. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons 

Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY NC ND).https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The study of human anatomy is a cornerstone of medical 

education, and at its heart lies the practice of cadaveric 

dissection1. The methods for preserving these vital educational 

tools have evolved dramatically over centuries, reflecting not 

only scientific advancements but also changing societal 

attitudes. From ancient techniques to modern sophisticated 

methods, the history of cadaver preservation is a story of 

continuous innovation driven by the quest for knowledge and a 

deeper understanding of the human body. 

This article will explore the historical timeline of cadaver 

preservation, from the early, sporadic use of cadavers in ancient 

civilizations to the cutting-edge methods being developed 

today. 

The Historical Context of Cadaveric Dissection 

The use of human bodies for anatomical study has a long and 

often controversial history. While many associate the origins of 

modern anatomy with the Renaissance, ancient civilizations 

also made significant contributions. 

 

Ancient Indian and Greek Foundations: 

Susruta (circ 600 BCE) [2]: An ancient Indian sage renowned 

for his contributions to surgery and anatomy. His work, the 

Sushruta Samhita, describes various surgical techniques and 

emphasizes the necessity of hands-on anatomical knowledge for 

aspiring surgeons. Susruta outlined a systematic method for 

dissecting cadavers, including specific criteria for selecting a 

suitable body (e.g., no missing parts, no death from poisoning 

or chronic illness, and an age of less than 100 years). His 

unique preservation method involved submerging the body in a 

cage in a slowly flowing river to allow decomposition. After 

seven nights, the body was removed and dissected slowly using 

brushes made from plant roots or hair. This method, though 

vastly different from modern techniques, demonstrates a 

sophisticated understanding of systematic study. 

Ancient Greece (3rd Century BCE) [3]: Pioneers like 

Herophilus and Erasistratus in the Alexandrian school of 

medicine are credited with performing the earliest known 

systematic dissections in the West. Their work focused on 

understanding human structure and function. However, this 

practice was short-lived, as it was eventually prohibited by 

Roman law and religious taboos. For over a thousand years, 

anatomical knowledge was dominated by the work of Galen, a 

Roman physician who based his studies on animal dissections, 

leading to numerous inaccuracies that would persist for 

centuries. 

 

The Renaissance Revolution [3, 4]: 

The practice of dissection was largely absent during the Middle 

Ages. Its revival began in the 14th century, but it was not until 

the 16th century that a true revolution occurred with Andreas 

Vesalius. Disgusted by the inaccuracies in Galen's work, 

Vesalius took the revolutionary step of performing dissections 

himself. His masterpiece, De humani corporis fabrica (On the 

Fabric of the Human Body), published in 1543, was based on 

meticulous, firsthand observation. This work corrected 

hundreds of Galen's errors and established dissection as the 

primary method for learning anatomy, fundamentally changing 

the role of the anatomist from a reader of texts to an active 

investigator. 

 

Cadaver Procurement and Early Preservation 

The rise in popularity of dissection created a significant 

problem: a shortage of cadavers. The methods of procuring 

bodies changed dramatically over the centuries1. 

From Punishment to Robbery: In the early revival of dissection, 

bodies of executed criminals were the primary legal source, 

making dissection a form of post-mortem punishment. As 

demand grew, illegal practices such as "body snatching" and 

grave robbing became widespread in the 18th and 19th 

centuries, leading to public outrage [1]. 

The Rise of Legislation and Voluntary Donation: To combat 

this illicit trade, legislation like the Anatomy Act of 1832 in the 

United Kingdom legalized the use of unclaimed bodies from 

public institutions. While this curbed grave robbing, it also 

associated dissection with poverty, as the bodies were almost 

exclusively those of the indigent. The most significant modern 

development has been the rise of voluntary body donation 

programs. These programs have transformed cadaver 

acquisition from a coercive, punitive system to a voluntary, 

altruistic act, encouraging a more respectful and ethical attitude 

toward the human body in medical education. 

 

Modern Cadaver Preservation Techniques [5] 

With the rise of modern medicine and sophisticated surgical 

techniques, the limitations of traditional cadaver preservation 

became apparent, leading to the development of new methods. 

For decades, formaldehyde was the standard embalming fluid 

due to its effectiveness as a fixative (preserving tissue) and 

biocide (killing microorganisms). However, it has significant 

drawbacks. Formaldehyde is a known carcinogen with a strong, 

pungent odor that poses health risks and is a major distraction 

in the lab. Furthermore, it causes extensive cross-linking of 

proteins, making tissues hard, stiff, and brittle, which is 

unsuitable for realistic surgical training [6, 7]. 

 

Advanced and Realistic Methods: In response to the 

limitations of formaldehyde, several innovative methods have 

been developed to create more lifelike and safer cadavers. 

• The Thiel Soft-Fix Method: Developed by Walter Thiel, 

this advanced technique uses a "soft-fix" solution with a 

very low concentration of formaldehyde. The Thiel method 

is celebrated for maintaining the natural flexibility and soft 

consistency of tissues and joints, making cadavers ideal for 

practicing complex surgical procedures with realistic haptic 

(touch-based) feedback. The reduced chemical hazards and 

odors also create a safer working environment [3]. 

• The Saturated Salt Solution (SSS) Method [8]: This is an 

innovative approach that uses a highly concentrated salt 

solution to preserve the cadaver. The salt solution creates 

an environment with low water activity, inhibiting 

decomposition without causing tissue stiffness. This 
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method provides enhanced tissue realism and flexibility, 

especially for advanced procedures like endovascular 

surgery. It also uses common salts and minimizes reliance 

on toxic chemicals, making the cadaver lab safer [4]. 

• Ethanol-Glycerin-Thymol Method: This promising 

alternative uses a combination of ethanol, glycerin (to 

maintain moisture), and thymol (as an antiseptic). It also 

aims to create a cadaver that is safe to work with while 

retaining a high degree of realism and flexibility, 

addressing the issues of toxicity and rigidity found in 

traditional methods. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The history of cadaver preservation is a compelling narrative of 

scientific inquiry pushing against social and technical 

boundaries. From the ancient methods of Susruta to the 

revolutionary work of Vesalius, the journey has been long. The 

recent innovations in preservation techniques—such as the 

Thiel, SSS, and Ethanol-Glycerin-Thymol methods—are truly 

transforming medical education today. These methods not only 

ensure the long-term integrity of cadavers but also provide a 

safer, more realistic medium for training, thereby enhancing the 

skills of future medical professionals and ultimately 

contributing to better patient outcomes. 
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