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Seeing the Person on the Dissection Table: James Bridie’s
The Anatomist and the Ethics of Anatomy Education

Im Joo Rhyu!

1Department of Anatomy, Korea University College of Medicine

Abstract : James Bridie’s The Anatomist, based on the Burke and Hare murders in 1828 Edinburgh, provides
a point of departure for reconsidering how anatomy education recognizes the personhood of those whose bodies
make dissection possible. Central to this perspective is the moment when Walter Anderson, a young anatomist,
recognizes that an anonymous body brought into Robert Knox’s dissection room is Mary Paterson, a woman who
had briefly comforted him only hours earlier. The body itself has not changed; Walter’s way of seeing has. What
had appeared to be an anonymous specimen is suddenly reconnected with a name, a face, and a human life. Knox,
by contrast, remains committed to anatomical truth and his duty to teach while declining to ask where the bodies
used for his teaching come from. The historical transition from executed, unclaimed, stolen, and illicitly obtained
bodies to voluntary body donation has fundamentally transformed the ethical foundations of anatomy education.
Yet repeated dissection, identification of structures, and assessment may still encourage students and teachers to
experience a donated body primarily as an object of learning. Professional detachment is necessary for anatomical
study, but it should not result in losing sight of the donor as a person. Memorial ceremonies and donor-as-teacher
programs offer important ways of sustaining this recognition, but respect for donor personhood should not be
confined to isolated rituals. Anatomy curricula can revisit the meaning of donation before, during, and after
dissection through historical and ethical orientation, brief opportunities for reflection, memorial practices, and
reflective writing. Theater and literature, including The Anatomist, can further provide a space for discussing
professional detachment, objectification, responsibility for the source of bodies, and respect for donor anonymity.
The aim is not to prescribe a uniform emotional response to dissection, but to sustain an ethical way of seeing.

o] 2+ 2026d 84 8¢ tﬂ?fbﬂ Qﬁl U5 A2 Mot 35 S AV 2 A FAL F9| Eo]d,
EEL 258G AA7I5T iRAGAA 71531 AAZE ol BA 12| AAT AA7E Sokdth

AR(B)E olsheg 2887 7}015?40@’ % ot

AZHE)E o AT HHskY o3| uATt RS WY

Received: August 28, 2026; Revised: September 9, 2026; Accepted: September 11, 2026

Correspondence to: -3 (L2t oj}ofjst 3 58taAl) E-mail: irhyu@korea.ac kr

(© 2026 Korean Association of Physical Anthropologists
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License (http://creativecommons.org/ licenses/by-nc/3.0)
which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

ISSN 2671-566X (Online)


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5558-6278
https://aba.jams.or.kr/co/main/jmMain.kci
mailto:irhyu@korea.ac.kr

308

40
i
M

Those who look most closely at the human body must not lose sight of the person whose decision made such

learning possible.
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Fig. 1. Poster for the 2026 Korean production of James Bridie’s The Anatomist, performed at the Seoul Theater Creation Center in Seoul, Korea,
in August 2026. Copyright and image courtesy of Creative Group Hi-Wave. Reproduced with permission.
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Fig. 2. The author and fellow anatomists with the actor portraying Robert Knox and the director after attending the Korean production of James
Bridie’s The Anatomist at the Seoul Theater Creation Center on August 8, 2026. The shared viewing of the play provided the starting point for
this Perspective on personhood and ethical attention in anatomy education. Photograph courtesy of Creative Group Hi-Wave. Reproduced with

permission.
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Fig. 3. Walter Anderson recognizes Mary Paterson in Robert Knox’s dissection room in the Korean production of James Bridie’s The Anato-
mist. The scene marks the moment in which an anonymous body becomes reconnected, for Walter, with the name, face, and life of a person he
had encountered only hours earlier. Photograph by Lee Jun-seong. Copyright and image courtesy of Creative Group Hi-Wave. Reproduced with

permission.
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