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In 2006, Museum of London archaeologists excavated an unmarked burial ground at the 

Royal London Hospital in Whitechapel, revealing the remains of at least 259 people. In the 

confusing mélange of bones – which included body parts from multiple individuals within the 

same coffin – was extensive evidence of dissection, autopsy and amputation, bones wired for 

teaching and animals dissected for comparative anatomy. This significant discovery has 

offered archaeologists fresh insight into early nineteenth century dissection and the gruesome 

trade in dead bodies that laid the foundations of modern medical knowledge.  

Now, 180 years later, these nameless dead form part of a major exhibition at the Museum 

of London that focuses on the history of anatomical dissection. Taking place between 

October 2012 and April 2013, it brings together selected examples of these remains, along 

with anatomical models, drawings, documents and other intriguing artefacts. Revealing the 

uncomfortably intimate relationship between surgeons, ‘body snatchers’ and the 

commodification of the human corpse, the exhibition is set prior to the passing of the 

Anatomy Act 1832, when the only legal source of bodies for dissection was from the gallows. 

With a limited number of corpses available, demand quickly outstripped supply. This resulted 

in the dubious entrepreneurial practice of ‘resurrecting’ corpses from graveyards or, in the 

case of the Royal London Hospital, the illegal dissection of the poor that died whilst in its 

care. 

Dated to c.1825-41 – thereby ‘spanning the decades leading up to, and immediately 

following, the introduction of the [Anatomy] Act’ – the skeletal remains recovered from the 

hospital site, together with detailed documentary research, reveal the fate that befell those 

who suffered the misfortune of dying ‘friendless’ at the hospital.
1
 Visitors come face to face 

with one of these individuals at the very beginning of the exhibition, laid out in a full-length 

case alongside an exquisite anatomical wax model. It makes for a powerful introduction and 

is the first of many reminders that medical advancement comes at a price: one that must be 

paid for in human flesh and bone.  

Turning the corner, the visitor is presented with a map of London, illustrating the location 

of hospitals, anatomy schools and graveyards which were associated with the activities of the 

body snatchers, thereby highlighting the unsavoury connections between the three. The space 

is dimly lit, suggestive of the illicit nature of the trade of the resurrectionists and their 

graveside world, while the walls are covered in paint splatters reminiscent of mud, bodily 

fluids and decomposition. Despite its macabre subject matter, the exhibition never descends 

into schlock-horror. Eschewing sensationalism, instead it tells an engrossing and poignant 

tale about the continuing tension between the right to ownership of our bodies and the 

medical need for cadavers – both in the past and in the present.  

Of the many objects on display that convey the terror instilled by the resurrection men, the 

patented locking iron coffin from the vaults of St Bride’s Church – designed to thwart would-

be thieves – is surely among the most compelling. It vividly reflects the fear of being 

anatomised in the name of scientific advancement, which rested on lingering religious beliefs 

that the burial of an intact corpse would ensure the successful resurrection of both body and 

soul upon the Day of Judgement.
2
 Of course, such protection did not come cheap and only the 

wealthy could afford to protect their mortal remains in perpetuity. 

With dissection precluding the possibility of resurrection due to both physical and spiritual 

obliteration, it was regarded as a particularly appropriate punitive measure, in addition to 



execution, for those who had been found guilty of murder. The exhibition features an 

individual who met such a fate, through his post-mortem participation in an artistic 

experiment. Hanged for killing a fellow retired soldier at the Chelsea Hospital, the body of 

James Legg was taken fresh from the gallows, nailed to a cross and then moved to an 

anatomy school where it was flayed and cast in plaster. The bizarre posthumous treatment of 

the corpse arose from the efforts of three artists and a surgeon who sought to demonstrate that 

depictions of the crucifixion were anatomically incorrect.
3
 Bestowed with a peculiar form of 

immortality, the cast alerts visitors to the complicity of the art world in the trafficking of 

human cadavers.  

This unsavoury trade in corpses is explored further in the next section of the exhibition, 

which introduces visitors to the world of the resurrection men. Displays show contemporary 

satirical cartoons that lampoon anatomists, advertisements for tamper-proof coffins, a man-

trap used for snaring grave-robbers, a worn dissection table, the diary of a body snatcher and, 

of course, newspaper clippings alluding to the crimes of William Burke and William Hare: 

the infamous Edinburgh duo who dispensed with body snatching and turned to murder as a 

means of obtaining corpses more conveniently. 

Around the corner, the visitor enters a veritable ‘necrocopia’ of wax models, corrosion 

casts, shellacked human remains, anatomical drawings and an array of jarred specimens – all 

redolent of the world of nineteenth century medicine. As I visited on opening weekend, the 

space was crowded with visitors eager to catch a glimpse of some of the more gruesome 

highlights of the exhibition, including a fragment of the brain of William Burke and the 

tattooed skin of one of the perpetrators involved in the case of ‘The Italian Boy’. 

The murder of Carlo Ferarai in London in 1831 provoked such outrage that it helped bring 

about the Anatomy Act. Drugged with laudanum and drowned in a well, he was dispatched 

by three notorious ‘burkers’ – James May, Thomas Williams and John Bishop. The corpse of 

the fourteen year-old was then offered for dissection to King’s College Hospital, but his teeth 

were sold separately to a dentist.
4
 The freshness of the corpse, however, together with the 

still-bloody teeth, quickly aroused suspicion and the trio were arrested. They subsequently 

confessed to multiple acts of murder and grave robbery, upon which May was transported to 

Botany Bay, Australia, while Bishop and Williams were hanged and their bodies subjected to 

dissection.
5
 

With walls painted to evoke the architecture of the Royal London Hospital, the next room 

in the exhibition displays a selection of finds, including disarticulated human remains, from 

the excavation. They are arranged on five tables with mirrors suspended above them, 

reminiscent of the set-up of modern operating theatres. Hung on the walls are photographs of 

the archaeological excavation as it took place and this section of the exhibition focuses 

heavily on the information to be gleaned from the analysis of human remains, where 

archaeologists and osteoarchaeologists act as advocates for those who can no longer speak.  

Moving through a blood-red plastic curtain, visitors are then assaulted by a cacophony of 

nose, as loud male voices argue for and against the introduction of the Anatomy Act. The 

skeletal remains of a dissected individual, complete with bisected skull, sit poignantly in the 

centre of the room, which plays on the design of the two arenas in which the battle for control 

of the corpse was fought – the anatomical theatre and the public galleries of parliament. . 

Whilst the Anatomy Act brought about the demise of the nefarious activities of the body 

snatchers, it also presented a new horror for the poor: the knowledge that if they died in 

hospital and their families could not afford the burial, their lifeless bodies would pass to the 

anatomists.
6
 The screens displaying images and text that accompany this powerful aural 

experience reveal that, somewhat startlingly, this position was not revoked until the 

introduction of the Human Tissue Act 2004. 



Leaving the clamour of the parliamentary debate behind, the visitor moves into the final 

section of the exhibition that is housed in a brightly lit, white room. Its clinical appearance 

announces the arrival of the twenty-first century, with medical advancement indicated by the 

inclusion of a virtual dissection table, highlighting the growing role of digital technologies in 

the teaching of anatomy. Here, visitors are offered the opportunity to reflect on the current 

state of the law and the enduring medical, political and ethical discussions about what 

happens to our bodies after death.  

The final twist in the tale is a film that encapsulates the gamut of opinion surrounding 

organ donation and the move to an opt-out system, legislation for which has recently been 

voted through by the Welsh assembly. Dissection is as much a political activity as it is a 

medical necessity and the introduction of the opt-out system rests on the sobering statistic 

that just thirty-one per cent of UK citizens are registered as organ donors.
7
 The vox-pop film 

therefore encourages visitors to reflect on the legacy of the resurrection men, for while the 

fear they provoked has long been forgotten, feelings of disgust and unease at ‘breaking up’ 

bodies endure to this day. The skeletal remains recovered from the site of the Royal London 

Hospital and resurrected for this exhibition will now be reburied by the Museum of London 

once the exhibition finishes. Yet, in their time above ground they have not only illuminated a 

murky chapter in our past, but forced us to acknowledge the debt we owe to all those 

encountered in this disturbing tale: both the medical pioneers of the nineteenth century and 

those who supplied them through illegal trade or ‘unwitting donation’.
8
 

As a timely and well-crafted exhibition, Doctors, Dissection and Resurrection Men 

successfully juxtaposes the past with the present refraining from making moral judgements. It 

instead draws attention to the complicated relationship between doctors and death that has 

advanced medical practice, transformed our understanding of the human body and 

undoubtedly saved lives (Richardson 2012). It also challenges visitors to ask questions of the 

current legislation that governs our bodies: does the opt-out system mark a return to the 

utilitarianism of the Anatomy Act and will the most vulnerable in society once again be the 

most susceptible to the scalpel?  

 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                             
Notes 

 
1 Louise Fowler, and Natasha Powers Doctors, Dissection and Resurrection Men: Excavations in the 19th 

century burial ground of the London Hospital, 2006, (London: Museum of London, 2012). p. xvii  
2 Annia Cherryson, Zoë Crossland and Sarah Tarlow, A Fine and Private Place: The archaeology of death and 

burial in post-medieval Britain and Ireland, (Leicester: Leicester Archaeology Monograph 22, 2012) p.134 
3 Museum of London, ‘James Legg at the Museum of London’.  
4 Ruth, Richardson (2001) p.196 
5 Wellcome Collection, ‘James May, Thomas Williams and John Bishop in the dock at Bow Street 
Engraving, 1831’. 
6 Ruth Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute, (London: Phoenix Press, 2001) p.xv. 
7 Statistics courtesy of NHS Organ Donation Register (2013). 
8 Fowler and Powers (2012) p.213. 
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