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HousE oF REPRESENTATIVES, FEB, 25, 1830. 

THE Committee on the judiciary, to whom was refer
red an order instructing them to enquire whether it is 
expedient to make any further provision by law for pro
tecting the sepulchres of the dead, have had the sub
ject under their consideration. Their attention has been 
called to the legal embarrassments and dangers that 
now attend the cultivation of the science of Anatomy, 
and the removal of which would in their opinion tend 
to the more effectual protection of the sepulchres of the 
dead, and they respectfully submit the following Report 
on the importance of the science of anatomy to the 
practice of surgery and medicine, and the necessity of 
dissections to the knowledge of anatomy. 
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REPORT. 

The medical art has been considered necessary and 
important to mankind from the earliest ages. The sur
gical department of it especially received the praises of 
the first of the historians and poets, and has gradually 
risen in consequence, so as to be thought essential to 
every civilized society. Even the most savage people 
have set a high value on the medical advice of travel
lers coming from more scientific countries, and they 
have been ready to exalt and almost to deify them when 
they have received those benefits, which are adminis
tered by a physician or surgeon of moderate acquire
ments. In polished nations, where the comforts and 
conveniences of life are sought for, this profession has 
been cultivated into n distinct, and elevated science; 
for the pleasures of life are of no avail without health, 
and the free use of the faculties which nature has be
stowed on us; and the occasional skepticism of indi
viduals, as to its utility haa been borne down by the 
common sense and the common wants of mankind. 
The accumulating knowledge of thousands of years has 
at length formed a vast code of science, based on the 
solid, immoveable foundation of observation and expe
rience. Having for its object the remedy of the disor
ders and derangements to which the human structure is 
liable, a knowledge of this, the parts of which it is com
posed, and the occasional disturbance to which they are 
subject, has been natually and necessarily considered to 
be the ground-work of the science. Without an exact 
knowledge of the delicate springs and wheels and bal
ances in the complicated machinery of the human body, 
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it would be insanity to attempt to restore their proper 
action, and adjust their di sordered movements· to each 
other. Unhappily the acqui sition of this knowledge has 
been opposed by a feeling deeply rooted and of univer
sal extent, not only in the early and uncivilized state of 
society, but which has extended, though with diminish
ed strength, even to the improved state of the world in 
which we live. Whether this sentiment be natural, or 
whether it be imbibed in tr:e cour~e of education, it 
must be treated with respect, because generally diffused 
and perhaps founded on the best principles of our na
ture. The associations form ed during life with the cor
poreal fabric of our friend s are too strong to be divided 
by the stroke which separates it from the intellectual 
part ; and were it not possible to cultivate anatomy 
without violating these associations, it would perhaps be 
necessary to sacrifice health and even life to a sentiment 
so strongly interwoven with our best feelings. lf how
ever this science can be pursued without disturbing the 
minds of the living, and if it is important and even in
dispensable to the welfare of society, by saving many 
valuable lives and greatly diminishing the amount of 
human suffering, every enlightened people must be de
sirous of establishing it upon proper grounds. 

The human body is one of the most complicated and 
wonderful works of the Creator of the Universe. The 
number, the minuteness, and the delicacy of its parts, 
exceeds beyond all comparison, the most complex pieces 
of machinery which have ever been invented by human 
genius. To know them with accuracy requires the 
constant labour of the most industrious individual. Yet' 
without this knowledge, it is wholly impossible to reme
dy a multitude of disr,ases and accidents to which the 
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human body is subject. Every human being is hourly 
exposed to death by the accidental wounds of a hundred 
blood-vessels. These wounds may be remedied with a 
certainty, scarcely short of mathematical, by an experi
enced anatomist; -but in the hands of one destitute of 
precise knowledge, life is more insecure than is a ship 
amid shoals, under the guidance of a mariner without 
chart, or compass, or star, or lead, to direct his course. 
Involved in the midst of a thousand cords and vessels ·"' 
and nerves, the well instructed surgeon proceeds with 
coolness and certainty to secure the life of the patient; 
while the ignorant must either incur the risk of destroy-
ing him on the spot, or abandon him, as beyond the 
reach of the means he possesses to save him. One of 
the most experienced and conscientious physicians of 
our Commonwealth has stated as a fact, that within his 
knowledge, a hundred persons had perished for want of 
a sufficient skill in anatomy to perform one species of 
surgical operation. A hundred lives lost by a single 
disease! What numbers then must have been sacrificed 
by different disorders and aceidents; what numbers are 
now perishing; what numbers must hereafter become 
the victims of an ignorance, which it is easy to remove. ,,. 
The vigorous aud the dccrepi<l, the poor and the rich, 
are all exposed to the dangers of ignorance and error. 
It is however the poorer classes, who suffer most, since 
the more wealthy are likely to obtain that aid, which 
can at present be administered only by a limited number 
of individuals. 

Many well educated persons ask, why a knowledge 
of the human body cannot be obtained from booksr 
plates, and wax figures ? There is a great degree of 
misconception on this subject. The human structure is 
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so minute and complex that all the books and plates that 
can be invented give no adequate and practical know
ledge of this science. There are more parts in a single 
square inch of the human body, than in the most com
plicated wax figures ever made ; and this can no more 
be imitated by art, than the sap vessels and gum vessels 
of a plant could be created by human power. The most de
monstrative proof of the impossibilityof gaining a sufficient 
knowledge of this subject without dissection, is drawn 
from the fact, that the laborious and impoverished med
ical student is ready to bestow his limited means on the 
acquirement of Anatomy under the most difficult and 
embarrassing circumstances. Those who cannot suc
ceed in getting it in their own State, go to others, and 
many resort to foreign countries in pursuit of informa
tion which Gught to be obtained at their own doors. Why 
docs the Student, and even the practised Surgeon, ex
l1aust his time, his means, and his health, in this occu
pation, if he knows it to be unnecessary, or that it can 
be obtained on easier terms? Why is he willing to risk 
the consequences of an odium which may prove fatal to 
his prosperity, if it were possible to qualify himself with
out such dangerous labours? Even those who have 
once made themselves acquainted with the complicated 
structure of man, find it impossible to retain their know
ledge without occasionally viewing it by dissection. 
The botanist and mineralogist soon lose their science 
unless it is kept up by constant practice. The same 
happens to the Surgeon-and it is well known that the 
most skilful Surgeons in Europe, whatever their age and 
experience may be, never dare to execute a difficult 
operation on the living, without preparing himself by 
actual dissection. 
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In proportion as science has spread itself over Europe, 
have the prejudices 011 this subject been dispelled ; and 
anatomy is now cultivated in nearly all the nations of 
the christian world. In our own country the spirit of 
improvement has been gradually removing the obstacles 
to this study, and it is freely pursued in nearly all the 
great cities of the United States. In this Common
wealth a severe prohibitory statute still exists ; and thus 
the law requires of every medical practitioner a know
ledge of anatomy, which it at the same time deprives 
him of the means of acquiring.. The medical practi
tioner who attempts his profession without this informa
tion soon finds himself dishonoured and abandoned ; and 
his place is occupied by some one who has found the 
means of studying his art in a foreign country, or has 
evaded the execution of the law at home. This state 
of things is as contrary to morality as it is to reason and 
to the spirit of the age in which we live. 

If the laws prohibiting dissections could be executed 
so effectually as to put a stop to the study of Anatomy, 
to what an amount of suffering would the public be ex
posed. Hundreds, and we may venture to say thou
sands, and among them some of the most valuable mem
bers of society, afflicted with various diseases, and over
taken by sudden accidents, would in a few years be sac
rificed to so fatal a policy. Shocked at the operation 
of such a system, the community would rise, and with 
one voice loudly demand the aid of men qualified to 
relieve their distress, and the cultivators of Anatomy, 
instead of being followed by obloquy, would be hailed 
as the benefactors of mankind. 

The difficulties in providing for the study of Anato
my are not insurmountable. The feelings of living 
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friends must be sacredly respected; and even where no 
friends exist, the apprehension of being subjected to 
dissection ought not to be excited in the mind of. any 
one, however poor and degraded. The practice of 
yielding for dissection all those who die in places of 
public charity, which is uniformly pursued in France 
without objection would be objectionable in New Eng
land. But with all proper exceptions and limitation, 
and with provisions by which tho bodies of strangers 
and those who die at a distance from their relatives, 
may be fully protected, there would still remain a suf
ficient number of those who <lie in vice and debauch
ery, "unnoticed and unknown," ignorant of their situa
tion while alive and indifferent as to what occurs to 
them after death, to afford the means of cultivating this 
useful and indispensable study ; and proper arrange
ments would even have the effect of giving security to 

the feelings of those who ought not to become the sub
jects of this pursuit. 

The Comrnittee think proper to say that in their in
vestigations, they have found every disposition on the 
part of medical persons to give information on the sub
ject of their inquiry : and an obvious wish that all ob
scurity in regard to it should be removed, and that it 
should be fully understood. by the legislature and the 
whole community. 

From the result of these investigations the Committee 
are convinced that the interest of society requires some 
modification of the present laws by which the study of 
anatomy may be pursued under suitable regulations, 
without incurring the risk of absolute disgrace and 
rum. 

" 
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The Massachusetts Medical Society was incorporated 
with power to require, and it is made their duty to re
quire, of all persons entering on the practice of the pro
fession, an adequate knowledge of anatomy ; and the 
committee would respectfully suggest, whether it be con
sistent for the Legislature to oppose the present legal 
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obstacles to their pursuit. It is manifestly against the 
best interest of the community, that expenses which can 
be borne only by a few, or the immorality of a viola
tion of the laws and an exposure to ignominious punish
ment, should be the only alternatives offered to an hon
orable and most useful profession in obtaining their 
education. It has been made plain to the committee, 
that every physician and surgeon should by personal 
examination obtain an exact knowledge of the situation 
and relation of the innumerable parts of the human 
body, or there will be danger of his maiming those 
whom he wishes to restore, and destroying those whom 
he wishes to save. • 

The "Act to protect the sepulchres of the dead," was 
the first upon that subject-it had before been left to the 
discretion of the common law. 

The Committee are aware that the subject is as deli
cate and difficult as it is important, and they do not 
think it expedient to propo:Se any alteration of the laws 
at the present time ; because, in a community like ours, 
it is necessary that laws should proceed from and be 
supported by public opinion. They are satisfied from 
the statements made to them by some of the most emi
nent persons of the medical profession, that great pre
judices exist, and that it is very important, that correct 
information should be spread abroad in the community. 
The science of the profession has been more improved 
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in modern times than the medical and it is principally 
owing to the more thorough and exact knowledge of 
anatomy. There is no reason to suppose that great 
discoveries and improvements may not yet be made ; 
but further improvement is hopeless under a rigid en
forcement of the present statute. 

In the opinion of the committee, nothing would tend 
more to the protection of the Sepulchres of the dead, 
than the removal of the difficulties that now attend the 
practice of dissection. If disse,ction be necessary to a 
thorough knowledge of anatomy, the means will be oc
casionally provided, even at the risk of the severe pen
alties of the statute, whereas if proper subjects for dis
section could be furnished under suitable regulations, 
without violating the laws, the sepulchres of the dead 
might be effectually secured by laws, which there would 
be little or no inducement to violate. 

After having fu11y considered tho subject, the com
mittee respectfully recommend that the further conside
ration thereof be referred to the first Session of the next 
General Court, and that this report be published in the 
several newspapers that print the laws of the Common
wealth. 

All which is respectfully submitted by . 

LEVERETT SALTONSTALL, Chairman. 
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