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Scope of the Chapter

❍ Purposes of the autopsy 
❍ Autopsy techniques

Autopsy pathology is the practice of medicine
that directs its efforts to the scientific study of the
human body after death. The objectives of the
autopsy include: the evaluation of clinical diag-
noses; the detection and diagnosis of unsuspect-
ed diseases; the study of the cause, nature, and
development of disease; determination of the
cause of death; assisting in the assessment of the
validity, value, and appropriateness of diagnostic
and therapeutic procedures; provision of infor-
mation to families, physicians, and society; qual-
ity assurance in medicine; and medical education
and training. The autopsy is a professional activ-
ity that requires the application of extensive
knowledge and technical ability to the art and
science of its performance and interpretation.

The autopsy makes major contributions to the
elucidation of disease pathogenesis by providing
the observations for construction of pathogenetic
hypotheses. While the initial idea usually origi-
nates from a single autopsy, the examination of
the hypothesis depends on the study of a number
of examples, which, it is hoped, will demonstrate
the steps in the sequence of development of a
lesion or process. Well-performed autopsies can
make substantial contributions to the advance-
ment of medicine.

The postmortem examination must be sys-
tematic; it must be as complete as custom or law
will allow or as the goals of the autopsy dictate,
and a proper technique of examination is manda-
tory. Technique in the performance of an autopsy,

as in many other endeavors, is not synonymous
with a rigid system. Technique comes to be an
individual matter, compounded of experience,
judgment, and manual skill. Individual tech-
niques may differ in detail even though their
underlying principles and purposes are identical.
The procedures must be sufficiently flexible to
adapt to the demands of the individual case, and
the prosector should prepare for the unusual case
by acquiring dexterity in alternate techniques.

Autopsy Techniques

A number of general and specific autopsy tech-
niques have been described, and a bibliography
citing many of these has been assembled.1 The
four major autopsy techniques differ chiefly in
the methods used in removal of the organs and
the order in which they are opened. The history
of the development of these techniques has been
discussed.2,3 Individual differences in the ap-
proach to the autopsy are generally only minor
variations of one of the following procedures.
Knowledge of these different techniques is useful,
allowing one to keep an open mind to the various
ways of performing an autopsy.

Virchow Technique
In the Virchow technique, the organs are re-
moved one by one and dissected as removed. This
approach is good for demonstrating pathological
change in individual organs, especially in high-
risk autopsies or where permission is limited to
one organ. This organ can be immediately
removed and examined. The disadvantage of this
technique is that relationships between various
organs may be hard to interpret.
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We must turn to nature itself, to the observations
of the body in health and disease, to learn the truth.

— Hippocrates
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Rokitansky Technique
This procedure is characterized by in situ dissec-
tion, in part combined with en bloc removal. The
term “Rokitansky technique” is used erroneously
by many pathologists to designate the en masse
technique.

En Masse Technique
Thoracic, cervical, abdominal, and pelvic organs
are removed en masse and subsequently dissected
into organ blocks. This is the best technique for
preserving the vascular supply and relationships
between organs. Another advantage is that the
body can be made available to the undertaker
quickly, without having to rush the dissection
and risk obscuring findings or destroying impor-
tant specimens. The major disadvantage is that
the organ mass is often awkward to handle, and
the autopsy is difficult to perform without an
assistant. The en masse technique is the method
that will be described in this manual.

En Bloc Technique
Various modifications of the en bloc technique
are widely used. Thoracic and cervical organs,
abdominal organs, and the urogenital system are
removed in functionally related blocks. This pro-
cedure is a compromise between the Virchow and
en masse techniques, preserving anatomical rela-
tionships sufficiently for most cases while being
simpler for one person to execute.

References

1. Volmar KE. History of autopsy technique.
In: Collins KA, Hutchins GM, eds. Autopsy
Performance & Reporting. 2nd ed. Northfield,
Ill: College of American Pathologists; 2003.

2. Mallory FB. Pathological Technique: A Practi-
cal Manual for Workers in Pathological Histol-
ogy Including Directions for the Performance of
Autopsies and for Microphotography. Philadel-
phia, Pa: W B Saunders Co; 1938.

3. Ludwig J. Handbook of Autopsy Practice.
3rd ed. Totowa, NJ: Humana Press; 2002.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


