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 A Traffic of Dead Bodies is a major achievement. It is 

an empirically rich and creatively theorized book that 

resists easy classification.  Sappol offers a cultural 

history of anatomy, death, and the body in late-eighteenth 

and nineteenth-century America as well as a history of 

social identity.  ―My subject,‖ he writes, ―is the 

anatomical acquisition, dissection, and representation of 

bodies—and how such activities contributed to the making of 

professional, classed, sexed, racial, national, and 

speciated selves.‖ (1)  

 In chapter one, Sappol outlines three ―theorems‖ of  

a ―cultural logic‖ which informed the rise of modern 

anatomy in medicine and popular culture:  1) the dead body 

was both powerless (in need of protection) and a powerful 

threat to the living; 2) anatomists and their opponents 

viewed these issues through a mind/body binary which 

privileged mind over body; and 3) death and death rituals 

served a powerful role in dramatizing and fixing unstable 

social identities.    

He then traces a series of intensifying waves of 

medical ―anatomization‖, in which European training in 

anatomy and physiology gradually claimed the highest 

prestige in medicine’s hierarchy and professoriate.  

Throughout the first half of the 19
th
 century, medical 

education increasingly emphasized anatomical dissection, 

physiological experimentation, and post-mortem examination.  

Entering dead bodies, dissecting and assessing them seemed 

to give scientific physicians the upper hand in the eternal 

battles of ―life and death, health and disease, reason and 

unreason, light and darkness.‖ (95)   

This cultural authority, however, was fiercely 

contested, as Sappol shows in a fascinating chapter on "the 

contested bioethics of anatomy in antebellum America.‖ (98) 

Grave-robbing, body-snatching and subsequent dissection was 

a constant phenomenon throughout the 19
th
 century. As 

medical colleges multiplied, demand for cadavers greatly 

outstripped supply. Grave robbing and body snatching 

increased. Angry popular responses grew more frequent and 

spilled over into violent riots against medical schools, 

particularly between 1830 and 1850.   

This tug-of-war over dead bodies continued into the 

early twentieth century.  By 1913, all but four states with 
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medical schools had passed ―anatomy laws‖ allowing 

unclaimed bodies to be consigned to medical schools for 

dissection.  These laws put an end to the illegal ―traffic‖ 

in dead bodies while providing a steady supply of cadavers 

from the poorest Americans, who lived in terror of a new 

kind of purgatory – ―the limbo of the unclaimed.‖(135) In 

what Sappol calls the ―new funerary economy‖, working class 

families bought penny death insurance policies assuring a 

decent Christian burial, and the middle and upper classes 

no longer feared that their graves would be disturbed.  

Sappol devotes subsequent chapters to alternative 

medical sects; the ideological uses of anatomy in 

antebellum culture; mid-century novels and dissection; the 

politics of popular anatomy and self-making in postbellum 

America; and anatomical museums and pornographic, 

sensationalist anatomical displays.  These chapters are 

carefully researched and interpreted along the fault lines 

of class, gender, and race.  

 This book’s virtues are also its vices.  The dead body 

can be mastered interpretively as an object of discourse. 

But encountering death and dead bodies remains an 

existential as well as a historical experience. The book’s  

theoretical armor leaves no breathing room for the mystery 

of death. 

 


