The Pathological Society of Great Britain & Ireland
Undergraduate Essay 2008


Discuss the impact of media and the popular portrayal of pathology on its profile

Andrew Bamber
Introduction

“What. Dead people and stuff?” is, in my experience, the usual response one can expect from a non-medical member of the public upon admitting being, or wishing to become, a pathologist. To many members of the public, pathology involves two distinct groups of professionals – glorious heroes cracking seemingly unsolvable murders, and sinister characters who lurk in the shadows ruminating on their unnatural urge to steal the organs of dead babies. Few have any concept of the variety of subspecialties making up pathology; post mortem work forming only a tiny part of even a histopathologist’s work, and almost none of the work of other sub specialists. 

This popular misconception is partly a consequence of pathology being a ‘hidden’ specialty involving, in the case of histopathologists, little or no contact with patients. It is also the result of the information the public receive about pathology through various media. This essay will discuss how each form of media over the last two centuries has shaped the public view of pathology and how pathologists are now beginning to use the media to improve the profile of the profession.    

The Origins of the Myth

Man seems to have always had a morbid fascination with death, the ‘great equaliser’, a fascination that has gradually increased over time. This is clearly illustrated by the various public outcries that made the legality of dissection so complex and variable during the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries
. Working with the dead has always had a very negative connotation; partly because so many would find such work unpalatable and partly because, as a ‘taboo’ subject, death rites are often hidden from the public in Western culture. This negative view increased still further during the 19th and 20th centuries as a result of unflattering associations with dissection, execution and body-snatching1.


But while these negative overtones increased, so did pathological skill, the 19th Century seeing a massive expansion in knowledge and the understanding of pathology. Parallel to this the 19th Century also saw public interest in gross pathology increase, primarily through the ‘freak shows’ and museums of pathological abnormalities that opened to the public
.

For the duration of this period microscopic pathology and biochemistry remained an area relatively unexposed to the public with only impressive-sounding discoveries warranting mention in the popular press. As pathologists were widely known to be death workers it is unsurprising that, given the lack of exposure microscopy received, pathology became synonymous with morbid anatomy and post mortem examination.


The advent of the ‘information age’ during the 20th century provided a multitude of media through which this public fascination with death could be satiated and the misconceptions surrounding pathology and pathologists propagated.

The rise of the ‘celebrity pathologist’

Forensic pathologists had a bad press in the latter part of the 19th century and their specialty was known as the ‘beastly science’ following a number of ‘bungled’ cases. However, following coverage of high profile cases such as that of Dr Crippen, the 19th century public began to take a greater interest in post mortem examination. The first truly ‘famous’ forensic pathologist of the early 20th Century was Sir Bernard Spilsbury, whose fame arose through his involvement in the Crippen case. He and his contemporaries quickly gained celebrity status and a massive popular following. Their names adorned the popular press and the public clamoured for the grisly details of their more high-profile cases. 


The forensic pathologists of the time were only too glad to provide what the public desired. Table 1 demonstrates a selection of the non-fiction books that appeared between the mid-twentieth century and the 1980’s. They are primarily autobiographical and written in layman’s terms, proving highly popular with the public; this is clearly illustrated by Mostly Murder by Sir Sidney Smith
, which was re-released more than 10 times by different publishers
.

	Title
	First Published
	Pathologist
	Author
	Publisher

	Some cases of Bernard Spilsbury
	1948
	Bernard Spilsbury
	Harold Dearden
	Hutchinson

	Bernard Spilsbury - His life and cases
	1951
	Bernard Spilsbury
	Douglas G Browne, E V Tullett
	Harrap

	Mostly Murder - Sir Sidney Smith, an autobiography
	1959
	Sidney Smith
	Sidney Smith
	Harrap

	Where death delights - the story of Dr Milton Helpern and forensic medicine
	1967
	Milton Helpern
	Marshall Houts
	Coward-McCann

	Camps on Crime
	1973
	Francis Camps
	Francis Camps
	Coward-McCann

	Autopsy - Forensic memoirs of the world's greatest medical detective
	1979
	Milton Helpern
	Milton Helpern, Bernard Knight
	New Amer Library

	Mysteries of life and death
	1979
	Keith Simpson
	Keith Simpson
	Leisure books

	Forty years of murder: An autobiography
	1980
	Keith Simpson
	Keith Simpson
	Harper Collins


Table 1– Examples of Non-fiction literature 1948-1980


The first edition of this book also provides an excellent demonstration of the popular following these early forensic pathologists gradually accrued. A large subtitle on the front cover asks the reader “Was he Greater than Spilsbury?” It seems remarkable today, when many histopathologists would fail to recognise the names of many of their forensic contemporaries, that 50 years ago the public would recognise the names of the leaders of the specialty. Not only this, but that they would also know enough of their work to compare the relative value of their contributions to the field.


Unsurprisingly the publishing of such non-fiction material sensationalising forensic pathology perpetuated the fallacy that the post mortem examination was the sum total of a pathologist’s work. However the hero status of these pathologists ensured that at this time pathology, whilst incorrectly defined, was viewed in a predominantly positive light.


The last 20 years have seen a change in popular opinion towards these early forensic pathologists – many books
 and newspapers
 discussing at length the flaws in their work.

Quincy, Scarpetta and friends

Given the huge public demand for insight into the work of forensic pathologists in the mid to late 20th century, it is unsurprising that television companies were keen to capitalise by producing dramas based on their activities.


Probably the first such was the American drama Quincy M.E.
 which hit American screens in 1976 and Britain in 1977. This had a greater emphasis on entertainment than McCallum
 and Silent Witness
 - the grittier British offerings that followed over the next decade.


This move toward fictional drama was mirrored in the literary world, the most well-known example being the books of Patricia Cornwell and her gutsy heroine Dr Kay Scarpetta who, since 1990 has been the focus of fifteen books. While receiving less critical acclaim there have been other fictional tales of pathological exploits, for example Harry Chinchinian’s Pathology Mystery Series of three books published between 1997 and 2003.


Like the autobiographies which preceded them, these fictional creations continued to allow ‘pathology’ to be confused with ‘forensic pathology’ in the eyes of the public. However the underlying theme of all these productions was the same – a pathologist with deep personal flaws and an incredible talent saves the day by single-handedly solving the crime. It would be unfair to suggest that authors belonging to the ‘Cornwell School’ of pathology fiction do not appreciate the realities of pathology practice. Rather it is a pity that they have not drawn on their own experience working in pathology in order to paint a more accurate picture. Nevertheless, pathology was once again presented in a generally positive, if painfully restricted, light.


It should be noted that whilst any reference to forensic pathology was attracting massive public attention, there were few popular autobiographies of famous pathologists from other disciplines during this period. Similarly, the seemingly everyday work of hospital pathologists lacked the drama apparently necessary for a successful television series. Exposure of other pathological specialties through these media was limited to fairly academic biographies of famous characters from histopathology, usually targeted at a less sensationalist and more academic readership
.

The return of the celebrity pathologist

Although reprints of earlier pathologists’ memoirs are still being produced, many of the more recent forensic pathologists have also committed their memoirs to paper. The pathologists of this more technologically advanced period have also begun to utilise television as a medium to catalogue their interesting cases. The most prolific of the last decade probably is probably Dr Michael Baden, the former Chief Medical Examiner of New York, who has produced books
 and a number of television programmes
. These are, once again, designed to highlight the role forensic pathology plays in the solving of crime.


Two further individuals are worth further discussion here. The first is Gunther von Hagens, a well-known Dutch anatomist who pioneered the ‘plastination’ technique of preparing and preserving prosections
. In 2005, after touring the world with his ‘Bodyworks’ exhibition he performed a post mortem examination on live television – Anatomy for Beginners
. Whilst his intention over the years may have been to advance public understanding of anatomy, many have reacted with anger to his somewhat exhibitionist style
. Given his focus on the dead it is unsurprising that he is often associated with pathologists.


The second figure is Dr Richard Shepherd; a practicing UK forensic pathologist who appeared in a documentary series entitled Death Detective
. This series ran during 2006 and had a focus on more straightforward coroner’s cases rather than violent crime. It also included interviews with families discussing the impact of the deaths on them, and some explanation of how the pathology that he uncovered at post mortem had helped them through their loss.


Again, Dr Shepherd’s series promoted the association of pathologists with death, but it also painted a more realistic picture of the post mortem work of most histopathologists and emphasised the link between pathology and the treatment of the living. While more realistic, the absence of violent crime from this series ensured that it never became as popular as its fictional counterparts.

Weirdoes in basements

While forensic pathology warranted its own television and literary attention, pathology as a whole was included in other fictional television series. Predictably, these continued to reinforce the association of pathology with death. Given that at present there are a multitude of dramas on British television set in normal working hospitals, for example Casualty
 and Holby City
, none of them include a pathologist of any sort as a regular character. In fact evidence of a pathologist character ever appearing in these series, even as a one-off, could not be found.


As might be expected pathologists regularly appear in police dramas and their depiction varies greatly - ranging from heroes to complete oddities. In other series there is a definite negative overtone. Popular American hospital comedy Scrubs includes a pathologist as a major character – a failed clinical medic who was forced to ‘resort’ to a career in pathology. He is depicted as being woefully inept and inappropriate with his patients – for example losing his car keys in a cadaver
. He is never shown performing microscopy or any clinical activities except post mortems.


There are many more examples. American series The X-files
 portrays Agent Dana Scully as a qualified ‘MD’ regularly performing post mortems if required – always in darkened laboratories. A histopathologist in relatively new series Bones is depicted as resentful of women and clinically inept
. Even some of the pathologist-specific series depict mortuaries as dirty, darkened basements8.


There have even been pathologists as characters in comedy sketch shows – notably British Cult offering TittyBangBang
. One sketch in this show is based on two pathologists Parker and Harris (necrophiliacs who “can’t resist a stiffy”) - hardly a portrayal of pathology likely to improve its profile with the public.


Pathology has also long since been a subject of choice for the horror genre and the most recent film of this sort, released this year, is creatively entitled Pathology
. This film centres on a group of medical students in the USA who use their pathological knowledge to perform the perfect murder. While entertaining, such depictions of pathology in popular culture only succeed in creating an inaccurate and negative public image. 

“They stole my boy’s organs”

Without doubt, the largest factor affecting the profile of pathology in the 21st Century has been its representation in the news. Once again the vast majority of coverage is dedicated to forensic pathologists, the work of histopathologists and other sub specialists being largely ignored or at best attributed to anonymous ‘scientists’.


Coverage of pathology in the press has been generally negative with an emphasis on pathologists’ errors being a violation of the trust that they hold. There have been several cases in the last 8 years that have together succeeded in doing massive damage to the profile of pathology.


The first are those of forensic pathologists being removed, or resigning, from the home office list and cases in which they provided evidence being reviewed for fear of being ‘unsafe’. Dr Paula Lannas
, Dr Mike Heath
 and Dr Alan Williams
 all came off the Home Office list during this period – the exact details of these cases and the outcomes are not relevant here, it is the emotive way in which the news presents them which has had the negative effect on the profile of pathology. 


The most important cases in recent years were most certainly those of Bristol Royal Infirmary and Alder Hey. These cases hit a strong chord with the public because they concerned paediatric post mortems and organ retention. While events in Bristol brought organ retention to the attention of the public, the focus of the investigation was on the quality of surgical services. It was therefore the publication of the retention-focussed report of the Royal Children’s Hospital Enquiry (Alder Hey) that sealed the fate of the reputation of pathology. This Report found that Professor Dick van Velzen was guilty of having carried out a catalogue of inappropriate activities during his time in Alder Hey, including lying to relatives about retention
. It also found that although practices at Alder Hey were unique in their extent, the practice of organ retention was fairly widespread during the second part of the 20th century
.


The report and its associated media coverage devastated the reputation of pathology. Such was the extent of the negative swing in public opinion that other paediatric pathologists received hate-mail
 and had to suffer abuse of their families – several leaving the specialty altogether
.


Other cases that do not directly relate to pathology have also damaged its reputation to a more limited extent. One example is that of Professor Sir Roy Meadow, a paediatrician and expert witness whose testimony in ‘cot death’ cases was found to be inaccurate. This led to a number of convictions being declared ‘unsafe’ - notably that of Sally Clark who served four years in prison for the murder of her two children
. Dr Alan Williams, the pathologist in the case, was also implicated and later removed from the Home Office Register27. Although Meadow was not a pathologist, given the outcry over paediatric pathology standards at Alder Hey, it is unsurprising that the two cases were linked together.


Similarly the case of Harold Shipman shook confidence in pathologists. The public wished to know how it was possible that pathologists could fail to notice that he was murdering so many people over such a long period
. After all, Quincy would have solved the crime almost immediately! The fact that the majority of the patients did not receive post mortems is overlooked as, once again, it is not the facts that matter, rather how they were presented to the public.

The Hidden Science that saves lives34
Clearly in view of such emotive negative publicity pathologists were forced to make massive efforts in an attempt to restore the profile of pathology in the public eye. The Royal College of Pathologists has attempted this through its Hidden Science that Saves lives campaign
. Its motto (Pathology: The science behind the cure) and that of the Pathological Society of Great Britain & Ireland (Understanding Disease) also demonstrate an effort to take some credit for medical discoveries back from the anonymous ‘scientists’ in the popular press.


Whilst such campaigns are an ideal theoretical solution to pathology’s profile problems, in practice there must be a forum for delivering this message to the public. One such method is the first ‘National Pathology Week’, which will take place in November 2008
. This gives pathologists from all specialties the opportunity to present pathology to the public through a variety of media. Talks have been organised at schools aimed at teenagers, tours of departments have been arranged for members of the public and many other events organised nationally – all in the hope of improving the profile of pathology and encouraging more people to consider entering the profession.


The real problem with these efforts is that, while they may improve pathology’s image with the public whom they reach, they will never achieve the sort of mass media attention received by negative stories such as Alder Hey. 

Hic mortui delectunt viventes educere

Realistically the profile of pathology in terms of what it actually is has changed little over time. This is mainly due to the incredible link that literature, television, film and the newspapers have forged between ‘pathology’ and examination of the dead. However whilst these inaccuracies have remained fairly fixed over time, the profile in terms of general public feeling towards pathology and pathologists has almost completely changed. We have seen a gradual change beginning with the hero-worship of celebrity forensic pathologists, moving to the more negative representation of pathology on television, and finally culminating in the total vilification of pathology practices in the popular press.


The efforts of the Royal College and others to improve this image and change some of the inaccuracies in people’s perception of the subject seem likely to encourage some of tomorrow’s doctors to consider pathology as a career choice. However, given the public hysteria which surrounded the Alder Hey scandal and other high profile news stories, it seems unlikely that such efforts will make more than a dent in the negative feeling of the public towards pathology.


The best that can be done is to be as active as possible in activities such as National Pathology Week and support the College and societies in publicising widely the successes of pathology in terms of treatment for the living. For my part, the next time someone responds to my career aspirations with “What. Dead people and stuff?” I will be quick to point out the realities of modern pathology. Rather than dead people in darkened basements, a dynamic and varied specialty where, when the dead are involved, they delight to teach the living.
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