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CENTRE FOR ANATOMY AND HUMAN IDENTIFICATION 
COLLEGE OF LIFE SCIENCES, UNIVERSITY OF DUNDEE 

 
Creating a State of the Art Embalming Facility that will revolutionise 

Scientific, Medical and Dental research and training 
 

 
Summary 
The University of Dundee is set to become the first in the UK to exclusively adopt an alternative 
method of embalming bodies which could change the face of scientific, medical and dental 
research and training. 
 
The Centre for Anatomy and Human Identification (CAHId) has developed plans for a new build 
that will expand the Centre and house a new mortuary to accommodate Thiel embalming. 
 
The University of Dundee has confirmed support of up to £1.5M toward the £2M required to 
complete the first phase of this building. There is a funding gap of £500k towards which we 
respectfully request the trustees of the Aberbrothock Skea Trust to consider a contribution of 
£5,000. 
 
Background  
The Centre for Anatomy and Human Identification is home to world renowned forensic 
anthropologist Prof Sue Black1 and her expert team of academic forensic scientists. The centre 
carries out world leading research in anatomical and forensic disciplines, and is one of the few 
remaining institutions where traditional dissection-based anatomy is still part of the training for 
students of medicine, dentistry and science. 
 
In 2007, the HM Inspector for Anatomy identified that the existing mortuary facilities within anatomy 
at the University of Dundee were out-dated and required renovation to raise them to acceptable 
operational standards. In addition to this assessment, developments in the classification of 
chemicals by the EU, changes to the Anatomy Act and the development of new forms of 
embalming procedures provided an incentive for CAHId to review their facilities. 
 
The CAHId team identified an opportunity to establish a centre of excellence for anatomy utilising 
the Thiel process for soft fix embalming. This new method would provide the opportunity for 
advanced training in anatomical techniques for the purposes of undergraduate and postgraduate 
education, Disaster Victim Identification instruction, surgical/medical/allied health training and 
Research and Development, surgical advances and innovation within the University of Dundee and 
on a wider scale, and obviate the need for animal models. 
 
Thiel Method of Embalming 
Professor Sue Black and her colleagues have been testing the Thiel method of embalming since 
last year. Traditional embalming uses formalin which renders the cadaver stiff, and creates an 
unrealistic environment in which to practice surgical techniques or develop new approaches and 
technologies. It is also thought that high levels of formalin may be carcinogenic so viable 
alternatives are urgently needed.  
 
The Thiel method on the other hand, effectively but gently preserves the body in a solution of salts 
resulting in a more “life-like” effect with the body retaining flexibility and colour. As a result 
                                                 
1 An expert at Disaster Victim Identification, Prof Black has worked for the International War Crimes Tribunal in Kosovo, the United 
Nations in Sierra Leone, and the UK government in Iraq and in Thailand following the 2004 tsunami. 
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surgeons, dentists and medical researchers have a more realistic method of testing techniques, 
practising procedures and developing new equipment and approaches. 
 
The Thiel method of embalming is not new and has been in use in other parts of the world for 
several years but has not been introduced into the UK largely because formalin was perceived as 
being fit for current purposes. However, due to changes in legislation, this is no longer the case. 
 
Feedback from UK based practitioners has been overwhelmingly positive. Professor Sir Alfred 
Cushieri, pioneer of keyhole surgery and co-founder of the University’s Institute of Medical Science 
and Technology (IMSaT), was the first to try it out and he gave it his full and unreserved backing 
recognising the huge benefit in terms of education and training at both undergraduate and 
postgraduate levels and the limitless research opportunities particularly as it negates a requirement 
of large animal proxies. 
 
External funding to support research involving Thiel embalming at Dundee 
Professor Andreas Meltzer, Director of the Institute of Medical Science and Technology (IMSaT), in 
a collaboration with CAHId and with Clinical Imaging within CDMN, has secured £350k funding 
from the MRC Developmental Pathway Funding Scheme for a pilot project involving vascular 
research in Thiel cadavers and there is a further successful £250k project awarded for ultrasound-
guided regional anaesthesia with Professor Sandy Cochran, Deputy Director of IMSaT, in a 
collaboration with the Institute for Academic Anaesthesia and with Medical Physics. 
  
Advancement of Learning / Student Experience 
Sessions using Thiel embalming cadavers increasingly contribute to regular courses and research 
projects involving MRI and vascular procedures, ultrasound guided regional anaesthesia (UGRA) 
and a range of courses in thyroidectomy, laparoscopic colorectal surgery, UGRA, MRI guided 
procedures, rhinoplasty, postgraduate ankle anatomy, dental local anaesthetics and laparoscopic 
upper GI surgery. Several companies that develop medical devices and equipment have chosen 
Dundee as their location to evaluate new products and train end-users. 
 
This work has resulted in two research papers so far and a large number of conference posters 
and presentations; a number of grant proposals for further research is in preparation. 
 
The team hope to move into the new mortuary facilities by the end of 2011 and from then on all 
cadavers will be Thiel embalmed. This means that from mid 2012 onwards there will be a lot more 
Thiel cadavers available for training and research. Until that time the number of cadavers is limited 
and work has to be carefully planned to optimise the use of each individual cadaver.  
 
Funding  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Phase I of the facility 
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The new £2M facility, designed by local architect firm Wellwood Leslie, will contain two embalming 
tables, storage for chemicals, tanks for 48 cadavers and space for longer term storage of bodies. 
There will also be a number of smaller rooms dedicated to procedures associated with embalming. 
 
Further phases are also planned to add teaching and training space and turn the facility into a fully 
integrated centre to service the future of anatomy and human identification. 
 
The University of Dundee has confirmed support of up to £1.5 million toward the first phase of this 
building. An innovative and robust fundraising programme is in place to raise the remaining 
£500,000. This will be led by a high profile fundraising initiative involving ten of the world’s top 
crime writers (Val McDermid, Patricia Cornwell, Kathy Reichs, Tess Gerritsen, Jeff Lindsay, Nicci 
French, Jeffrey Deaver, Mark Billingham, Stuart MacBride and Lee Child) who want to support the 
creation of these world class facilities, alongside more traditional approaches to charitable trusts. 
 
Summary 
To maximise the use of Thiel embalming, staff at CAHId are now looking forward to work beginning 
on a new state-of-the-art mortuary dedicated to the process. A contribution from the Aberbrothock 
Skea Trust will be instrumental in allowing the University of Dundee to become the first University 
in the UK to exclusively use Thiel embalming and your trustees will witness the limitless and 
exciting research and teaching capacity this new resource has to offer. 
 
 
 
 

Here are some examples of work carried out so far on cadavers  
using the Thiel method of embalming. 

 
 

 
                                        A renal angiogram                             Endoscopy 
  
 
 
 
 


