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The Post-Mortem 
Exam

Patient history
Necropsy
Histopathology
Microbial culture/isolation
Toxicity screening
Gene analysis



Definition
Necropsy

“seeing a dead body” (Greek)

Spyglass Entertainment Group, The Sixth Sense , 1999 



Why do a necropsy?
Diagnostic
Prevention
Evaluate health of a 
population
Educational



Why do a necropsy?

http://www.isrvma.org/article/54_3_7.htm

http://w3.vet.cornell.edu/nst/nst.asp?Fun=Image&imgID=1575



Necropsy Facility



Necropsy Facility



Necropsy Facility



Basic Equipment
Sharp knife and steel
Scissors
Tree limb snips
Handsaw
Rongeurs
Ruler
Tissue containers



Basic Equipment
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Basic Equipment



Goals of Necropsy

Data collection
Concise lesion description
Appropriate tissue sampling
Correlate findings with in-life data.



Data Collection
Review history
Systematic
Necropsy record

Signalment and ID
Date/time of death
Date of necropsy 
List of tissues examined
Description of lesions



Necropsy Record



Necropsy 
Record



Lesion Description
Tissue
Location
Color
Size
Shape

http://w3.vet.cornell.edu/nst/nst.asp?Fun=Image&imgID=6708



Lesion Description
Consistency and texture
Number and extent
Surface appearance 
Odor

http://w3.vet.cornell.edu/nst/nst.asp?Fun=Image&imgID=6708



Tissue Sampling
Cytology
Light microscopy
Microbial isolation
Molecular analysis
Toxicology
Electron microscopy



Cytology
Prior to 
fixation
Touch 
impression
Smears
Skin scrape
Fine needle 
aspirate 
(FNA)

http://w3.vet.cornell.edu/nst/nst.asp?Fun=Image&imgID=6292



Light Microscopy

Formalin fixed
<1cm thick
>10:1 fixative:tissue ratio
Representative samples should 
include junction between normal and 
abnormal
Histochemistry and 
immunohistochemistry

http://w3.vet.cornell.edu/nst/nst.asp?Fun=Image&imgID=9531



Microbial Isolation
Fresh tissue 
Transport media
Frozen tissue 
(viruses)



Molecular Analysis
Pathogen identification
Frozen samples are preferred



Toxicology
Fresh or frozen tissue
Liver, kidney, skeletal muscle, 
fat



Electron Microscopy
1% glutaraldehyde
Tissue perfusion
Paraffin embedded tissue





http://www.vetmed.ucdavis.edu/whc/pdfs/necropsy.pdf



http://w3.vet.cornell.edu/nst/nst.asp?Fun=Image&imgID=8235



http://w3.vet.cornell.edu/nst/nst.asp?Fun=Image&imgID=18902



http://courses.science.fau.edu/~jwyneken/sta/SeaTurtleAnatomy- 
Methods_of_Dissection.pdf



Summary
Start big; work towards small
Be consistent
Return to the animal’s history
Collect extra tissue if unsure
Do it as often as you can



Want Necropsy 
Experience?

Gross Pathology Rounds
Every Wednesday 12:15-1:15

Saturday Morning Necropsy 
Volunteers

See PathHeads board for 
available dates
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