










The general public, however, objected
strongly, even though the event did not
violate any legal guidelines, and Gun-
ther von Hagens acted in absolute com-
pliance with the law. He plans to con-
duct other events of similar nature in
future.

The Human Museum - A Future Project of
the Institute for Plastination
In every major city in the world there
are countless museums that exhibit the
products of human culture, sometimes
featuring highly unusual themes. How-
ever, there is not a single museum
about humans themselves—an institu-
tion that exhibits the anatomy of
healthy and unhealthy human bodies in
an aesthetically pleasing way using
authentic specimens. The lungs, liver,
kidneys, heart—the vital organs in our
bodies without which we would die—
are never made visible to the public.
One reason for this is that before plas-
tination was discovered, there were not
any suitable exhibits that would have
been able to present a realistic but aes-
thetic and authentic depiction of the
human body without eliciting a sense

of disgust and decay. Anatomical dia-
grams or models can only give an
impression, in the same way that look-
ing at a painting of a landscape or arti-

ficial trees cannot really tell you what it
is like to be in a forest.

People also have genuine inhibitions
about dealing with human specimens.
When people see real anatomical speci-
mens, they are confronted with their
own mortality and with death. There is
also a dichotomy between finding
thoughts of death offensive and an
honest sense of curiosity about the
topic. As a result, specimens produced
from those killed in traffic accidents,
for example, can act like a magnet to
some people who respond with horror
and disgust but are unable to look
away. Exhibitions on such controversial
themes are often described as pure
“sensationalism and voyeurism.” How-
ever, are these reactions not an indica-
tion of people's genuine curiosity and
their wish to know more about life,
death, and how the human body works?
Death stimulates equal measures of
revulsion and fascination in most peo-
ple and in society as a whole. This
could be one reason for the theory pro-
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Public Autopsy, Gunther von Hagens, London 2002

Advertisement for the first public autopsy since 1830, performed by Gunther von Hagens.
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such specimens of people's bodies.
After the exhibition, 88% of the visitors
said that they now knew more about
the human body, and more than 60%
of them felt “more pensive about life
and death.” Altogether, 79% expressed
“immense respect for the miracle of
the human body,” and 71% said that
they were inspiredtremendously to lead
healthier lives in the future. Further-
more, half of those surveyed stated that
they appreciated their bodies more
after having attended the exhibition.
Overall, the largely positive expecta-

tions that people had before seeing
BODY WORLDS were universally
upheld, while only a small minority felt
that their negative expectations were
confirmed. A total of 71% of those
polled said that they were determined
to pay more attention to their physical
health in the future. The exhibition also
brought 26% of the visitors to see the
act of donating organs in a more posi-
tive light. Of those attending the exhi-
bition, 23% could imagine donating
their bodies for plastination after
death, and 32% indicated that they

would now be more willing than before
to “permit an autopsy to determine the
cause of death more precisely.” In
terms of the impact on changing visi-
tors' attitudes, the BODY WORLDS
exhibition has had a lasting and—in
our opinion—extremely positive effect
on those who have seen it. Three-quar-
ters of the visitors said that they want-
ed to spend more time thinking about
the insights and impressions that they
experienced by attending the exhibi-
tion.
To determine the extent to which visi-
tors have acted on their resolutions
after seeing BODY WORLDS, another
survey was conducted in Vienna six
months after the exhibition ended. Of
those who saw BODY WORLDS in Vien-
na and participated in the survey (over
30%), 9% said that they had smoked
less and had drunk less alcohol after
having seen the exhibition. Almost
33% had begun to eat more healthily,
25% exercised more, and 14% paid
more attention to their physical well
being.

Publicity Campaigns
As part of his constant efforts to democ-
ratize the field of anatomy, Gunther von
Hagens also works with posed plasti-
nates at public events in an attempt to
create points of reference to everyday
life. This includes placing the figures
in public places or juxtaposing them
with living persons (which is also one
of the events held at BODY WORLDS).
Another public event Gunther von
Hagens has held was a public autopsy
performed in London in November
2002—the first public dissection in
almost 180 years. His aim here was to
revive the tradition of an anatomical
theater and present an insight into the
everyday work of a pathologist. The
public autopsy of a German body donor
was conducted with the same solemnity
and following the same medical proce-
dures as it would have if it had been
performed behind closed doors. The
audience also followed the event with
proper respect and great interest. “The Basketball Player,” Gunther von Hagens, photographed in Munich (Art Museum), 2003



“Get used to the idea that Death should not matter to
us, for good and evil are based on sensation. Death,
however, is the cessation of all sensation. Hence,
Death, ostensibly the most terrifying of all evils, has
no meaning for us, for as long as we exist, Death will
not be present. When Death comes, then we will no
longer be in existence.”

Epicurus (342-271 BC) 
Greek Philosopher

4. Donating Bodies
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posed by some medical experts that lay
people should not be confronted with
human specimens—it would be too
macabre, too unethical. The counter-

argument to this reasoning would be
that every year, thousands of students
in medical professions work with cadav-
ers to study human anatomy and are

not traumatized by it.
For this reason, a long-term goal of the
IfP is to establish a museum about the
body at a permanent location.

“The Javelin Thrower,” Gunther von Hagens, 2002



topic of death had been taboo for me
ever since my two brothers had died.
And when my mother decided to
donate her body to your Institute as
well and I saw your wonderful exhibi-
tion in Hamburg, I knew that it was
time for me and my husband to make
arrangements to get a donor identifica-
tion card. Thank you.”

“In the course of my training as a
teacher for preschoolers and the handi-
capped, part of my studies involved
auditing classes at the university's
pathology department. The impressive
skills that the pathologists demonstrat-
ed in their work with cadavers made it
clear to me how important these kinds
of exhibitions are for our training as
well as for science and research. Even
at that time, I felt inspired to donate
my body to the university for scientific
research after my death. The discovery
of plastination and its development is
a great step forward for us.”

“The time has come for medicine to
be accessible to a wider audience as
well, and not only to doctors. We are
all people with the same anatomical
structures, and we all have the same
right to understand our bodies.”

“I went to the exhibition in Hamburg.
I was very moved by the exhibits, and
I made a firm decision: I, too, want to
be plastinated. The thought of being
buried in the earth after my death is a
horrible one as far as I'm concerned,
because I am completely disgusted by
worms and grow panicky when I think
of them. Now I can relax about the issue,
though, since I can stay above ground
after my death and may even have a
chance to “experience” trips (i.e.
exhibitions) to many different places.
As far as I'm concerned, the icing on
the cake is the money you can save if
you don't have to be buried and main-
tain a plot for years and years.”

“I saw the exhibition in Berlin and
came away with a different attitude

about many issues involving the body.
The perfect mechanism of the human
body's functioning should be given
more attention and kept in better shape
in terms of prevention and exercise,
stress, relaxation, and disease. People
who have health problems because of
their own unhealthy choices (smoking,
obesity) ought to have to pay more for
their health insurance. In this day and
age, every phase of development that
the human body undergoes ought to be
treated as a perfectly normal part of
life that is equal to every other. There
should not be any moralizing on the
knowledge available to us about the
ramifications and about death as the
final phase. Family members should be
accorded proper respect while they are
still alive; it is difficult to keep up fam-
ily burial plots after death.”

“Death is part of life, but it is still a
taboo. Personally I have been thinking
for quite some time about what ought
to happen to my body when I'm gone. I
never wanted a regular funeral. Unfor-
tunately, there is little information to
be found about alternatives. Right after
I saw Gunther von Hagens on televi-
sion, I decided to be plastinated. Both
of my sons have accepted my decision
wholeheartedly.”

How Can I Donate My Body for Plastination?

First of all, by giving your consent to
donate your body for plastination, you are
not signing any sort of contract, merely a
declaration of intent. No fees must be
paid for a body to be donated, and the
donor will not receive any money.

There are a few steps that you can take
to ensure that your body is donated for
plastination after your death. You must
make the following arrangements:
(1) Complete the “Donating Your Body

for Plastination—Donor’s Consent”
form in duplicate, sign both copies
and return them to us.

(2) For better preservation results, edu-

cational and research purposes, it is
helpful for the IfP to know details
about the kind and course of dis-
ease(s), if any, are known and to
have permission to access the
health records of body donors after
their death. 
If you agree to making these avail-
able, you will have to authorize the
IfP accordingly in writing. Four your
convenience, you may fill out and
submit the Medical History Release
Authorization form with your Donor
Consent form. 

(3) Have at least one of your family
members or relatives sign the Donor
Consent form. If they are not in
favor of your body donation, then
your signature must be witnessed by
an attorney on both forms.

(4) We will countersign one of the
forms and return it to you to con-
firm its receipt. You should file this
with your personal documents or
give it to a relative for safekeeping.
You will also be given an identifica-
tion card as a body donor.

Are There Conditions for Donating My Body?

A few conditions must be met for a dona-
tion, but there are not as many as you
might think:

- The age of the body being donated
does not matter. On the one hand, the
shape of the organs does not vary much
with age, and on the other hand, med-
ical students will probably have to treat
patients of all ages when they are qual-
ified physicians.

- It is also possible to be a regular organ
donor in addition to donating your body
for plastination. Donating an organ can
save lives and is therefore always given
priority over donating a body.

- The presence of a disease is not gener-
ally detrimental to donating your body;
after all, medical students must learn
to recognize these conditions. The dif-
ferences between organs from one body
to the next are essential for proper
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Motivations and Thoughts of Body Donors

People want to be plastinated after their
death for a number of reasons. The pre-
dominant desire is to serve medical
research. The following is a small selec-
tion of quotations from talks and letters
about becoming a body donor for plasti-
nation.

“I am following my father's example: I want
to make myself useful, even after death.
There are several doctors in my family;
this meant that I had a chance to attend
an anatomy course with my sister when
she studied medicine at the University of
Frankfurt am Main and was allowed to
experience for myself what the dissection
of an embalmed cadaver involves. 
I became so convinced of the importance
of anatomical studies that I decided that
I would leave my body to science as my
father had.”

“I am fascinated by the thought of living
on as a plastinate and being preserved
for posterity—rather like the mummies
in ancient Egypt. And it would not both-
er me if people at the exhibition touched
my plastinated body, because I know
how curious people are. Even the
thought of traveling around as a plasti-
nate is appealing—from exhibition to
exhibition. From city to city. From coun-
try to country. From continent to conti-
nent! Or finding a new home in a muse-
um. Or a university! The only thing that
remains after death is a body that was a
home for our souls, and they have moved

on. And the body may not have been
the best home for the soul anyway.”

“Both of my brothers died at a very
early age. When I was a 14-year-old girl
and watched as they were laid in a
grave and buried, it was perfectly clear
to me: ‘I don't ever want to be buried!’ 

But there are not many other options.
So when my little sister told me about
your work, I said right away, ‘That's it!
That's how you will be able to confront
the thought of dying.’ Until then, the
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The IfP will make a decision on an indi-
vidual basis in the event of any of the
following: the deceased has died of a
highly contagious or infectious disease; it
is not clear who will pay for the trans-
portation costs; or any other unforeseen
circumstances that may arise. We are
under no legal obligation to accept a
body.

How Does My Body Get to the Institute for
Plastination?

When a donor dies, the next of kin should
notify the nearest body donor office and
make arrangements with a funeral home
for the body to be transported to the IfP
or, for North American donors, to an
assigned embalming facility in the US
as soon as possible. In warm seasons,
arrival at the IfP should not take longer
than two or three days after death; dur-
ing the colder months, the interval can
be up to ten days.
The regular formalities that arise when
someone dies must be handled before
the body can be transferred. Please
refer to a separate leaflet provided by
the IfP for specific contact details
regarding body donation in North Ameri-
ca and Europe. If death occurs on a
Sunday or a holiday when the Institute
for Plastination is not open and if the
deceased died at home, local undertak-
ers can be called in and asked to take
the body to their mortuary for the time
being. The next of kin or the funeral
home should then contact the IfP in
timely fashion so that the necessary
arrangements can be made.

What Happens to a Body during Plastination?

We have already discussed the process
of plastination in this brochure. When a
body reaches the IfP, the first step is to
stop the decomposition process, either
by deep-freezing the body or by injecting
a fixing agent into the blood vessels.
Ideally, the next stage is to consult the
deceased's medical records to plan how

to proceed. A decision is reached as to
how the organs, parts of the body, or
even the whole body will be plastinated,
bearing in mind any medical conditions,
cause of death, and the wishes
expressed by the deceased. Other
preparatory work will include injecting
the vessels with contrasting plastics,
emphasizing the muscles or internal
organs, or producing large slices that
will subsequently be made transparent.
In principle, the whole body can be used
for plastination, as all of the organs and
parts of the body, whether healthy or
diseased, are important for medical
training. The remains that are not
required such as connective tissue, parts
of the skin, and bits of bone are inciner-
ated in the same way as surgical waste
and amputated body parts are. This
means that virtually nothing will be left
behind. If, under exceptional circum-
stances, large parts of the body cannot
be plastinated, there is also the option
of cremation and anonymous burial at
the cemetery.
Scientific postmortem examinations that
the IfP perfoms deal with the normal
anatomy of the human body. Diseases
and causes of death are only investigat-
ed with respect to their significance for
medical training. As a result, when it
comes to issues such as the cause of
death, the IfP cannot provide conclusive
and complete information similar to that
which is determined in the course of an
autopsy.

What Costs Are Incurred?

The donors or their next of kin must pay
for the body to be sent to the IfP or an
IfP embalming facility. The IfP does not
charge a fee for donating bodies or for
plastinating them; there are also no bur-
ial costs.

Where Can I Obtain Further Information?

Body Donor Meetings
The IfP hosts regularly scheduled infor-

mational events for those who want to
donate their bodies for plastination. This
is an opportunity to view specimens,
learn more about new developments in
plastination, and network with each
other. All donors are warmly invited to
attend and will receive advance notice
in writing about the dates.
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anatomical training, and this is where
genuine, permanent specimens truly
have an advantage over artificial mod-
els.

- Amputated limbs also do not represent
an obstacle to becoming a body donor.

The IfP is grateful to receive your donated
body. The following conditions must be
fulfilled:
(1) The donor has to have died of natur-

al causes.
(2) The body must be largely intact, i.e.,

it cannot have been subjected to a
postmortem examination for patho-
logical or forensic reasons. The IfP

is also unable to accept bodies that
have been severely disfigured as the
result of an accident. If a fatal acci-
dent does occur and parts of the
body are severed as a result, the
body will have to undergo a post-
mortem examination in any case.
This is usually necessary to clarify
issues relating to liability and/or
insurance claims.

(3) We must have written consent from
the donor (the form “Donating Your
Body for Plastination – Donor Con-
sent”) or, if applicable, a relative.
There is no fee for donating your
body. If the IfP receives a body from

relatives or the authorities without
having written consent from the
deceased, the body can only be
accepted if neither the deceased nor
any relatives have voiced any objec-
tions.

(4) By giving consent, a body donor
also agrees that he or she will not
be buried, as the whole body is
used for plastination.

If the body is not suitable for plastina-
tion, e.g., because decomposition is too
advanced, it will be used for instructional
specimens to whatever extent is possible,
e.g. for producing bone or ligament spec-
imens.
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The body donor program of the IfP is
designed to survive in the long run.
However, since not everything can be
predicted in advance and nothing lasts
forever, it cannot be stated for certain
that every donation can always be
accepted at every point in time in the
future.
I will make every effort to continue to
develop the IfP into a successful, inter-
nationally recognized institute from
which interested medical training cen-
ters can buy anatomical specimens with-
out ethical reservations. The specimens
will be used in public museums so that
medical experts and lay persons alike
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Postscript by Gunther von Hagens: Ensur-
ing the Future of IfP's Body-Donor Program

Like anatomy lessons at universities,
plastination is dependent on people who
are willing to donate their bodies after
death. By donating your body for plasti-
nation, you can make a very special con-
tribution both to the training of future
physicians and other medical profession-
als and to the education of the general
public, because the specimens will not
only be available for a short period. They
will be used for educational purposes on
a long-term basis. Medical professionals
take care of our health throughout our
lives. By donating your body, you will not
be adding your voice to the chorus of
complaints that doctors are poorly
trained. Instead, you will be doing every-
thing possible as a layman to improve
their level of training. By donating your
body to plastination, you will be passing
on the medical care given to you, which
started even before your birth to future
generations.

can have the opportunity to see normal
anatomy and diseases of the human
body with a previously unattainable level
of authenticity. Furthermore, the IfP will
continue to develop and perfect the art
of plastination. At the same time, I
assure you that I will do everything in
my power to make certain that every
body donated is used to its greatest
potential in order to enhance knowledge
about the healthy and diseased anatomy
of the human body among lay people,
students, and medical professionals and
to foster medical research. The scientific
work of the IfP will certainly continue
after the end of my career or the event
of my death.

30

“The Swordsman,” Gunther von Hagens, 2000

Appendix

Dr. med. Gunther von Hagens,
Curriculum Vitae

1/10/45 Born in Alt-Skalden/Posen, former Eastern Germany
1965–68 Studied medicine at the Friedrich Schiller University in Jena, former Eastern Germany
1968–70 Imprisoned in Gera and Cottbus after a failed attempt to defect;

liberated as a political prisoner by the West German government in August 1970
1970–73 Completion of medical studies at the University of Lübeck, Germany
1973–74 Internship at the Helgoland hospital
1974–75 Internship and doctorate completed in the anesthesia and emergency unit of the

University of Heidelberg, Germany
1975–77 Resident at the Anatomical Institute, University of Heidelberg, Germany
1977–78 Resident at the Pathological Institute, University of Heidelberg, Germany
1978–95 Anatomist at the Anatomical Institute, University of Heidelberg, Germany
1977–95 Discovered and developed plastination process 
1979–94 Organized and held plastination courses in German and English
1980–95 Numerous lectures about plastination in over 25 countries
1982 Began the Body Donation Programm for Plastination
1984–96 Served as keynote speaker at 8 international plastination conferences in the US,

Germany, Canada, Austria, and Australia
1993 Established the Institute for Plastination in Heidelberg, Germany; Scientific Director
1996 Appointed visiting professor at the Dalian Medical University, China
1996 Founded a plastination center at the State Academy in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan and 

at the Dalian Medical University, China; Scientific Director
1999 Named honorary professor at the Kyrgyz State Medical Academy, Kyrgyzstan
2001 Founding of the “Von Hagens Plastination (Dalian) Co. Ltd.” in Dalian, PR China
2004 Named visiting professor at the New York University College of Dentistry, USA
2006 Founding of the Gubener Plastinate GmbH and opening of the PLASTINARIUM 

in Guben, Germany, a plastination workshop and anatomical exhibition open to 
the public.

Gunther von Hagens is a member of the following organizations: 
German Anatomical Society, International Society for Plastination (honorary member), Rumanian Anatomical
Society (honorary member), American Association of Anatomists

Finally, I would like to thank you for
your interest in donating your body for
plastination. I would be happy to wel-
come you among the circle of donors,
which includes my family and myself.

Dr. Gunther von Hagens

Institute for Plastination
Rathausstrasse 11, 69126 Heidelberg, Germany

Body Donor Office:

Phone: +49 6221 33 11 50, Fax: +49 6221 33 11 45

E-mail: koerperspende@plastination.com

North and South American Body Donor Office:

Georgina Gomez, Director of Development

P.O. Box 34001, Granada Hills, CA 91394

Phone: 213 291 9572, Fax: 213 291 9582

E-mail: bodydonation@plastination.com
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Links
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