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One of the enduring images of my first year in medical school is the narrow,
unshaven face of  Ernest, the cadaver I shared with three classmates whose
names I can’t remember. We named him “Ernest,” so we could impress our
parents by telling them how we were working in dead earnest. In reality, like
most cadavers in those days, he was an anonymous indigent man who died in
the county home and whose remains were used for our education without his
consent. My group was considered lucky because cancer had burned away every
bit of Ernest’s fat, thus making him an excellent “specimen” for dissection.

Even then I knew that Ernest was more than a specimen, but it took a long time
to understand that he was actually my first mentor in the joys and sorrows and
successes and failures of  medicine. Surprisingly, it was Ernest rather than my
basic science professors–the living ones, that is–who provoked the most
important questions about what it means to be a doctor and forced me to
confront them. As I recall, though, this was a solitary process because my
classmates and I never discussed, or perhaps even admitted to ourselves,
our feelings of  ambivalence, fear, pain, gratitude, and exultation, or the
changes in us as persons during the first year of  medical school. We tried to
hide all this because at the time that’s what doctors were supposed to do.

Today things are different. As students at UMass, you are especially privileged
to have a module like One Breath Apart integrated into your anatomy
experience. This module provides you the opportunity to explore and share
your personal responses to dissection, and with this publication it gives you
access to an additional resource: a splendid introduction to the written and
visual tradition established by UMass students over the last two decades,
along with evocative photographs and journal entries from the medical
students at Cornell, documented by Meryl Levin in Anatomy of  Anatomy.

As I read through this book, I was struck by the Nancy Long’s title poem. She
writes, “I pretended you were here/To teach me the details.” How reminiscent
of  my own experience those words are! “Then I saw your face/And I knew…”
That’s the turning point. As physicians we can either embark on the journey
of  learning to see others’ faces and to hold their hands, or we can attempt
to distance ourselves and focus only on “details.” This is a decision that every
medical student must make, and our cadavers present the first difficult
challenge. In a 2006 class poem, UMass students wrote, “We felt the brain/And
imagined its power to create. We held the heart/And imagined its ability to
embrace.” These words represent an affi  rmation of  empathy and compassion
over detachment.

One of  the most compelling images of  One Breath Apart shows the anatomy
cadaver as a bridge spanning the chasm that lies between ignorance,
darkness, and death on one side and knowledge, health, and life on the other.
Dozens of  tiny figures march across the span. Like me, they won’t forget the
backbone of  that bridge. As another UMass student writes, “I know that I will
be irrevocably altered.”

JACK COULEHAN, MD

Dr. Jack Coulehan is a professor of  medicine at Stony Brook University, where he
directs the medical humanities and bioethics program. He has published four
collections of  poetry, most recently Medicine Stone (2002), and written or edited
several other books, notably The Medical Interview: Mastering Skills for Clinical
Practice (5th edition, 2006) and Primary Care: More Poems by Physicians (2006).
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In the course of  acquiring balance and
objectivity, students typically review their
relationships with their cadavers and
acknowledge the cadaver’s role as mentor
and friend. 

The poem on this page, written and read by
a medical student at one UMass memorial
gathering, admits to fear at the beginning,
and describes how the relationship between
the student and body donor evolves, by the
end of  the dissection course, to an enduring
memory of  gratitude and partnership.

ONE BREATH APART

YOU CAME TO TAKE ME FOR A WALK WITH YOU.
I WAS AFRAID AT FIRST
TO MEET YOU,
TO TAKE YOUR HAND.
I PRETENDED YOU WERE HERE
TO TEACH ME THE DETAILS–
MUSCLES, ARTERIES, NERVES–
AND I HELD ON TIGHT.

THEN I SAW YOUR FACE,
AND I KNEW
YOU CAME TO TAKE ME FOR A WALK WITH YOU–
ON THE EDGE
YOU ON ONE SIDE,
ME ON THE OTHER,
WE ARE ONE BREATH APART.

Nancy Long, UMass, Class of  1995

© Meryl Levin from Anatomy of  Anatomy



“ But few of us had experienced human anatomy in the way we would during those first months of medical school.

MEDICAL STUDENTS MEET CADAVERS
MEDICAL STUDENTS FACE DISSECTION
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OUR HUMAN FRAME, OUR GUTTED MANSION, OUR
ENVELOPING SACK OF BEEF AND ASH IS YET A GLORY.

LEONARD BASKIN, ARTIST, 1963
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WITH EACH MUSCLE, WE MEMORIZE,
FLEX, AND EXTEND OUR OWN,
NOTING THE RANGE OF MOTION.
IN ANATOMY EXAMS, OUR BODIES
ARE OUR CHEAT SHEETS.
Hilary Hochberg, Weill, Class of  2002
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Anonymous, UMass, Class of  2003
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I DREW A SWISS ARMY KNIFE, DRIPPING BLOOD, WHILE CUTTING A YELLOW ONION. THE ONION
SYMBOLIZES THE HUMAN BODY. THE YELLOW PEEL REPRESENTS THE FEAR THAT I EXPECT TO
FEEL WHEN I FIRST ENCOUNTER A HUMAN CADAVER. THIS ISN’T A FEAR OF DEATH OR EVEN
BECOMING SICK, BUT MERELY A FEAR OF THE UNKNOWN: HOW WILL I REACT? WHAT WILL I DO?
WILL I FAIL THIS BASIC TEST?

THE WHITE INSIDE OF THE ONION REPRESENTS THE PURITY OF THE KNOWLEDGE THAT I HOPE TO
GAIN FROM THE CADAVER. YET, THIS KNOWLEDGE WON’T COME ALL AT ONCE; THE PROCESS OF
PEELING THE LAYERS AWAY WILL TAKE TIME.

THE SMELL OF THE ONION REPRESENTS TWO THINGS. FIRST, CADAVERS STINK AND THIS STRONG
SMELL PROBABLY BROUGHT THE ONION METAPHOR TO MIND. SECOND, THE SMELL OF THE ONION
MAKES SOME PEOPLE CRY. THIS THREAT OF CRYING ALSO EXPRESSES THE FEAR OF THE UNKNOWN
THAT I DESCRIBED ABOVE.

I CHOSE A SWISS ARMY KNIFE AS MY CUTTING INSTRUMENT BECAUSE I SEE IT AS A CRUDE YET
PRACTICAL BLADE. I FEEL THAT MY FIRST ATTEMPTS AT CUTTING INTO THE HUMAN BODY WILL
BE CLUMSY AND UNREFINED BECAUSE OF MY IGNORANCE AND LACK OF PRACTICE.

THE DROPS AND PUDDLE OF BLOOD WERE ADDED AS AN AFTERTHOUGHT. I WAS TRYING TO FIND
A SYMBOLIC WAY TO SUGGEST THE HONOR THAT I FEEL FOR THE PERSON WHO SACRIFICED
HIS/HER BODY FOR MY EDUCATION. SINCE SPILLING BLOOD HAS BEEN CONSIDERED HONORABLE
(I DON’T AGREE, BUT I COULDN’T FIND A BETTER VISUAL WAY TO REPRESENT HONOR AND
SACRIFICE), IT SEEMED LIKE THE BEST WAY TO INCORPORATE THAT FEELING. . . .

Text & Drawing, Ian Bach, UMass, Class of  1995



Thad, UMass, Class of  1995
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BUT THE HAND HOLDS SO MUCH MORE. 
PALM SIDE UP, ITS LINES REVEAL A LIFETIME OF HARD WORK, TENDER TOUCHES,
AND EXPLORATION–A LIFETIME NOW COMPLETE.

HOWEVER, THIS HAND WILL CONTINUE TO GIVE.

I AM REACHING OUT TO MY CADAVER’S HAND
SHOWING THAT I AM INTERESTED IN THE LIFE HE OR SHE LIVED,

AND SO THANKFUL FOR THE SACRIFICE.

Drawing & Text, Julie, UMass, Class of  2005

Anonymous, UMass, Class of  1995



I DIDN’T EXPECT THE BODIES TO BE WEARING
FINGERNAIL POLISH, OR HAVE WELL-
MANICURED NAILS. THIS ELDERLY BODY HAD
ON OPAQUE, WHITISH POLISH WITH BLUE
HUES, A COLOR I COULDN’T IMAGINE ON MY
OWN GRANDMOTHER. IT WAS FROM THE
COLLECTION...THAT HAD PERVADED THE
FASHION SCENE LAST YEAR, AND THUS FOUND
ITS WAY TO THE FINGERS OF MANY SEVENTH
GRADE GIRLS. HERE IT WAS ON HER NAILS,
PERHAPS PAINTED BY HER GRANDDAUGHTER
VISITING HER IN THE HOSPITAL....

Hilary Hochberg, Weill, Class of  2002

I HAVE FINISHED MY DISSECTION OF THE WRIST AND HAND.
IT IS 3:00 PM, AND I HAVE TO PICK UP MY DAUGHTER FROM SCHOOL.
I HOLD HER HAND TIGHTLY AS WE CROSS THE STREET.
SHE NOTICES, BUT DOESN’T SAY ANYTHING.
HER HAND IS SOFT AND WARM DESPITE THE JANUARY COLD.
THIS IS WHAT LIFE FEELS LIKE, I SAY TO MYSELF.
I  HAVE LEARNED SOMETHING ABOUT THE HUMAN TOUCH.
I WILL NEVER HOLD SOMEONE’S HAND THE SAME OLD, IGNORANT WAY AGAIN.

Rajiv Gupta, Weill, Class of  2002
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SHE LOOKED SO SMALL, FRAIL, SEXLESS EVEN.
BUT THEN I SAW A BLISTER ON HER TOE.
AND ON ANOTHER CADAVER, NAIL POLISH.
SO THEY WERE HUMAN, ONCE.

Carrie Zinamen, Weill, Class of  2002
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I WONDERED WHY SHE DECIDED TO
DONATE HER BODY TO SCIENCE, AND
THEN I WONDERED IF I COULD MAKE
THAT SAME DECISION.

DID SHE KNOW WHAT WAS IN STORE
FOR HER WHEN SHE SIGNED THE
CONSENT FORM?  AS I LOOKED AT ALL
THE BLADES AND SCISSORS AND
SHARP METAL UTENSILS STREWN
AROUND THE ROOM, I WONDERED IF I
KNEW WHAT WAS IN STORE FOR THE
BOTH OF US.

Hilary Hochberg, Weill, Class of  2002
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Neil Grover, UMass, Class of  2001

Elizabeth, UMass, Class of  1995



UP UNTIL THIS TIME IT WAS EASY TO IGNORE THE REALITY THAT THIS PERSON USED TO BE ALIVE. . . . 

IT MAY SEEM ODD, BUT I FINALLY HAD THE OPPORTUNITY TO MEET MY FRIEND WHO I HAD BONDED WITH OVER THE LAST TWO

MONTHS. IT WAS LIKE MEETING A PEN PAL IN PERSON. I’LL NEVER FORGET DOC, AS WE CALLED HIM. 
Anonymous, UMass, Class of  2006

Anonymous, UMass, Class of  1994
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Elizabeth Frutiger, UMass, Class of  2002



Michael  Geary, UMass, Class of  2003

SO WE LEARNED FROM THEM

AND WE WILL REMEMBER THEM.
AALLLLIISSOONN HHAARRGGRRAAVVEESS,,   UUMMAASSSS,,   CCLLAASSSS OOFF 22000066
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EPILOGUE
REFLECTIONS AND CONNECTIONS

85

SHOW ME THE MANNER IN WHICH A NATION OR A COMMUNITY CARES FOR ITS DEAD

AND I WILL MEASURE EXACTLY THE SYMPATHIES OF ITS PEOPLE, THEIR RESPECT FOR

THE LAWS OF THE LAND, AND THEIR LOYALTY TO HIGH IDEALS.
BRITISH PRIME MINISTER WILLIAM GLADSTONE

© Cell Biology Department, UMass



Joan, UMass, Class of  1992

Anonymous, UMass, Class of  2002
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Fig. 14 Fig. 15 Fig. 16 Fig. 17Anonymous, UMass, Class of  1994

Alex Shushan, UMass, Class of  2003



In the pastel image (Fig. 21), another
student emphasizes the interconnectedness
among peers, faculty, and body donors–
past, present, and future.

I depicted the unity and blending of  the
cadaver and the lab partners, those people
who intertwine with him or her and with
each other in a quest for understanding. All
of  the bodies touch and blend and become. 

The dissection process is not divorced from
nature, for as we undergo this process we
create a future that will aid, with
compassion, the creatures of  the earth. In
turn, we help to inspire an ethic of
benevolence that will extend through time,
and through each other, and across the
entire planet.

Dissection blurs time and thus I depict the
moon's phases and both day and night. We
dissect a person of  dignity whose past has
led him or her to this place that informs the
future. Both the past and the future are
held within the moment of  cutting and time
circles back upon itself. . . . I know that I will
be irrevocably altered.

Medical students struggle with comprehending
ambiguity, nuance, metaphor, and the
inexpressible. Whatever our ethnic, religious,
or existential beliefs, we are creatures capable
of  self-scrutiny and of  entertaining the idea of
our mortality. The voices of  many medical
students speak to you in this compilation. They
speak from these pages, much the same way
that body donors speak to you through the
gifts of  their bodies. 

We are all kin, they tell us. Death is not
merely the backdrop against which we play
out our morality, but how we come to grips
with it is a measure of  our humanity.

Pastel & Text, Natalie Belkin, UMass, Class of  1997
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Fig. 21Fig. 20

Coda: The Web of Life

Finally, in our quest for meaning-making, we
marvel at the ability of  the human mind to
step beyond–to transcend–time and
space. Two images, a pencil sketch and a
detailed pastel drawing and their
accompanying explanations–from two
medical students–sum it all up beautifully. In
the pencil sketch (Fig. 20), one student
examines death and regeneration, and as
he expresses it, “the painful truth of  our
personal demise.” He explains the details
of  his drawing:

An androgynous form is being borne from
the ground–the form is a physician that has
grown from the knowledge contributed over
the generations. Projecting from its face is
an eye that emits a ray of  light. The ray of
light rests on a branch losing a leaf. The
light represents a physician’s quest for
understanding, and the falling leaf
represents death. Taken together, I intend
a representation of  dissection.

Dissection allows physicians to look into the
cause of  death and to attain a better
understanding of  medicine. It is a form of
regeneration because it perpetuates and
builds civilization’s base of  medical
knowledge. The falling leaf  decomposes on

its descent and begins to merge with other
decomposed leaves, eventually creating the
collective sustenance from which the
physician’s form grows. . . .

Thus the cemetery and the physician are
both being sustained by the dying leaves. In
the upper left hand corner, civilization
thrives because of  the cycle. The use of
natural imagery shows how the human

cycle is connected to and must remain in
touch with nature. The most sobering of
experiences turns into a gracious sacrifice
that provides the force behind our
perpetuation and progress.

Drawing & Text, Andrew Tzellas, UMass, Class of  2002 


