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Introduction

The term “autopsy” is derived from the Ancient Greek autopsia, 
means “to see for oneself ”, autos (“oneself ”) and opsis (“eye”)
[1, 2]. An autopsy also known as a post-mortem examination, is a 
highly specialized surgical procedure that consists of  a thorough 
examination of  a corpse to determine the cause and manner of  
death and to evaluate any disease or injury that may be present. 
Autopsies are performed for either legal or medical purposes.                               
Giovanni Morgagni (1682–1771), celebrated as the father of  ana-
tomical pathology, wrote the first exhaustive work on pathology. 
By his work, Morgagni demolished the ancient humoral theory 

of  disease and published his life time experience based on 700 
postmortems and their corresponding clinical findings. He thus 
introduced the concept of  clinicopathological correlation (CPC) 
establishing a coherent sequence of  cause, lesions, symptoms and 
outcome of  disease. Professor William Boyd in his unimitable 
style wrote “Pathology had its beginning on the autopsy table” [3].

There are two main types of  autopsies [4]:

The Clinical or Academic Autopsy is performed with the con-
sent of  the relatives of  the deceased to arrive at the diagnosis of  
cause of  death where diagnosis could not be reached during the 
hospital stay, investigations and treatment or to confirm diagnosis 
where it was doubtful and are requested to determine the extent 
of  a disease process or to evaluate therapy.

The Medico-legal or Forensic autopsy is performed on the 
instructions of  the legal authority in circumstances relating to sus-
picious, sudden, obscure, unnatural, litigious or criminal deaths. 
Various histopathological findings unrelated to the cause of  death 
are noticed in routine histopathological examination of  medicole-
gal autopsies. These findings which sometimes are of  practically 
no significance to the autopsy report however have an immense 
academic value. The final autopsy report contains the pathology 
of  the organs which caused the death [1]. 

Hence autopsy remains the gold standard tool to ascertain the 
cause of  death [5]. This study highlights the various incidental 
microscopic findings in medicolegal autopsies, which gain a prime 
importance in academic and research purposes.
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Aims and Objectives

This study was carried out with the following aims and objectives:
 
• To determine the histopathological findings related or unrelated 
   to the cause of  death. 
• To highlight various incidental and interesting microscopic find-
   ings in autopsies. 

Materials and Methods

Retrospective study of  medicolegal autopsies for seven years 
from 2008-2014 was conducted in the Department of  Pathology, 
Bidar Institute of  Medical Sciences, Bidar, Karnataka. 

The organs relevant to the case concerned were sent for histo-
pathological examination. In most of  the cases heart, liver, spleen, 
kidneys, brain and lungs were sent in formalin. Representative bits 
from the concerned organs were processed in a routine manner. 
The gross and microscopic findings were taken into consideration 
and a brief  discussion of  the salient features were made. All sec-

tions were stained with haematoxylin and eosin (H & E) stain and 
special stains were used as and when required.

Results

The present study consists of  53 Medicolegal autopsies sent for 
histopathological examination from 2008 to 2014. Although the 
number of  autopsies done was quite high, only 53 autopsies were 
sent for histopathological analysis. A detailed requisition form 
consisting of  Patient identification, brief  history, Autopsy find-
ings, preliminary cause of  death along with pieces of  organs were 
received from Forensic Medicine Department. Data was collected 
and along with gross & microscopic features was analysed and 
tabulated.

Among various histopathological findings, the commonest micro-
scopic finding was pulmonary edema followed fatty liver, LVH 
and Atherosclerosis (Table 1) and the commonest incidental find-
ing detected was Atherosclerosis (Table 2).

Out of  53 autopsies, 42 were male and 11 were female (Table 3) 

Table 1. All Histopathological findings in Autopsies.

Sl. No Finding No. of  Cases
1 Pulmonary edema 20
2 Fatty liver 10
3 Left ventricular Hypertrophy (LVH) 8
4 Atherosclerosis 7
5 CVC Lung 6
6 Tuberculosis 5
7 Bronchopneumonia 4
8 Encephalitis 3
9 Intrauterine POC 3
10 CVC Liver 2
11 Decomposed 5

Table 2. Incidental findings in Autopsies.

Sl. No. Incidental finding
1 Atherosclerosis
2 Encephalitis
3 Chronic Glomerulonephritis
4 Acute Tubular Necrosis
5 Sickle cell Thrombi in all organs
6 Artificial Mitral valve
7 Right Atrial Thrombus
9 Pericarditis
10 Nephrosclerosis

Table 3. Gender distribution of  Autopsies Brought to the Department.

Age group No. of  cases
Male 42

Female 11
Total 53
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and the commonest age group affected was between 21 – 40 years 
(Table 4).

After the detailed analysis of  gross and microscopy of  the various 
organs received we have found out various incidental and interest-
ing lesions in different systems.

In cardiovascular system we came across with lesions like Athero-
sclerosis (Figure. 1), healed Infarct, Left ventricular hypertrophy 
(Figure. 2), Mitral stenosis, Artificial Mitral valve (Figure. 3), Right 
ventricular hypertrophy and a case of  Atrial Thrombus (Figure. 
4).

In respiratory system the most common lesion encountered was 
pulmonary edema. Other lesions seen were Fibrocaseous Tuber-
culosis (Figure. 5), miliary TB, Pnuemonia (broncho and lobar), 
Pleuritis and Pleural effusion and CVC lung.   

In hepatobiliary system we found Miliary Tuberculosis, fatty liver 
and CVC liver. A specimen of  spleen revealed multiple nodules 
on surface (Figure. 6) and nonreactive caseating granulomas with 
plenty of  acid fast bacilli (Figure. 7). 

The urinary system revealed Miliary Tuberculosis, Chronic glo-
merulonephritis (Figure. 8), acute tubular necrosis (ATN) and 
Sickle cell thrombi (Figure. 9).

In female genital system, cases of  intrauterine products of  con-
ception were seen. A case of  testicular torsion was observed in 

male genital system.

We diagnosed two cases of  viral encephalitis and a case of  intrac-
ranial haemorrhage. No lesions were detected in gastrointestinal 
system.

Not a single neoplastic lesion was detected in any of  these au-
topsy specimen.

Conclusion

Autopsy is the gold standard to ascertain cause of  death, particu-
larly in settings with limited access to diagnostic testing during 
life [6].

From our autopsy study, we would like to conclude that, though 
incidental findings in autopsies may not be the cause of  death but 
gives many information related to epidemiology of  a disease. In 
our study, we found atherosclerosis to be the commonest inciden-
tal finding which led to IHD, LVH and sudden death in the 20-
40 years age group in males. This was associated with history of  
alcohol consumption and smoking can lead to quarrels, both of  
which are high risk factors contributing to development of  IHD.

A detailed and both, prospective as well as retrospectives, studies 
on prevalence of  certain diseases in the community might help to 
find out actual prevalence figures as well as a useful data in con-
trolling/monitoring certain disease processes.

Table 4. Age distribution of  Autopsies Brought to the Department.

Age group No. of  cases
0 – 20 7
21 – 40 32
41 – 60 13
61 – 80 1
>  80  NIL  
Total 53

Figure 1. Shows presence of  multiple Atheromas in ascending Aorta.

Figure 2. Shows cut surface of  left ventricle showing hypertrophy.
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Figure 3. Shows Artificial (metal) mitral valve.

Figure 4. Shows a large Atrial thrombus.

Figure 5. Shows thickened adherent pleura in fibrocaseous Tuberculosis.

Figure 6. Shows multiple rounded whitish nodules from a patient of  AIDS.

Figure 7. Section from nodules in spleen showing plenty of  Acid fast bacilli (ZN; 10xX100x).

Figure 8. Shows small contracted granular kidney in chronic glomerulonephritis
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Figure 9. Section from kidney showing sickled RBC’s in the vessels (H & E; 10xX40X).
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