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Marie Cassidy became a forensic pathologist in 1985 following her training as a histopathologist. She worked as a Consultant Forensic Pathologist in the Department of Forensic Medicine and Toxicology in Glasgow for the next thirteen years investigating unnatural deaths and homicides, from gangland shootings and stabbings, to drugs deaths, road traffic accidents and suicides. In 1998 she returned to her family’s homeland of Ireland as deputy state pathologist, working alongside Professor Jack Harbison. When he retired, she was appointed State Pathologist and, like her predecessor, her name became synonymous with murder and tragedy. In over thirty years of practice she has performed thousands of postmortems and dealt with hundreds of murders. She has witnessed the burgeoning role of forensic science and the impact that has had on death investigation and the expectations of the general public, while embracing new technology and welcoming the input of experts in the other sciences. She retired at the end of 2018 to spend more time on the other passion in her life, her family. She lives in London.
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To my family. This might explain all those
times I wasn’t there. Sorry.




‘Justice cannot be for one side alone, but must be for both.’

Eleanor Roosevelt
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Pre-mortem

‘GUILTY OF MURDER’, ‘NOT GUILTY of murder but guilty of manslaughter’, ‘Not guilty’ and, in Scotland, ‘Not proven’. That’s how murder trials end. But where do they begin and how do we get to the end result? Well, I’m part of the process of investigating murders – emphasis on the r as I’m Scottish: I’m a forensic pathologist. Not that I always admit it. In the early days no one knew what a forensic pathologist was but now, thanks to the power of the media, everyone seems to think they’re an expert in all things forensic. All hail CSI.

In fact, very few television programmes represent the role of the forensic pathologist accurately. Their forensic pathologist tends to be part pathologist, part police, part forensic scientist. Trust me, it is nowhere near as interesting or glamorous as TV makes it look.

Taggart was probably most accurate in its portrayal, as the pathologist was confined to the mortuary and, once the postmortem was over, that was the end of their role. A bit part but essential to establish that Taggart was dealing with murder. Even then, though, the programme was not entirely accurate as in Scotland, due to the legal requirement of corroboration of all relevant facts in a criminal case, two forensic pathologists are required to examine every potential murder. Probably due to budgetary concerns, only one pathologist was portrayed in the programme, the stereotypical middle-aged bearded male.

The only forensic pathologist I have ever met who personified the writer’s assumption was John – or Jack as everyone knew him – Harbison, professor of forensic medicine and state pathologist in Ireland. At any forensic conference he was the stand-out ‘poster boy’ for the profession. As a concession to legal accuracy, when filming a mortuary scene in Taggart there would be a lingering shot of an empty pair of wellingtons, implying a second pathologist without the expense. It was not until 2001 that a female forensic pathologist was introduced, some sixteen years after the first was appointed in Glasgow. Despite the fact that I had been a consultant to the programme for years.

When Silent Witness came along in 1996, the lead was a female forensic pathologist, reflecting the increasing numbers of women attracted to a career in the discipline. But they had to beef up the part, and suddenly the forensic pathologist was the key figure in murder investigations, not just one of the backroom boys or girls. Routinely Dr Sam Ryan was seen questioning witnesses – as if the police would ever let a pathologist near one.

Since then, there has been some confusion as to what forensic pathologists do. The answer is simple: we carry out postmortem examinations to establish the cause of death, even if it appears blatantly obvious in some cases, and in doing so identify deaths due to homicide. The whole system of death investigation was largely designed to prevent homicides going undetected, but now it is more encompassing and plays an important role in monitoring the health of the population. The role of the forensic pathologist has, however, remained true to the original ethos: was the death due to a murder, or not?

When people hear I am a forensic pathologist, the response is usually, ‘How, or why, did you become a forensic pathologist?’ followed by ‘What was the worst/most gruesome case you were involved with?’

The ‘how’ is usually asked by schoolchildren or medical students with an interest in forensics, not necessarily forensic pathology, who wonder how easy it is to get into the world of CSI. The short answer to that is ‘It’s not easy.’ The question ‘why’ is usually asked by medical colleagues. In Glasgow the implication was that I obviously wasn’t good enough to be a ‘hospital’ pathologist (I was, and got my MRCPath on the first attempt), but in Ireland it was more a case of ‘Are you off your bloody head? You could earn double and not be on call working late nights and weekends.’ Fair point, but for me it’s not about the money, although that does not entitle my paymasters to take advantage of my good nature.

As for the other question – the most gruesome case I’ve seen – it’s usually male transition-year students or budding psychopaths who ask. I dodge that one as, sure as Fate, either Mammy would be on the phone claiming I’d traumatised her darling son, or the details would be on the front page of The Sun (it has happened).

This is my attempt to answer those questions more fully. Specifically to take the reader beyond the police tape and into the real world of forensic pathology, not the Quincy version (for those of a similar vintage to myself) or the CSI/Silent Witness version (for younger readers). I’ll talk about the origins of forensic pathology, its modern-day practice, and my sometimes fascinating, sometimes heartrending journey through it, over more than three decades.
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