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Topic 1: Introduction to Topographical Anatomy, Cells, Homeostasis and Body Water 
 
Introduction to Topographical Anatomy 
Learning Objectives: 

1. Know some of the terminology of anatomy, in order to understand the descriptions of body parts and 
their relative positions to one another. 

2. Locate various anatomical areas on an animal. 
3. Use anatomical terms correctly. 
4. Use directional terms correctly. 
5. Identify body planes and sections on models, charts or preserved specimens. 
6. Identify the major structures and bones of the regions of the body outlined in the head, neck, thorax 

and abdomen. 
Anatomy 

• Anatomy uses structure to understand function 

• Use of words with specific meanings for clear communication 

• Terms of direction, position and movement describing body regions, areas and landmarks 

• Derived from Greek/Latin 

• Differs from physiology in that the emphasis in anatomy is on the structural relationships of 
structures (the spatial relationships) whereas physiology concentrates on the use of the 
parameter of time 

Topographical: relating to or representing the physical distribution of parts or features on the surface 
of or within an organ or organism. 

Anatomical Language 
In any anatomy and physiology subject, be it human or animal focussed, you need to be able to understand 
the language that is used. In particular, when it comes to anatomy, there are terms of direction, position, and 
movement which are used to describe the positions of organs in relation to one another, and the movements 
of joints. There are also anatomical terms which describe body regions, specific body areas, and landmarks. 
Most of these words are derived from Latin or Greek and are often part of the names of muscles, bones, 
nerves and blood vessels. They can be used either as an adjective e.g. sternal, or as a noun e.g. sternum (and 
in both instances the example is referring to the chest). 
  
Anatomical Terms - page 15 of prac manual 
A table of some of the more common anatomical terms is given in the practical manual associated with this 
topic. The key to remember about anatomical terms, is that they relate to specific body regions, and / or 
landmarks. 
  
Directional Terms - page 17 of prac manual 
Directional terms are used to describe the location of body structures relative to other structures. An example 
of a directional terms is inferior, which means below. Many directional terms have pairs e.g. distal vs. proximal. 
Care needs to be taken when referring to direction terms in quadrupeds (animals that walk on 4 legs) and 
bipeds (animals that walk on 2 legs). Certain terms can have quite different meanings for bipedal humans and 
quadrupedal animals regarding posture and head orientation. In particular, the best example for this confusion 
is given below: 

Directional Term 
(Quadruped) 

Quadruped (Animal) 
Definition 

Directional Term 
(Biped) 

Biped (Human) Definition 

Ventral towards the belly or 
underside of the animal 

Anterior towards the front of the body (eg. 
where the mammary glands are in 
males & females) 

Dorsal towards the back or 
topside of the animal 

Posterior towards the back of the body (eg. 
where you can feel your spine) 

In 4 legged animals, anterior used to mean toward the front or the head end of the animal, however 
nowadays, the term cranial, (towards the head) has virtually replaced the use of anterior. 
A table of some of the common direction terms, that you need to be familiar with, is given in the practical 
manual associated with this topic. 



  
Body Planes and Sections - page 18 of prac manual 
Planes are flat surfaces that divide the body or organs in order to expose internal structures. The exposed 
surfaces generated by cutting through the body along a plane, are called sections. 
You may have heard of terms such as sagittal plane (also known as a paramedian plane), which is a vertical 
plane passing through the body or organ, dividing it into left and right sections (sagittal sections). A 
midsagittal plane (also known as a median plane) divides the body or organ into equal left and right halves, 
whereas a parasagittal plane divides the body or organ into unequal left and right portions. 
Other terms that you will come across, and need to be familiar with include: 

• Frontal plane: passes vertically through body or organs creating cranial and caudal sections or frontal 
sections. 

• Transverse plane: passes vertically through the body, dividing it cranially and caudally, not necessarily in 
equal divisions. Important note: in a biped, a transverse plane passes horizontally through the body to 
produce inferior and superior sections. 

• Dorsal plane: divides the body dorsally and ventrally, not necessarily in equal divisions 

• Oblique plane: passes through the body at an angle, forming oblique sections. 
Other Terms 

• Proximal: close to 

• Distal: distance from (further away) 

• Anterior: (usually in eye) towards front 

• Posterior: towards back 

• Palmar: forelimb 

• Plantar: hind limb 

• Superficial: outside of body eg. skin 

• Deep: inside body eg. Liver 

• Axial: long axis 
• Abaxial: short axis 

• Thoracic limb regions 

• Carpal: referring to the forelimb 

• Pelvic limb regions 
The figure below demonstrates body planes, sections and directional terms in a quadruped animal. 
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