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Figure 1.2 Anatomical terms.
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Table 1.1 The body cavities.

Ventral Thoracic cavity: surrounded by the ribs and chest muscles, superior to the diaphragm and abdominopelvic cavity. Further divided into the
pleural cavities (left and right) which contain the lungs, bronchi and the mediastinum which contains the heart, pericardial membranes,
large vessels of the heart, trachea, upper oesophagus, thymus, lymph nodes and other blood vessels and nerves

Abdominopelvic cavity: divided into the abdominal cavity and pelvic cavity. The abdominal cavity: is between the diaphragm and the
pelvis, lined with a membrane, contains the stomach, lower part of the oesophagus, small and large intestines (apart from sigmoid and

rectum), spleen, liver, gallbladder, pancreas and adrenal glands, kidneys and ureters.
The pelvic cavity: contains the urinary bladder, some reproductive organs and the rectum

Content

Cranial cavity: holds the brain
Spinal cavity: includes spinal column and spinal cord
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Anatomical position

Those terms that are used to describe locations and positions refer-
ence a person in what is known as the anatomical position. The
international standard anatomical position is standing upright as
seen in Figure 1.1; whenever referring to anatomical terms, always
apply them to the person standing in the anatomical position. By
using this as a standard posture for anatomical descriptions, con-
fusion can be avoided even when in reality the person is in some
other position.

The position is defined as if the body is standing erect with hips
and knees extended, head forward facing, eyes open looking
directly forwards with the mouth closed. The arms are by the sides
(shoulders adducted), the palms are facing forward (elbows
extended and wrists supinated), and the feet together. In this posi-
tion, the radius and ulna are parallel.

Anatomical terms

It is important to understand and use anatomical terminology
when making a description of body parts so there is a shared
method of communicating (a common language) with nurses,
doctors and other healthcare staff. This is done in order to accu-
rately describe anatomical locations irrespective of their language.
Knowing about anatomical terms makes things safer and clearer
and will save time.

Anatomical terms (using a specific vocabulary) describe the
directions within the body and also the body’s reference planes,
cavities and regions (Figure 1.2). There are a number of occasions
when a nurse or other healthcare worker is required to record
information in nursing or medical notes with the intention of
communicating with others or telling others the exact body part or
location. Standard terms for describing human anatomy including
the body and its organs are required to do this.

Directional terms

Directional terms describe the positions of structures relative to
other structures or locations in the body.

When referring to left and right, reference is being made to the
left and right side of the person standing in the anatomical posi-
tion, not to the left and right side of the observer.

Anterior (also called ventral) refers to the front of the body and
posterior (dorsal is also used) to the back of the body. The nipples,

for example, are on the anterior (ventral) surface of the body, the
buttocks are superior (dorsal).

Superior means above, towards the head, and inferior means
below, towards the feet. The umbilicus is superior to the genitalia
but inferior to the head.

Proximal and distal are only used to describe two points on the
same arm or leg. Proximal means close to where the arm or leg is
inserted into the body. Distal means further away from where the
arm or leg is inserted into the body. The knee is proximal to the
ankle as the knee is closer to where the leg inserts into the body.
With regard to the arm, the wrist is distal to the elbow as the wrist
is further away from where the arm inserts into the body.

Medial refers to any point that is closer to the midline of the
body and lateral means any point further away from the midline.
The midline is an imaginary line that separates the body in half
vertically. The inner thigh is medial and the outer thigh is lateral.

Planes

To describe the anatomical positions of the internal structures,
planes or sections are used (Figure 1.3). There are four planes.

1 Sagittal

2 Frontal

3 Transverse

4 Oblique

The sagittal, vertical (top to bottom) plane divides the body into
left and right sides. It is known as a midsagittal plane when it
divides the body down the middle into equal left and right sides. If
the divide does not pass exactly midline, this is known as parasag-
ittal. The frontal plane divides the body into anterior (ventral) and
posterior (dorsal) portions. The transverse plane divides the body
into superior and inferior portions. The oblique plane is a slanted
plane (at an angle) passing through the body.

Body cavities

These areas contain internal organs. The two main cavities are the
dorsal and ventral cavities (Figure 1.4). The dorsal cavity (some-
times called caudal) is on the posterior of the body, containing the
cranial cavity and spinal cavity. The ventral cavity is on the anterior
of the body, divided into the thoracic cavity and abdominopelvic
cavity; the diaphragm divides the ventral cavity into two subcavi-
ties: thoracic and abdominal (Table 1.1).




