Personal injury photography
in the operating theatre
By DAVID BRYSON, Personal Injury Photographer

‹ PERSONAL INJURY PHOTOGRAPHY

isn’t restricted to the photographic studio.
In my time I have visited nursing and care
homes to photograph clients with road traffic
accident injuries and pressure sores and
photographed young children in their own
homes where they feel safe.
I have visited Long Martin and Winsome
Green prisons to photograph inmates, taken
photographs at a second autopsy and, the
topic of this article, taken photographs in the
operating theatre.
Operations on clients involved in personal
injury litigation are equivalent to an autopsy
in forensic cases. They enable the consultant
to see injuries and details that can’t be easily
seen on X-rays or even Magnetic Resonance
Imaging (MRI) – for example blood flow
in a joint during a total knee replacement
following injury – which have implications for
prognosis.
Unlike an autopsy, where a second autopsy
can take place, an operation is a one time
opportunity to look at an injury or features of
clinical negligence and photography should
be an important part of any procedure.
Photography when the patient is under
anaesthesia is useful to reveal the extent
of joint movement. For knee complaints,
showing the full range of a condition can be
very painful and so patients can tense up and
the true picture isn’t seen. The photos above
right show the extent of movement of the
knee joint with varus and valgus stress under
anaesthesia. The operation also showed that,
alongside ligament and cartilage damage, the
client had a compression fracture of the tibial
surface including damage to the cartilage1.
The idea of using photography in theatre
for personal injury cases is not recent. In
1955 Averbach2 recommended that ‘...when
a trial lawyer knows in advance that a client,
while a patient in a hospital, is scheduled for
a... open reduction in the orthopaedic field or
plastic surgery procedure, that arrangement
should be made... to requisition full medical
photography in the case.’
In orthopaedics it is difficult to tell the extent
of cartilage damage, even from an MRI. So if
the knee is being opened up for an operation,
such as replacement or repair of a cruciate
ligament, then being able to show the effect
of an accident and facture on the joint surface
can be useful in determining the quantum of
damage and arriving at a prognosis for the
client.
In plastic surgery, photography is the
only way to record damage to soft tissues.
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Examination under anaesthesia of joint movement with varus stress (left) and valgus stress (right)

Photography of the femoral surface of the knee joint with the healed fracture
shows changes to the cartilage
Clinical and photographic records from an
operation can provide valuable evidence
as to causation, quantum of damage and
prognosis. It is important in supporting early
rehabilitation that operative corrections are
undertaken but the opportunity should not
be lost in these cases for photographs to be
taken.
Operating theatre photography is an
integral part of a clinical photographer’s
training and so in this aspect of personal
injury photography, as in others such as

visiting prisons where only qualified clinical
photographers are allowed, the requirement
for a qualified clinical photographer needs to
be emphasised. q
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