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What is comparative anatomy? 
 
Comparative anatomy is the study of similarities and differences in the shape 
and structure of organisms. It is closely related to evolutionary biology 
because it assumes that animals are somehow related to one another, but it 
predates Darwin’s theory of evolution by more than 50 years. 
 
Animals from different species may have homologous structures, body parts 
similar to those in animals from another species because the two species 
have come from some common ancestor. Or, animals from different species 
may have analogous structures, body parts similar to those in animals from 
another species because the two species evolved in a similar environment. 
For example, sharks and whales have similar body shapes – good for 
swimming – but they are not closely related. 

 

 
 

 
Who first developed the theory and why was it important? 

 
Baron Georges Léopold Chrétien Frédéric Dagobert Cuvier, or Cuvier for 
short, was born 1769 and died in 1832. He was an important and respected 
man of science across Europe. His opinion about new fossil finds counted in 
deciding whether what fossil hunters found was taken seriously or not. 
 
Cuvier devoted more than 30 years of his life to studying and publishing on 
comparative anatomy. He established a set of rules which he claimed meant 
he could recreate a whole animal from just one part of its skeleton – he 
claimed he could work out how large the animal was, how it moved, and what 
it ate, purely by comparing one part with the whole skeletons of other animals.  
 
Most natural philosophers in Europe at that time – the name given to people 
who studied the natural world at that time, before the word ‘scientist’ was first 
dreamed up – believed that God had created all the animal types there ever 
would be in six days of creation, as described in the book of Genesis. Cuvier’s 
beliefs that fossils showed that there were extinct forms of life were very 
controversial because they seemed to go against the teachings of the church. 


