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A handout image released 20 November 2006 shows former Russian spy Alexander Litvinenko at the University College 

Hospital, in central London. 

Image to the left  - former Russian spy Alexander 

Litvinenko at the University College Hospital, in 

central London. 

LONDON — The body of former Russian agent 

Alexander Litvinenko was so radioactive that his post-

mortem was “one of the most dangerous” ever 

undertaken and the isotope that killed him so rare it 

would not have been discovered by a normal autopsy, 

a pathologist said Wednesday. 

Nathaniel Cary, who conducted the post 

mortem examination, told an inquiry into the death 

that Litvinenko’s corpse was so hazardous that it was 

left in place for two days after he died in a London 

hospital on Nov. 23, 2006, from poisoning with radioactive polonium-210. Cary said the autopsy conducted by medics in 

protective clothing and ventilation hoods was “one of the most dangerous post-mortem examinations ever undertaken 

in the Western world.” 

Litvinenko, a former KGB agent turned Kremlin critic, fell violently ill on Nov. 1, 2006, after drinking tea with two 

Russian men at a London hotel, and spent three weeks in hospital before he died. On his deathbed, Litvinenko accused 

Russian President Vladimir Putin of ordering his assassination, and Britain has also alleged that the Russian state was 

involved. 

Cary said he did not know of another confirmed case of polonium poisoning anywhere in the world, and the 

isotope’s presence would not have been discovered by routine post-mortem toxicology tests. He said the cause of death 

would likely have remained a mystery was it not for a urine test conducted by a doctor, on a hunch, shortly before 

Litvinenko died. 

Ben Emmerson, lawyer for the dead man’s widow Marina Litvinenko, suggested that polonium’s rarity made it 

an ideal assassination weapon. Police Det. Insp. Craig Mascall told the inquiry that the investigation remains active, and 

the men who met Litvinenko – Dmitry Kovtun and Andrei Lugovoi – are still wanted for murder. 

Marina Litvinenko, the widow of former Russian intelligence officer Alexander Litvinenko, speaks to the media as 

she leaves at the end of a pre-inquest review at Camden Town Hall in London, Thursday, Dec. 13, 2012. A lawyer has told 

a British inquest into the poisoning death of former Russian agent Alexander Litvinenko that an initial assessment of 

evidence showed that the Russian state was responsible for his murder. Hugh Davies, the inquest's counsel, told a 

London hearing that a "high-level assessment" of material provided by the British government "does establish a case for 

the Russian state's culpability" in the murder of Litvinenko, who died in November 2006 after drinking tea laced with the 

rare radioactive isotope polonium-210 at a London hotel. They have denied involvement, and Russia has refused to 

extradite them. The judge leading the inquiry has invited them to give evidence by video-link, but he has no power to 

compel them.  



Lugovoi, a former KGB agent who is now a Russian lawmaker, told The Associated Press that evidence being 

presented at the inquiry was “nonsense.” “Such evidence simply does not exist because Russia wasn’t involved,” Lugovoi 

said at his office in Russia’s parliament. Lugovoi also said the inquiry was designed to “whitewash” the involvement of 

British intelligence agency MI6. Litvinenko’s family says he was working for MI6 when he died.  

What do you think the difference is 

between Polonium 209 and Polonium 

210 – at the atomic level? 

Read through the 

facts about 

Polonium-210. 

Highlight or 

underline – all 

scientific terms 

that you don’t 

understand. 


