
 
EXHUMATION

 



(1)

(2)

By exhumation is meant the lawful  digging
out of a buried body from the grave.

 It is sometimes necessary
for purposes of identification,
 (2) to determine the cause of death,
when foul play is suspected. In Pakistan,
no time limit is fixed for exhumation. Only
a magistrate or coroner can order it.

 



The procedure can be divided into: (1)
general precautions (2) identification of the
grave, opening it, and collections of samples
of earth (3) identification of the coffin and
collection of samples {4} identification of
the body and its viewing by magistrate or
coroner, and (5) autopsy, if necessary.
 



General precautions: Exhumation should be
carried out under the supervision of the
medical officer and in the presence of a
police officer. The police office provides
witnesses to identify the grave, the coffin,
and the dead body. !t is necessary to carry
out exhumation in the early morning so that
the whole process of digging, and autopsy
if required, can be completed during the day.

 



Identification and opening the grave: The
grave is formally identified by the warden of
the cemetery from the records, and the
exact site by friends and relations who may
have been present at the time of burial. The
caretaker may confirm this identification
procedure. A  screen is erected around the
grave which is then dug up carefully to
avoid damage to the coffin and its contents



In a suspected case of poisoning,
samples of earth in a quantity of about 500
gms are collected from above, below, and
sides of the coffin, and control samples at
some distance from it, in separate clean, dry,
glass bottles for chemical analysis.  If the
grave is water logged, samples of water
should also be taken. Where the soil contains
arsenic, and arsenic . poisoning is suspected,
the concentration of arsenic in various
organs should be more than that in the earth.

 



Identification of the coffin: The coffin
top should be cleaned up and the plate
exposed. This should be identified by the
original undertaker who made it, and a
photograph of It is of value. The coffin can
then be raised to the surface, and before
examining the contents, the lid is lifted to
allow escape of gases. To avoid inhaling
offensive gases, one should stand on the
windward side and use a mask for the face.
Samples of earth from above, below, and
sides of the body are collected in the usual
manner.

 



If the coffin contains water, it should be
drained off, the total volume with sludge
measured, and a sample collected for
analysis. Further samples are collected
from coffin wood, and burial clothes, to
exclude any possibility of contamination
from external sources.



Baden records the case of a London based
husband whose numerous rich wives died
one after the other of suspected poisoning.
Scotland Yard exhumed their bodies and
found arsenic. The husband went to the
gallows proclaiming his innocence, and years
later, a curious student of toxicology tested
the soil where the wives were buried, and
found that it was full of natural arsenic. The
poison could well have seeped into the
coffins. The student wondered ft the wives
were really poisoned. However, it was too late.

 



Identification of the body: An
attempt is then made to identify the body
by any person who was present when the
body was placed in the coffin. The
magistrate or coroner views the body and
orders a reburial or an autopsy.

 



Autopsy; Strict and meticulous attention to
the health and safety of the participants in
the exhumation should be ensured.

Special care should be taken that the
gloves worn are in a perfect condition. A

full autopsy must be carried out in the
usual manner preferably in the mortuary
when possible or near the graveyard, and
the autopsy report duly prepared.

 



The doctor should have a complete history of
the case so that his attention is properly
directed to important points. The body
should be photographed and if necessary x-
ray examination should be undertaken. The
injuries, if any, should be described in detail.
Since soft tissue injuries may disappear due
to decomposition, fractures of bones such
as the skull, hyoid, and ribs, should be
specially looked for.

 



The possibility of such fractures having
been produced during the process of
digging should be kept in mind. It should
be remembered that un-united pieces of
sternum, costal cartilages, and epiphyses
of long bones may also be mistaken for"
fractures in children.



Any organ or part that may appear to offer
any evidence should be removed for
further examination and/or chemical
analysis by the forensic science laboratory.
If organs are not distinguishable, masses
obtained from areas of these organs
should be preserved. If viscera are not
present hair, nails, teeth, bones, and skin,
should be collected.

 



Before leaving the place, the medical officer
should make sure that he has taken all
specimens that may be required for later
examination as it will not be possible to re-
examine the remains, once reburial has
been effected.

 











NEGATIVE AND OBSCURE AUTOPSY



Nega�ve Autopsy

An autopsy, which fails to reveal a cause of
death with gross, microscopically, toxico-
logically and other laboratory investigations
is defined as negative autopsy.
 



Causes

Various causes are enumerated as follows.
Inadequate history especially in cases of .
death due to vagal inhibition, hyper-sensitivity, etc.
Lapses in external examination as in case of
death due to snake bite, other insect stinging, etc.
Inadequate or improper internal examina tion, e.g.
air embolism or pneumothorax missed.
Insufficient laboratory examination.
Lack of toxicological analysis
Lack of proper training to perform an autopsy
properly.

 



Obscure Autopsy

An autopsy done meticulously, properly and
perfectly, but may present with no clear-cut

findings as to give a definite cause of death,
leading to perplexity to the forensic
patho logist is defined as obscu re au topsy.
 



Causes

1.

2.









Causes of obscure autopsy are usually
unexplainable. However, several possibilities
are speculated and thought of in a favorable
direction to decide the case, are follows.
Natural causes such as:

Obscure morbid anatomy
Obscure histopathology
Emotional causes
Paroxysmal fibrillation, etc.

 



2.

3.

4.

5.





6.

Biochemical disturbances like uraemia,
diabeces, etc.
Concealed trauma
Endocrine disturbances
Poisoning due to:

Anesthetic over —dosage
Delayed narcotic poisoning

Miscellaneous — such as putrefied body.
 



 
 
 

Medicolegal Importance of Nega�ve or
Obscure Autopsy



1.

2.

In autopsies, which are obscure, medical
examiner must not hesitate to state that

no opinion can be given regarding the
cause of death.

No doctor should entertain a guesswork
in establishing cause of death for the
reason that medicolegal autopsy is to
exclude foul play and derive justice.

 


