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Corpses decay at the body farms at the University of  Tennessee © David Howells/Corbis via Getty Images





A body sits underneath a cage at the Texas State body farm © David Howells/Corbis via Getty Images



A body experiencing the bloat stage at the Texas State body farm © David Howells/Corbis via Getty Images
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Physico-chemical changes Rate of  decomposition: the factors Bone degradation
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Physico-chemical changes Rate of  decomposition: the factors Bone degradation
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Physico-chemical changes Rate of decomposition: the factors Bone degradation
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Physico-chemical changes Rate of  decomposition: the factors Bone degradation

Soft tissue decomposition begins with endogenous microflora upon death. 

The alteration of  the skeleton begins with the exogenous microflora & the mechanisms of  the 

environment.
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Initial observations of joint 

dislocation

Systematization of  Observations Grave submersion

The importance of  external factors that can potentially partially reverse the order of  dislocation must be stressed.
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Initial observations of  joint 

dislocation

Systematization of Observations Grave submersion

A burial in the Neolithic cemetery of Gurgy (France). 
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Facial block / spine / 1st rib, clavicle, sternum / 

hand, the radius / ankle

Remains at a Bronze Age burial at Gegharot Armenia
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Facial block / spine / 1st rib, clavicle, sternum / 

hand, the radius / ankle

Rupture btw atlas/axis

Rupture btw C6/C7

Rupture btw L2/L3

Rupture btw T10/T11

ra
re

ly
 r

el
e
a
se

d
 o

n
e 

b
y

 o
n

e,
 r

a
th

er
 i

n
 s

ec
ti

o
n

s 
o

f 
2

 o
r 

ev
en

 3



"B
od

y 
of

 a
 C

ou
rt

es
a

n
 i

n
 N

in
e 

S
ta

ge
s,

" 
by

 J
a

p
a

n
es

e 
a

rt
is

t
K

ob
a

ya
sh

i 
E

it
a

ku
"B

od
y 

of
 a

 C
ou

rt
es

a
n

 i
n

 N
in

e 
S

ta
ge

s,
" 

by
 J

a
p

a
n

es
e 

a
rt

is
t

K
ob

a
ya

sh
i 

E
it

a
ku

Initial observations of  joint 

dislocation

Systematization of Observations Grave submersion

Facial block / spine / 1st rib, clavicle, sternum / 

hand, the radius / ankle

Bronze Age burial near Russia's Lake Baikal
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Rupture T10

Skeleton in prone position

Position influences the whole!

• Rupture T10

• Flattening of the ribs

• clavicle/manubrium

persistent, more than

manubrium/rest of

the sternum
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Facial block / spine / 1st rib, clavicle, sternum / 

hand, the radius / ankle

2,000 yrs old burial at Remedello Sotto cemetery, Italy
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Facial block / spine / 1st rib, clavicle, sternum / 

hand, the radius / ankle

2,000 yrs old burial at Remedello Sotto cemetery, Italy
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Facial block / spine / 1st rib, clavicle, sternum / 

hand, the radius / ankle

Middle Bronze age burial, Tell Mozan (Syria)
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Natural Origins Pathological origins Anthropological origins 

A middle Bronze Age skeleton from Tell Mozan (Syria) showing an elongated grooving (21.61 x 6.8 mm) in terms of the coronal-sagittal suture junction and a

large circular hole on the posterior side.
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Natural Origins Pathological origins Anthropological origins 

Skull of a male with tertiary syphilis from Ludgate Hill cemetery

Right femur of an adult with excessive thickening of bone from Paget's disease
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Natural Origins Pathological origins Anthropological origins 

Proto Nazca, 200-100 BC (Nazca, Peru), 

Museum de Toulouse (France)
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Architecture Body position & orientation Funerary goods

2,600 year old burial of an adult in a 
perfectly preserved wooden coffin, 

Phaliro (Athens)
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Architecture Body position & orientation Funerary goods

Galili et al. 2005, Burial practices at the submerged PPNC site of Atlit-Yam, 

northern coast of Israel: What do they tell us about the final phase of the Pre-

Pottery Neolithic culture
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Architecture Body position & orientation Funerary goods

richest inhumation grave in Varna Necropolis (Bulgaria)
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1

Decomposition of the 
corpse 

2

Skeleton taphonomy

3

Marks on bones 

4

Funerary deposits 

5

Interpretation 
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The ritual sequence Biological identity/cultural identity

Gennep’s major work was Les Rites de 

Passage (1909; The Rites of Passage) 
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The ritual sequence Biological identity/cultural identity

Gennep’s major work was Les Rites de 

Passage (1909; The Rites of Passage) 

Aggregation

* end of mourning, 

the deceased will belong 
to another group

Margin

* mourning

* the living perform 
specific gestures in 

relation to the death

Separation 

* end of 
interactions 

* death of the 
individual
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- e.g. Kayapo Indians
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Burial 
practices 

(Thailand)









Burial context Description (Body)

Loose non-durable

wrapping/no wrapping

buried without a container or loosely wrapped in a

material that decomposed quickly

Criteria

Internal or no space. No constriction, or constriction with no evidence that the grave cut

was wider than the constriction (i.e. constriction possibly caused by narrow grave cut)

1



Burial context Description (Body)

Tight non-durable wrapping tightly wrapped in a material that decomposed quickly

Criteria

Internal space only, constriction. Only identifiable with evidence that grave cut was wider

than constriction

2



Burial context Description (Body)

Tight durable wrapping tightly wrapped in a material that decomposed slowly, such

as fibrous matting

Criteria

Limited external space present, or the possibility that container so tight that no external

space present. Most commonly identified by constriction and the disarticulation of

patellae medial to the knees combined with a wall effect that conforms to the shape of

the body

3



Burial context Description (Body)

Narrow coffin placed in a hard narrow container that decomposed slowly

Criteria

Limited external space present, possibility that container so tight that no external space

present. Uses the same criteria as tight durable wrapping combined with a ‘box’ shaped

wall effect

4



Burial context Description (Body)

Wide coffin placed in a hard wide container that decomposed slowly.

Criteria

Internal and external space, no constriction. Most commonly identified by disarticulation

of the pelvis, lateral rotation of the femora, and lateral fall of the patellae (Duday and

Guillon, 2006)

5

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0278416512000025


Burial context Description (Body) Criteria

Loose non-durable

wrapping/no wrapping

buried without a container or loosely wrapped in a

material that decomposed quickly

Internal or no space. No constriction, or constriction

with no evidence that the grave cut was wider than

the constriction (i.e. constriction possibly caused by

narrow grave cut)

Tight non-durable wrapping tightly wrapped in a material that decomposed quickly Internal space only, constriction. Only identifiable

with evidence that grave cut was wider than

constriction

Tight durable wrapping tightly wrapped in a material that decomposed slowly, such

as fibrous matting

Limited external space present, or the possibility that

container so tight that no external space present.

Most commonly identified by constriction and the

disarticulation of patellae medial to the knees

combined with a wall effect that conforms to the

shape of the body

Narrow coffin placed in a hard narrow container that decomposed slowly Limited external space present, possibility that

container so tight that no external space present.

Uses the same criteria as tight durable wrapping

combined with a ‘box’ shaped wall effect

Wide coffin placed in a hard wide container that decomposed slowly. Internal and external space, no constriction. Most

commonly identified by disarticulation of the pelvis,

lateral rotation of the femora, and lateral fall of the

patellae (Duday and Guillon, 2006)

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0278416512000025




"I think of death as some delightful journey that I shall take when all my tasks are done." Ella Wheeler Wilcox
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