
Abstract A corpse of a female was found in her apart-
ment in a state of advanced putrefaction. Both hands were
amputated, the external genitals were excised and the
body parts had been removed from the scene. The subse-
quent investigations proved that the body parts had been
severed post mortem. The cause of death was determined
to be manual strangulation. A 33-year-old man later con-
fessed that he had strangled the victim 9 days prior to dis-
covery of the body and that he had had sexual intercourse
post mortem. According to the confession, the rational mo-
tive for the subsequent mutilation was to eliminate biolog-
ical stains (e.g. semen inside the vagina, epithelial cells be-
low the fingernails from scratching) suitable for forensic
DNA analysis. This constitutes a new type of defensive mu-
tilation intended to prevent the identification of the perpe-
trator. An increase in the occurrence would be detrimental
to the elucidation rate of homicides: in a total of 171 homi-
cides investigated at this institute, DNA analysis of bio-
logical stains gave reliable evidence in 45 cases.
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Introduction

The mutilation of a human corpse occurs rarely but can
raise considerable problems in the forensic investigation
because the identity of the body, the cause and place of
death and the post-mortem period can be difficult to deter-
mine. Criminal mutilation of a corpse is classified into two
major groups according to the underlying motive (Ziemke
1918; Orsos 1940; Krauland et al. 1980; Püschel and Koops
1987; Rajs et al. 1998):

– Defensive mutilation, also called dismemberment, is
intended to prevent the elucidation of a homicide after it
has been committed. The rational motive of the perpetra-
tor is usually to dispose of the body or to prevent identifi-
cation of the body parts.

– Offensive mutilation is an irrational act carried out in a
frenzied state of mind. Mutilation sometimes precedes the
killing of the victim.

The rapid development of forensic DNA analysis has stim-
ulated a novel type of defensive mutilation intended to pre-
vent the application of this powerful tool.

Case report

The corpse of a 32-year-old woman was found in her apartment in
a state of advanced putrefaction (Fig. 1). The undressed body was ly-
ing in a supine position and both hands were amputated at the wrists
showing clean-cut wound margins and incisions of the correspond-
ing bones. The external genitals were excised in that a clean-cut skin
defect of approximately 10 × 20 cm including the vaginal opening
and the first 2 cm of the vagina was missing. The pubic bone showed
several sharp incisions. Small hemorrhages verified by histological
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Fig.1 The original position of the body lying on the bed in the
bedroom



examination were present in the right sternocleidomastoid muscle
and in the soft tissues in front of the larynx and the thyroid gland.
Petechial hemorrhages were confirmed histologically in the con-
junctivae and congestion was present in the head/neck region but
the evidential value of further histological examination was ham-
pered by advanced putrefaction. The lungs showed pronounced
edema and some hemorrhages. Histological examination of the
wound margins showed no vital signs such as inflammatory cells.
Histology of the other organs and extensive toxicological investiga-
tions gave negative results, the previous social and medical history
of the victim was uneventful. After exclusion of natural and toxi-
cological factors, the cause of death was determined to be strangu-
lation.

The 33-year-old unemployed perpetrator was arrested 1 month
later because fibres found on the dead body were identical with those
found in his apartment. He confessed that 9 days before the body
was discovered he had strangled the victim and subsequently had
had sexual intercourse. He led the police to the site where he had
buried a bag containing the hands, the external genitals, a long
kitchen knife used to excise the body parts, the clothing of the vic-
tim and several pieces of cloth he had used to wipe the body. DNA
analysis verified that the hands and genitals belonged to the victim.
Although the perpetrator admitted sexual intercourse with ejacula-
tion, only cell debris but no spermatozoa could be detected in the
swabs taken during autopsy from the remains of the vagina, anus
and mouth or in the external genitals recovered subsequently and
DNA of the victim only could be amplified. This could have been
due to the state of advanced putrefaction of the corpse and body parts
and/or to a lack of spermatozoa in the ejaculate (azoospermia). The
perpetrator was sentenced to 8 years for manslaughter.

Discussion

After the crime had been committed, the man reasoned
that the fingernails of the victim could bear epithelial cells
from him because she had scratched him during the fight
and also that he had deposited semen inside the vagina.
He later confessed that he knew that this material could be
used for reliable identification by forensic DNA analysis
and therefore decided to destroy the body parts carrying
these biological stains. The perpetrator had even anticipated

future scientific developments by wiping the dead body
with a piece of cloth: successful individualisation of DNA
transferred to the neck of a victim during manual strangu-
lation has since been reported (Wiegand et al. 1998).

This “informed” type of defensive mutilation is intended
to prevent identification of the perpetrator by analysis of
DNA transferred to the victim. The pattern of mutilation
will depend on the prior interactions between perpetrator
and victim and on the perpetrator’s knowledge of recent
scientific developments. An increase in the occurrence is
possible in the future and the effects would be detrimental
to the elucidation rate of homicides. In a broad spectrum
of 171 homicides investigated in detail at this institute from
1994 to 1998, DNA evidence proved to be increasingly
important: the prosecution department requested DNA
analysis in 71 of these homicides, and successful individ-
ualisation of biological stains represented reliable evidence
in 45 of these cases.
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