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ABSTRACT: The presence of smeared or unsmeared ink on the skin resulting from the writing 
process has been observed in a number of suicide victims who have left suicide notes. The authors 
report a case of a palmar "cutaneous ink sign" and discuss its forensic science import, 
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S tandard  textbooks of forensic pathology emphasize the importance of examining the 
hands  of suspected suicide victims, often to evaluate for the presence of supportive evidence 
that  the decedent  has held or discharged a gun.  The f inding of soot, p inch marks,  gunpow- 
der residue, high velocity blood spatter,  t r igger / t r igger  guard  impressions, or pa t te rned  
trace metal  deposits on the hands  of a decedent  each supports  the possibility of a self-de- 
structive act [1-3]. The authors  report  an addi t ional  f inding on the hands  which may have 
forensic science import ,  part icularly in reference to suicide, and  independent  of the weapon 
used. 

Case Report 

An adult  individual commit ted  suicide and left a suicide note which was written in blue 
ink. There  were blue, smeared and  unsmeared  bal lpoint  ink pen marks on both  hands,  par- 
ticularly on the pa lmar  surfaces. 

Discussion 

The authors  refer to the presence of smeared or unsmeared  ink pen marks  on the hands  
(usually on the pa lmar  surfaces and  the fingers) as the "cutaneous  ink s ign."  We have seen 
this f inding in a n u m b e r  of persons who commit ted  suicide and left a suicide note written in 
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FIG. 1--Palmar cutaneous ink sign on hand of  suicide victim. Similar ink marks may be seen on 
other body parts and the palmar varie~, is not an indicator of handedness. Such findings indicate recent 
writing and should suggest the presence of  a suicide note. 

ink. The  ink sign is apparent ly  not rare,  and  to our knowledge, has not been reported in the 
forensic science l i terature.  

Figure 1 i l lustrates a pa lmar  cutaneous ink sign, bu t  the  authors  have seen several cases 
where ink has been found on the abdomina l  area as well, presumably t ransfer red  by inadver- 
tent  contact  between the pen and  abdomen  or hands  and  abdomen.  The ink sign has been 
observed on bo th  hands  of some individuals and  thus  is not  an indicator of handedness .  

The f inding of a cutaneous  ink sign only indicates contact  with ink, and  is obviously not  
specific for suicidal note writing. However, the presence of ink on the hands  or skin of an  
individual who has  died an unexpla ined  dea th  should arouse suspicions tha t  suicide is a 
distinct possibility. Fur ther ,  a cutaneous ink sign should also p rompt  a thorough  search for a 
suicide note if c i rcumstances  are consistent  with suicide and  a note has not  been searched for 
or found.  
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