
Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology

Volume 63 | Issue 3 Article 13

1973

Fingerprinting of the Deceased by the Dusting-
Tape Method
Andrew H. Principe

Donald J. Verbeke

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/jclc

Part of the Criminal Law Commons, Criminology Commons, and the Criminology and Criminal
Justice Commons

This Criminology is brought to you for free and open access by Northwestern University School of Law Scholarly Commons. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology by an authorized editor of Northwestern University School of Law Scholarly Commons.

Recommended Citation
Andrew H. Principe, Donald J. Verbeke, Fingerprinting of the Deceased by the Dusting-Tape Method, 63 J. Crim. L. Criminology &
Police Sci. 439 (1972)

https://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/jclc?utm_source=scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu%2Fjclc%2Fvol63%2Fiss3%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/jclc/vol63?utm_source=scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu%2Fjclc%2Fvol63%2Fiss3%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/jclc/vol63/iss3?utm_source=scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu%2Fjclc%2Fvol63%2Fiss3%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/jclc/vol63/iss3/13?utm_source=scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu%2Fjclc%2Fvol63%2Fiss3%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/jclc?utm_source=scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu%2Fjclc%2Fvol63%2Fiss3%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/912?utm_source=scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu%2Fjclc%2Fvol63%2Fiss3%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/417?utm_source=scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu%2Fjclc%2Fvol63%2Fiss3%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/367?utm_source=scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu%2Fjclc%2Fvol63%2Fiss3%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/367?utm_source=scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu%2Fjclc%2Fvol63%2Fiss3%2F13&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


Tgu JouiwAL or CmINAL LAw, CInMINOLOGY ANZ POLICE SCIENCE
Copyright 0 1972 by Northwestern University School of Law

Vol. 63, No, 3
Prin ed n U.S.A.

FINGERPRINTING OF THE DECEASED BY THE DUSTING-TAPE METHOD

ANDREW H. PRINCIPE iAN DONALD J. VERBEKE

Andrew H. Principe is the Director of the Northern Illinois Crime Laboratory, Highland Park,
Ill. Mr. Principe is a Fellow of the American Academy of Forensic Sciences and a former Staff Chemist
of the Crime Detection Laboratory, of the Chicago Police Department. He is a previous contrib-
utor to this Journal.

Donald J. Verbeke is Identification Officer of the Highland Park Police Department, Highland
Park, Ill. He is a graduate of the Institute of Applied Science, a member of the Board of Directors
of the Illinois Division, of the International Association for Identification, and a member of the task
Force of Evidence Technicians for the Northern Illinois Police Crime Laboratory.

There are several methods now being used in the
fingerprinting of deceased persons. Examples are
the folded card method or the use of special equip-
ment such as the post mortem spoon. In the more
difficult cases where the body has partially de-
composed or mummified, special preparation may
be required before suitable inked impressions are
obtainable.'

In some of the situations that may confront the
technician he may be dealing with a body in a
state of advanced decomposition, where the epi-
dermis loosens itself from the inner layer of skin
or dermis. The friction skin may have been exposed
to severe heat or submerged for prolonged periods
of time in water. The fingers may have dried out,
become mummified, macerated, etc. Each one of
these situations requires its own solution in order
to restore the skin to a state suitable for the re-
cording and photographing of the ridge detail.
Most of the standard post mortem techniques are
described by Moenssens.2

Regardless of the method employed, we must
keep in mind the purpose of fingerprinting the
deceased, that is, simply, to obtain as much clearly
defined ridge detail from each finger as is possible.,
This will hold true whether we have an "unknown
dead" or when the prints will be compared with
latents discovered at the scene of a burglary.

A recently published method employs a white-
backed, opaque pressure-sensitive tape and ordi-
nary black fingerprint dusting powder.3 In capsule

' United States Department of Justice, Federal
Bureau of Investigation, THE SCIENCE or FINGER-
pnurs 131-159 (1963).

2MoENssENs, FiNGERPRnT TEciNIQUES 145-50
(1971).

Thomson, Tle Finger Printing of Cadavers, FiNGm
PRINT AND IDENTCATION MAGAZrNE, 14-15 (August
1971).

form, the recommended procedure is to "dust" the
finger with black powder, apply the opaque tape
to the dusted ridges, and peel the tape off the finger,
thereby obtaining an impression of the friction
skin on the adhesive surface of the tape. The tape
is then applied to a piece of glass or transparent
vinyl. When the glass or vinyl is turned over, the
impression may then be examined through the clear
surface of the transparent medium. We will elabo-
rate on the technique further along in this paper.

In experimenting with this method, it was dis-
covered that there were some serious disadvan-
tages. Much care must be exercised to avoid mixing
up the impressions due to improper labelling.
Unless rather thick glass is used as the mounting
surface, there is danger of breaking the glass
plates. On the other hand, the use of thick glass
poses the problem of how to file the original im-
pressions in the case jacket. The use of transparent
vinyl seems to be more practical; however, again,
much care has to be exercised in labelling to avoid
errors.

To avoid possible mix-ups caused by labelling
errors and yet take advantage of the clear vinyl
mounting medium, we believe the following pro-
cedure will prove most helpful for those choosing
to employ this technique.

One-to-one transparencies are made of that
portion of our department's own fingerprint card
containing the ten blocks provided for recording
the inked rolled impressions of the ten fingers.
This is the same kind of transparency which, when
mounted in a cardboard frame, is used for viewing
with an overhead projector. Both 3M and Xerox
have equipment with transparency-making capa-
bilities. With a single sheet of the Xerox trans-
parency (8Y x 11 inches), as many as three ten-
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Flv i Pr pyredi tranparec-y kith white pressre-sem t Mt l e aie

finger kodk traorpareceS are obtained. The
authors prefer two transparnci to a s I a
of three, as this provides a targin which akes the

job f removing and reappying 'e tape a little

easier. We used "Sco tich" brand (Catavg #191

wte.-acked pressuresensitive tape U," inches

h width. Tis tJoe is readily available in-i most
stationery stores. Teni pieces of tape approxiately
two bach s long are cu~t froni the roll, A qurter-

inc tab is forded under the one end of each piece
of t'ape The ten piecs tape are applied (o the
Bak of the prepared transparency covering eac,

o the en finger blocks, The tape is applied with
the folded t t oward the top, Several (f these

transparcis irmay t prepared and easily stored
in a crimre scene It- (Fi ,nre I)

Initially, as with all post ortem fingerprinting
assignients, t is necessary to exaoine tie cond
tion Of tie fin0gers ad carefully clean and degrease
them with alcoho, xylene, or other appropriate

solvent,.It may e desirable ti use one of te
ora, 07easres such as injoting ai or a hot

gelatine soution into tihe bulb of A lfinger to help
remove wrinkios, Tir fingers must be dried and
then each igit is taken s >arately and "dusted,"

using a -fingerprint brush or cotn bati and black
powder, The potder is applied ieraly sotr ta the
entire pattern area is covered, (Figuro 2) Using
the brush the friction ridges are rigorously brushed
to remove a exce powder, With the transparency

lying face down, one pece of tape is removed and
applied to the first digit The tab is held to the top
of the finger and t e end of the tape without the
tab is placed beow the flexure crease of the end

Joint, In thu pit e tape would record only
the "plain" opression of the i nger. The tape is
then wrapped arund ca side of the linger '
that the entire pattern rea IS coverei iPecase of
tl'e soy'what elastic nature of the tape you will
f±nd that it readily conorms to the shap e ot the
finger, thereby assiurtg the comlete recording
of the ridge detail, t Will be note that morei o0 the

ridges on 0he tip portio- of te fingt wi be re-
corded than are usually obtained with the inked

method In removat of the tape, the sides are lifted
up first so that the tape is on a flat plane, and then
Ithe coiplete tape is carefully pulled off, us g the
tab. (Figure 3) The tape is finally reappied to the
origio I tran-parenw

Figur 2, Dusting of indivita fingers with black
fingerprint powdelr
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K a amg an overl-ap or bV piang the peres of tape
/ 7juxapost and drawing match I ies on the back It

am y be possibie to oltaai from t-e maac turer
'a<-4 ols of the tape in a width which would be suita-

ble for recording a ntire palm print on one piece

af: of ape, In many cases iti.ay be necesar to only

obatai ih-n that portion of 'the pala that n mally rests
on g- surface, such as the heel of the hand as in the
endotsing of a check, (Figore 4.)

: // .Another application of the dustipg-tape method
Sl in the recordng of tegible iinprespios from

people wit stfened jefuts or broken li-bs
- / casts where the traditions- inking met oas are

vry> painfulif not almost impossible. Snce it is

extremely difcul to take le t footprhLs of the

dei7icte ridge strcture of inPans it was suggested

to "lie autli.rs that the dustingape siethod might
S tbe appicae to the foot priniting of newborn i-

7/ ants. We hl tried this app-lication and have

found that here toa, ihe results are excetlen It
The adastingttape method has een found to work

Svvc,1a -,,0 the 1ore dicu t cases -tvecenly,
3-a-e ao( mputtd ngrs o f a badty burned un-

S c a 0 ae t t titge kn-wn victi of a fre were submirad to th labo-
"rav pa tten

vatory Two of t5e fingers were So badly borned
In processing uxe afinger at t ime and only re- that shn' could not be l deAtified A third digit

mving one pAlce of tape at a time5 it is virafly (the right thoolb was exaied visually under
It'O pt 7h.e aaawet tTi up, When all loa;pnoec with a Itinoeltar .. tere-croscope,

,en figers have been processe d h an reveaaag some rige detif froaa the derma laver

reappli"et to tiu B4Tck Side of transparency, the (second Layer of skin), We know that or every
tab p of ach ptase of tape is trimmed oft, ridge that appears on, the itnafiayer of the
It sho'llfd he rf ...... ("m rcvxidha .... nvrs~ok
M'dc, dirctly frm the fillger to th.e adhesive
sur:ace o abp and is thereftre exactly the

aan,-,e a,-- o, iv.kc-d impression. and i s ivot reversed
as 11( Case w t the opaque rb cir rters used

in lifiing laxl prnts, The eomple-teA transparency
Se t a a ad directly over te ten finger y-ocks

of your dqprne, finge-rprhA card. The Card
may be ci a d e~d, or plaeed in "lie case
jac ket fie ia -e fornIa mancr The cmi'aeted

card rnay be JphOtographed "Or distribution' to other
denti icatin- bzi rreaus in. cases of unknown.- dcad

The ar se ral ot er applications of the dust-
7 aa~I -A 140ta-a Aret taknt

ing tape method ani amoug are- akang
o ptt ar-pressass of the deceasedl Pal t i ta --

sLone of the dceased are eaxtremely diflicalt to ob-
tan by the hak method. The dusting tape method
umorks -we! in h is Situation due to the flexiblei(::.
nature of the, tape which allo ws it bto conform to :, i
thc shaphe l and. in the case of the inch

tape, the palm ipesomstbe taken in sections Figure 4. ]alnl ;1Dpre""sons obtained b~y the dusting-
either by recording one section at a time and show-I tape method,
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FINGERPRINTING THE DECEASED

fiction skin there appears on the dermal layer a
corresponding pattern. Great care must be exer-
cised in making an identification when dealing
with this layer of skin. The ridges observed were
photographed in order that if any of the detail
was lost in the fingerprinting procedures it would
be preserved on film. Both the inking and dusting-
tape methods were employed on this skin. Even
though the inked impression was suitable for
identification, (Figure 5), the dusting-tape method
showed a noticeable improvement over the inked
method. (Figure 6). The victim was positively
identified from inked finger prints which were
recorded during his lifetime and on file with the
submitting department. "In this case the ridge
characteristics recorded by the dusting-tape
method were superior to those recorded by the
inked method and more identifiable "points" were
obtained.

In experimenting and working with the dusting-
tape method we have drawn certain conclusions.
The ridge characteristics are more pronounced and
dearer than are inked impressions from deceased

individuals. Further, the dusting-tape method
affords a more complete recording of the entire
ridge detail of each digit. The method is an easier
technique for recording palm impressions from
deceased persons. The dusting-tape method also
eliminates smears, which are normally a problem
with rolled inked finger print impressions en-
countered when fingerprinting the dead. The im-
pressions recorded on tape and applied to the back-
side of the transparency are in a protected state.

If when applying the tape to the transparency,
the operator's hand should slip, causing the tape to
wrinkle, the tape may be pulled off the trans-
parency and reapplied without destroying any
ridge detail. If because of too much powder or
some other reason one impression is improperly
taken it may be disregarded and another piece of
tape cut from the roll. The impression is retaken,
and it is therefore not necessary to begin all over
again due to one bad print. For individuals with
extremely fine or worn ridge detail, the dusting-
tape method is far superior to the inked method
for the recording of friction ridge impressions.
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