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Resumo
Introduction: Human body degradation on soil leads 
to the release and accumulation of a wide series of 
decomposition products. Their analysis allows to establish 
a temporal relationship between compounds found 
in soil and different stages of decomposition, helping 
determine the post-mortem interval [1]. In addition, 
the identification of these components in soil may be 
a strong indicator that a human body had been buried 
in a particular location [1, 2]. Objectives: As such, we 
herein aimed to review the main organic compounds 
deriving from human decomposition, already identified 
in soils. Methods: The terms “soil chemistry”, “human 
decomposition” and “adipocere” were searched in PubMed 
(US National Library of Medicine), without time limitation. 
Results: The autolysis processes occurring during 
cadaveric decomposition hydrolyse adipose tissue; if the 
environment is humid and hot, adipocere, a mixture of 
saturated (myristic, palmitic and stearic) and unsaturated 
fatty acids (oleic and palmitoleic) and triglycerides, can 
be formed [3]. Identifying and quantifying these lipidic 
compounds, enables an association with the different 
decomposition stages. The most frequently used 

identification and quantification technique of adipocere 
is Gas Chromatography coupled with Mass Spectrometry 
[3]. Normally, in advanced human decomposition stages, 
adipocere is present in greater abundances. Different body 
parts have different predominance of adipocere, with the 
abdominal area showing a higher lipid concentration, 
justified by the greater volume of adipocytes in this region 
[4]. The knowledge of adipocere compounds present in 
soil can also make possible to test the possible movement 
of a body, since the state of decomposition must agree 
with the existing compounds in the place where it is 
found. Additionally, adipocere may also contribute to the 
preservation of evidence, possibly helping ascertain the 
cause of death [4]. Other compounds such as steroids 
can also be identified and quantified in soils, aiding 
forensic investigations [1]. Moreover, intrinsic and extrinsic 
factors affecting decomposition should be considered 
[5]. Conclusion: The existence of adipocere in soil 
may contribute to establish the post-mortem interval, 
simultaneously indicating that a certain soil was possibly 
in contact with a decomposing body. However, the exact 
composition of adipocere remains to be studied.
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