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Post-Mortem Printing 
 
 
 
 
Background 

Postmortem fingerprinting is a necessary extension of all death investigations. The 
collection of proper fingerprints from deceased persons provides a lasting record of the 
victim of a crime. It is paramount that the proper recording of the friction ridge detail of all 
areas of the hand be completed before the deceased are properly interred or cremated. 
Once the body is laid to rest, the chance of proper recovery will have vanished and the 
chance of recovery may be gone forever. 

 
Safety 

As with all chemicals, always read the MSDS (material safety data sheet) to learn 
about the safe handling and health hazards of each chemical. Gloves and protective 
clothing should be worn when collecting post-mortem fingerprints. 

 
Skin Preparation 

Prior to any skin preparation, all examinations and evidence collection should have been 
completed. Do not attempt to collect record fingerprints from any deceased until all 
protocols have been exhausted and proper authorities have given permissions to continue. 
If the person is newly deceased and no decomposition has developed, little or no 
preparation is needed to prepare the skin for inking. Lightly wipe the friction ridge surface 
with a damp towel to remove any debris that might adhere to the skin and pat dry. 
If the hands have started to dry and are in a stage of shrinkage, it is possible to rehydrate 
the skin without the use of injection chemicals. Soak a towel in scalding hot water and 
lightly wring out. Apply the towel to the friction ridge surface of the hand making sure all 
surfaces are enveloped by the towel. Allow the skin to soak for at least 20 minutes. This 
should soften the skin enough to allow for manipulation and repositioning to create a 
smooth finger pad. If the surface has not softened enough, repeat with a freshly soaked 
towel. Once the skin has softened, it is now possible to collect prints from the fingers and 
palmar surfaces. 
If the dermal layers under the skin have shrunk as well, it may be necessary to build up the 
dermal layers to fill out the friction ridge surfaces, an economical solution would be to use 
pink hand soap and a syringe. Pink hand soap has enough viscosity to stay under the 
dermal surface without leaking. Fill a syringe that has a larger bore needle, 16 gauge or 
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such. Insert the needle under the skin in the second digit on the friction ridge side of the 
finger. Push the needle up into the finger until it is centered under the finger pad. Slowing 
inject the solution until the skin starts to fill. Do not overfill the skin as it may rupture. You 
can leave the needle in place or remove. Use any of the techniques below to collect the 
ridge detail. 

 
Collection Techniques 
 The are several methods to collect fingerprints from deceased persons. These will be 

explored within this document. 
 

Ink and Paper 
Powder and Tape 
Silicone-type Casting 

 
INK AND PAPER 
 

This is a normal and nominal collection technique used by many investigators. The use of 
printer’s ink or washable ink and recording paper on non-decomposed friction skin is the 
most common method available. 
 
Equipment 
 
Source of ink  
Roller  
Paper  

 
Application 

 
If using and ink and slab application, dab a small amount of ink on the slab and use the 
roller to make a thin coating on one side of the slab. Use the to replenish the roller as ink is 
applied to the finger surfaces. 
It is best to ink one finger at a time to cut down on excess ink getting on your gloves and 
fingerprint cards. Start with the right thumb and apply a light coat of ink to the friction skin. 
Make sure all the ridge detail is coated. Grasp the thumb behind the joint to control the 
action of the thumb.  With the appropriate finger block in place in the card spoon, place the 
spoon against one side of the finger near the nail, starting at the edge of the block. Using a 
gentle rocking motion, move the card across the finger, taking care not to twist causing 
blurred detail. Continue across the finger pad ending at the opposite side of the nail. 
Carefully pull the card away from the finger. Inspect the card for clear and accurate 
recording of detail. Continue procedure on the remainder of the fingers. If any of the fingers 
did not record enough detail, use a separate card or ReTab square to re-record that finger.  

 
Product Suggestions: 

 
PP-4T  1007779 Perfect Ink in a Tube 
PI 5  1007759 Perfect Ink Pad, 1.5” x 2.25” 
PI 10  1007737 Perfect Ink Pad, 1.5” round 
PI 20  1007741 Perfect Ink Pad, 2.5” round 
PI 30  1007744 Perfect Ink Pad, 3” x 4.5” 
2-0015  1004968 Standard 4” Ink Roller 
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2-0017  1004970 Economy 3.75” Ink Roller 
2-5051  1005003 Card Strip Holder 
2-2055  1005004 Card Strip, R/L Pack of 100 
LE 42/500 1007337 ReTabs, roll of 500 
 

POWDER AND TAPE 
 

Equipment 
 
Black Fingerprint Powder 
Fiberglass filament brush 
2” and 4” clear tape 
Clear backing cards 

 
When setting up a station for post-mortem print taking and tape and powder are the chosen 
application, it is best to designate and special kit to eliminate cross contamination issues 
with normal crime scene processing equipment. The kit should contain a jar of black 
powder, a couple of dusting brushes, a couple rolls of 2” and 4” tape, backing cards, white 
or clear and marking pens. If you are required to supply your own gloves, an ample supply 
would be suggested. 

 
Application 
 
Pre-pull sections of lifting tape to use to transfer ridge detail. A 4-5” section of tape should 
be sufficient. Pull 10 sections and attach corner of the tape to a countertop or autopsy tray. 
By pre-pulling tape, the process will proceed a lot smoother. May be wise to prepull a 
couple of extra sections in case of a bad recording. 
 
Lightly dip brush into fingerprint powder, being careful not to oversaturate. Gently brush 
one finger at a time coating with fingerprint powder. Apply one section of tape to the entire 
finger to capture all the friction ridge detail of the finger. Take care to wrap the tape around 
the finger to get the edge-to-edge detail with as few wrinkles as possible. Remove the tape 
from the finger and place on a clear backing card, pulling out any wrinkles prior to laying 
tape. On the reverse side of the card, write the finger number recorded. It is written on the 
reverse side because the print is reversed and viewing from the backside places it in proper 
order. Continue with the remainder of the fingers. Several fingers can be recorded on a 
single card. If using white backing cards, be sure to write on the card: “images reversed”, 
so they can be photographed in the correct orientation. 
 
The palm print can be recorded in the same manner. Splay the fingers to open the palm. 
Coat with a light amount of powder. Using a section of 4” clear tape and holding the fingers 
back, place the center of the tape in the center of the palm and carefully spread the tape 
over the palm, covering the entire friction ridge surface. There will be some wrinkles, typical 
with palm print recordings. Carefully remove the tape and place on clear backing card. 
Again, write the hand, left or right, on the reverse side of the card to place it in proper 
orientation. 
If your Latent Print Section requires simultaneous print recordings, re-powder the fingers 
and pull off one or two sections of 4” tape. Hold the hand so the fingers are side-by-side 
and apply the tape as you would on the palm. Press the fingers into the tape to record all 
the ridge detail. Peel the tape and apply to an appropriate backing card. 
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Product Suggestions: 
 
1-0001  1003827 Black Latent Print Powder, 2oz 
1-0200  1003982 Zephyr Dusting Brush 
1-0300  1003989 Breeze Disposable Dusting Brush 
1-1406  1004020 2” Lifting Tape, Clear 
1-1407  1004021 4” Lifting Tape, Clear 

 
SILICONE CASTING 
 

Silicone casting will provide a “living” casting of the ridge detail of the fingers and palms. 
Silicone can cast up to Level 3 detail of the friction ridges. It is important to remember that 
silicone castings are in the reverse position of the natural fingerprint and must be 
photographed and reverse printed prior to any examination and analysis. 

 
Equipment 

 
MIkrosil, white 
Accutrans, white 
Tongue depressor or another flat tool 
Black powder 
Fiberglass filament brush 

 
Application 

 
Lightly brush the finger pad with black powder. Set up casting material according to 
manufacturer’s directions. Apply a large dollop of casting material on the center of the 
finger pad. Using the tool or gloved finger, carefully work the casting material from the 
center of the finger out to the margins creating a thin film of casting material. If the casting 
is made too thick, it will be more difficult to flatten for photography. Allow the material to dry, 
approximately 10 minutes. The material is cured when it is no longer tacky to the touch. 
Carefully pull the cast from the finger. Place in a small coin envelope with the appropriate 
finger number labelled. 
 
As an alternative for labelling the cast, the backing sheet from an Avery label can be used. 
The backing sheet has a waxy side, and this is used to attach to the cast, while wet. The 
finger number can be written on the paper side of the label. Cut to size as necessary. 

 
Product Suggestions: 
 
4-1042  1005726 Accutrans Kit, White 
4-1032  1005717 Accutrans Replacement Tube, White 
4-1036  1005720 Mixing Tips, Pack of 40 
4-1038  1005723 Spreader Tips, Pack of 40 
4-1008  1005712 Mikrosil Kit, White 
1-0001  1003827 Black Latent Print Powder, 2oz 
1-0200  1003982 Zephyr Dusting Brush 
1-0300  1003989 Breeze Disposable Dusting Brush 


