
HAS ADTPOCfillE BEEN OBSERVED IN 
INDIA. 

By George H. F. Nuttall, m.d., ph.d,, 

Physiological Institute of the University Dorotlieensirasse, 
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The writer is at present engaged together with 
Professor H. Thierfelder in experiments by 
which it is hoped more light will be thrown 

upon the process I)}' which animal bodies under- 
go the adipocerous change. On looking through 
the rather extensive and scattered literature on 

"adipocere" we only find one publication which 

speaks of this change being observed in a warm 
country, i.e., 

" 

Eight cases of Saponification 
" 

by 
S. C. Mackenzie (.Indian Medical Gazette, 1889, 
XXIV, p. 42). The author was Police Surgeon 
at Calcutta, and claimed that during 9 years lie 
observed 8 cases of adipocere-formation in bodies 
of persons drowned in the Hooghlj^, or buried 
in damp soil. He states that his observations 
" show that this condition is more readily formed 
in the human body in the River Hooghly, as 
well as in the wet damp soil of Bengal during 
the rainy season than in Europe. 

' 

Mackenzie 

refers to the well known medico-legal works of 
Taylor and Casper for observations made in 

Europe. 
In Europe adipocere has been observed in bodies 

taken from the water after an immersion of 5 

weeks to 1 year. Adipocere is rarely formed in 
less than 3 to 4 months, and the process is often 
not complete after a year's immersion. The 

change usually takes place more slowly in damp 
soil than in water. Gasper cites an exceptional 
case where part of a foetus was adipocerous after 
3 weeks' burial in a damp cellar. No such early 

adipocere-fonria tion has been observed in the 
case of bodies of adult individuals. The bodies 
of children are more frequently and rapidly con- 
verted into adipocere because they not only 
contain relativ ely very much more fat than 

adults, but also because their fat has a different 

composition, containing according to Langer less 
oleic acid and three times as much of solid fatty 
acids. The subcutaneous fat and bone marrow 
is first converted into adipocere, and then, in a 
manner which is not yet sufficiently clear, the 
muscles would appear to undergo at times a 
similar change. Normal internal organs are not 
converted into adipocere, but if they are in a 
state of fatty degeneration at the time of death, 
they may undergo this change. A very few 
cases are recorded where the heart and liver 
were found converted into adipocere. Masses of 

adipocere have been found in certain situations 
within the body cavities where fat normally 
occurs, i.e., about the upper part of the heart, the 
omentum, etc. 

Mackenzie states that he exhumed two bodies 
76 and 100 hours respectively after burial, both 
of which were " in an advanced state of saponifi- 
cation." Two other bodies were taken out of the 

Hooghly after an immersion of about 7 and 15 

days respectively, both of which showed the 
same condition. Three bodies showed " 

saponi- 
fication" after 2, 3, and 6| days in the river. In 
his description of some of the cases he states that 
besides the external parts of the body the inter- 
nal organs were saponified, saying that he 
found the heart, liver, lungs, stomach, intestines, 
spleen, kidneys, dura mater, and in two cases 

even the bladder (! ?) thus altered. (In one case 
he speaks of the heart and liver being " 

healthy 
but saponified ;" for my part I cannot under- 
stand how anybody can say than an organ so 

much altered as to appear 
" 

saponified 
" 

has also 
a 

" 

healthy" appearance.) 
Mackenzie's description of the cases he observ- 

ed is most superficial and totally wanting in 
scientific details. It remains an open question 
wliat it ivas that he observed and called " 

sapo- 
nification." Hofmunn (1890) states that mus- 
cular tissue which has macerated and putrified 
in water presents an. appearance sufficiently 
similar to adipocere to deceive the unpractised 
eye. Nevertheless it is genetically, microscopi- 
cally and chemically quite different. Possibly 
the changes observed by Mackenzie were simply 
the effects of putrefaction and maceration, which 
would naturally be much hastened by the high 
temperature of the water and damp soil in 
which the bodies were found. Mackenzie's obser- 
vations would have carried weight if they had 
been accompanied by at least a single chemical 
analysis or a scientific description of what he saw. 

It is quite possible that adipocere may be 
formed more rapidly at a high temperature, but, 
according to European authorities, a low tempe- 
rature which retards decomposition and allows 
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the fats to remain solidified, is probably one of 
the essential conditions. We are at present oc- 

cupied with experiments to determine the in- 
fluence of temperature on the process. 

The object I have in writing this, is to ask if 

any well authenticated cases of the finding of 
adipocere are on record in India, or if any of 
your readers have observed this change in hu- 
man or animal bodies buried in damp soil or 

found in water. It would be of particular in- 
terest to know if anybody has examined such 
adipocere chemically. We shall be much indebt- 
ed for any communications and would naturally 
mention those having scientific value in our 

forthcoming publication. To repeat besides the 
doubtful observations above noted, ive have not 

found any 'publication mentioning the occur- 
rence of adipocere in warm countries. 


