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Abstract 
Three cases of cremation on open-air pyres are described. One was classified as a suicide and 
two as homicides. Fire duration was estimated at approximately 1 hour, close to 2 hours and 
more than 3 hours respectively. The position of the remains, the colour alteration of bone, and 
the burned bone fractures biomechanics are discussed. Knowledge of normal burn patterns in 
fire and detection of perimortem lesions are essential. These three cases highlight the specific 
thermal alterations and burning processes in accordance with fire duration. In each case, 
careful investigation yielded clues as to the manner of death. Close cooperation between law 
enforcement and forensic pathology investigators is required in order to correctly identify the 
circumstances of death.  
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Introduction   
 

In forensic practice, cases where cremation results from an accident or suicide are 
more frequent than those where fire has been used to destroy or cover up physical evidence in 
homicide [1,2]. Nonetheless, all cases involving cremated remains should be carefully 
investigated to rule out homicide [3,4]. Individuals who want to get rid of evidence often 
presume that fire can completely incinerate human tissue [5]. But a body does not turn to 
ashes even after prolonged exposure to fire [6,7], or the use of a cremator [8]. After exposure 
to intense heat, skeletal remains usually exhibit a “pugilistic attitude” with moderate 
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