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• Material matters

• Type of animal does not matter

• Initial weight matters

• Rate of dissolution increases over time

• Proof of concept – nitric acid can dissolve organic 
remains completely

• Dissolution in nitric acid can be quantified using time 
and percent change in weight

Figure 1: 

Differences in 

means of % change 

and time for rabbit

Figure 2: Differences 

in means of % change 

and time for 

chipmunk

Figure 4: Statistical relationship between % change and time by weight group
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Figure 4 shows that as time increases, and the weight decreases, 

the rate of dissolution in nitric acid increases. This indicates that 

initial weight affects the rate of dissolution.

There are several documented cases in which people 

dissolve bodies in acid to avoid personal identification 

of the body. A recent documented incident took place in 

2016, when ISIS dissolved twenty-five people in a vat 

of nitric acid (MailOnline). However, there is little 

published research on this topic. Mazza et al (2005) 

determined that nitric acid dissolved teeth the most 

quickly out of a group of acids. These cases and 

experiments can be classified as studies of forensic 

taphonomy.

While taphonomy is the study of decay over time, 

forensic taphonomy focuses on the effects of the 

environment on the decay. This research study put a 

process that scientists have conflicting theories about 

into a harsh environment, nitric acid, to observe the 

effects. 

Figures 1-3 show that the type of animal does not affect the 

rate of dissolution of the remains in nitric acid, which is 

determined by a lack of similar trends or patterns.


