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Forensic Anthropological Analysis of Post-Mortem Examination
Report on Yang Joi of Buan County in the Korean Empire
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Abstract : In suspected murder cases during the Joseon Dynasty and the Korean Empire periods, post-mortem
examinations were conducted promptly after the incident, and the cause of death was determined by synthesizing the
results of the autopsy and the testimonies obtained through witness interrogation. Despite technical limitations, the
investigative efforts of Joseon-era judges to resolve such cases rationally are commendable even by modern forensic
standards. Investigations were carried out in a prescribed order, guided primarily by the Muwonrok, a foundational
manual of forensic procedure. This study examines a case involving a widow from a gentleman’s family who,
burdened by immoral rumors, attempted suicide publicly and subsequently died at home. Through meticulous
post-mortem examination and additional witness interrogation, the coroner was able to demonstrate that—despite
interference from the deceased’s family —the cause of death was not simply self-inflicted harm. Rather, it was
revealed that the woman ingested a second dose of poison after the initial incident, which ultimately led to her
death. This case provides valuable insight into the principles and procedural order by which causes of death were
determined in the Korean Empire, a society that continued to uphold the traditional forensic systems inherited from
the Joseon Dynasty.
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Fig. 1. Page from Yang Joi’s official report, listing the names of the
deceased (Yang Joi of the Yi family), the cause of death (poisoning
following a suicide attempt), and the alleged perpetrator (Pan Geum
Park). The document is signed by Song Jong-Min, the coroner re-
sponsible for the second investigation.
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Fig. 2. Illustration of the knife used in Yang Joi’s suicide, showing
the measured lengths of the blade and handle.
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Fig. 3. Illustration of the poison-containing bowl. The circumfer-
ence and depth of the bowl are recorded. The contents are described
as several yellow-colored spots inside the bowl and a small amount
of white-colored powder around the rim.
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Fig. 4. Page from the post-mortem examination report detailing
findings from the vertex to the zygomatic region.
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Fig. 5. The results of the first investigation: anterior part of Yang Joi.
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Fig. 7. The results of the second investigation: anterior part of Yang Joi.
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Fig. 8. The results of the second investigation: posterior part of Yang Joi.
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