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The goals of this presentation are to: (1) document the ancestry of trophy skulls curated at the 

California State University, Chico Human Identification Lab (CSUC-HIL); and, (2) assess trends in the 
ancestry of trophy skull specimens between the 1970s and the present. After viewing this presentation, 
attendees will gain a greater understanding of the ancestral affiliations of trophy skulls. 

This presentation will impact the forensic community by highlighting the broad range of ancestral 
affiliations that are associated with trophy skulls observed in forensic contexts. 

Although research involving human trophy taking has a long history within bioarchaeology and 
archaeology, few studies have been directed towards human trophies from forensic contexts. Prior studies 
have focused on trophy skulls brought back to the United States by service men after armed conflicts. 
However, trophy skulls are routinely submitted for analysis from a broad array of contexts. In many instances, it 
may be difficult to differentiate trophy skulls from those that derive from archaeological, forensic and souvenir 
contexts (Sledzik and Ousley 1991).1 This presentation will discuss osteological and contextual information 
that will aid in identification of trophy skulls. 

Willey and Leach (2003)3 define human trophies as remains that are originally acquired under suspect 
circumstances and kept as a memento of the event. For this study, trophy remains are defined as skulls that 
show evidence of postmortem modification, including decoration. According to Sledzik (1991),1 trophies also 
include the opportunistic or passive collection of human remains as well as the deliberate peri- mortem 
collection of skeletal material. Therefore, trophies should not include remains that were obtained 
unintentionally, or those that did not serve as a form of memento. For this study, one non-modified skull was 
included because contextual information indicated that the remains were displayed as a trophy. 

Eight forensic cases are examined involving trophy skulls submitted to the CSUC-HIL for analysis. 
Ancestry estimation was conducted using both metric and non-metric traits, and the data are addressed in 
light of contextual information for each case. Craniometric analysis was conducted using Fordisc 3.0. 

 

 
 

Of the eight forensic cases included in the analysis, four of the eight skulls were estimated to be female. 
This finding is inconsistent with the trends observed in trophies brought back to the United States during 
times of war, which typically are male (Taylor et al. 1984).2 Only two of the eight skulls were brought back as 
mementos during times of war. It is worth noting however, that Fordisc is not always an accurate indicator of 
sex in gracile specimens and therefore non-metric analyses of sex were also taken into account. Also, 
postcranial remains were unavailable for analysis and were therefore not used to provide a secondary 
verification of sex assessment. 

The ancestral affiliation of these cases is highly variable. This may be explained by the fact that each 
trophy skull used in the analysis was 
drawn from a unique forensic context. This also may be attributed to the small sample size used for the study. 
This study highlights the broad range of ancestries that trophy skulls can be attributed to. Trophy taking of 
human skulls and body parts has a long history, and will continue to impact future forensic anthropological 
casework 
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