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A B S T R A C T   

Historical autopsy has been defined as the forensic investigation of the cause, manner and circumstances of a 
death bearing historical, humanitarian or judicial interest, based on the systematization and interpretation of the 
available information provided by documents and testimonies, when there was no direct access to the corpse or 
skeletal remains. Its purpose is getting closer to the truth or, at least, discarding some hypotheses or versions. 
Four paradigmatic cases of political violence in Uruguay that occurred in the 1970s are reported. In all of them, 
the historical autopsy demonstrated the falseness of official versions and significantly contributed to prove the 
criminal responsibility of State agents. Three of them correspond to deaths that occurred in the context of torture 
and the fourth to a military operation with multiple victims. In addition to contributing to court decisions, the 
psychosocial benefit of clarifying the facts surrounding human rights violations is well known from the 
perspective of humanitarian forensic action. As with any forensic investigation technique, it requires knowledge 
of both its scope and limitations.   

1. Introduction 

Etymologically, the term autopsy means to see for oneself. Applied to 
Forensic Sciences, it refers to the postmortem examination of the body 
with the purpose of investigating the cause and manner of death [1]. By 
extension, the term autopsy is applied to other techniques, such as 
psychological autopsy, molecular autopsy or virtual autopsy [2–4]. 

In some cases, forensic medical examiners do not have access to the 
corpse or its skeletal remains. Even then it is possible to recover docu
ments and obtain witness accounts that allow us to get closer to the truth 
or, at least, to rule out some hypotheses or versions. The historical au
topsy method is based on the systematization of this information for its 
subsequent forensic interpretation, aimed at determining the cause, 
manner, and circumstances of death. 

The method was described in 2003 in a joint publication of Uni
versidad de la República (Uruguay) and Universitat de València (Spain) 
which reported the solving of a crime of political violence with multiple 
victims that had taken place in Uruguay in 1972 [5]. 

Historical autopsy has been defined as the forensic investigation of 
the cause, manner and circumstances of a death bearing historical, 

humanitarian or judicial interest, based on the critical, harmonic, hier
archical and objective interpretation of the available information pro
vided by documents and testimonies, when there was no direct access to 
the corpse or skeletal remains. As with any forensic investigation tech
nique, it requires knowledge of both its scope and limitations [5]. 

It was first used in cases of historical interest or for humanitarian 
purposes at the request of the victims’ relatives [5,6]. Furthermore, in 
accordance with the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, 
which sets forth the non-applicability of statutes of limitations regarding 
crimes against humanity, Uruguayan prosecutors’ offices and courts 
continue to investigate crimes of this type that occurred in the 1970s and 
1980s, and frequently request historical autopsy reports as expert 
evidence. 

In Uruguay, Law No. 18.596 (2009) defined State terrorism as “the 
violation of a Rule of Law State that prevents people from exercising 
their fundamental rights, contravening Human Rights or the rules of 
International Humanitarian Law, during the period from June 27, 1973 
to February 28, 1985”. 

Once the period of State terrorism ended, several complaints were 
filed for acts of torture, homicide and enforced disappearance. Criminal 
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proceedings were paused for long periods of time, either because of the 
domestic law that prevented investigations or due to delaying strategies 
by defendants. 

In 2007, the justice system requested, for the first time, that an his
torical autopsy be carried out in the case of a young woman who died in 
custody at a military facility known to be a detention and torture site 
(Nibia Sabalsagary case). Since then, dozens of such reports have been 
requested. Most of them were commissioned to the working team of the 
Department of Legal Medicine and Forensic Sciences of the Medical 
School of Universidad de la República, sometimes they were carried out 
by forensic medical examiners of the Judiciary and, in other cases, by 
professionals from both institutions working together [5,7]. 

These cases investigated through the historical autopsy methodology 
correspond to potentially unlawful deaths caused by acts or omissions of 
the State in any of the forms defined by the Minnesota Protocol:  

(a) Deaths caused by law enforcement officials or other agents of the 
State; or by paramilitary groups, militias or “death squads” sus
pected of acting under the direction of the State or with its 
permission or acquiescence; and deaths caused by private mili
tary or security forces exercising State functions.  

(b) Deaths occurring while the person was detained by, or was in the 
custody of, the State, its bodies or agents. This includes, for 
example, all deaths of persons detained in prisons, in other places 
of detention (official and/or otherwise) and in other facilities 
where the State exercises heightened control over their lives.  

(c) Deaths occurring as a consequence of the State’s failure to meet 
its obligations to protect life [8]. 

In many of these deaths, the forensic investigation did not prove the 
occurrence of the reported crimes through the historical autopsy, and in 
others it was concluded that they were probably due to natural causes 
(non-violent), with no intent or negligence by the State. But in other 
cases, historical autopsies have demonstrated, based on documents from 
the military authorities of the time, the falseness of official versions and 
the truthfulness of the accusations made by the victims’ families. In 
these cases, conclusions were based on the regular forensic practice 
criteria, as well as on international standards for the investigation of 
human rights violations [8–11]. 

2. Purposes 

1. Make known the contribution of Forensic Medicine to the investi
gation of crimes against humanity in Uruguay during the period of 
State terrorism (between June 27, 1973 and February 28, 1985) 
through the historical autopsy method. 

2. Inform of some paradigmatic cases in which the results of the his
torical autopsy significantly contributed to prove the criminal re
sponsibility of State agents in crimes against humanity. 

3. Methodology 

A selection was made of State terrorism crimes committed in 
Uruguay, in which historical autopsies were carried out to solve the 
cases, meeting the following two requirements:  

(a) That, from the forensic point of view, the historical autopsy 
allowed achieving positive results for the resolution of the case.  

(b) That the report has been acknowledged as a relevant means of 
evidence by the justice system, its conclusions having been 
included by the prosecutor as substantive grounds for the accu
sation or having been mentioned in the court decision. 

All the information mentioned in each case was provided by 
the authority that requested the expert report, and it included the 
historical research of the Universidad de la República on the 
recent past, the Final Report of the Comisión para la Paz 

(Commission for the Peace), the records of the victims of State 
terrorism provided by the Secretaría de Derechos Humanos para el 
Pasado Reciente de la Presidencia de la República (Secretariat of 
Human Rights for the Recent Past of the Presidency of the Re
public of Uruguay) and the court files of each of the cases studied 
[12–16]. These documents, as well as the court files of the cases 
included in this paper, are available for the public to access. 

The presentation of each case is organized into four items:  
(a) Undisputed facts: facts plausible from a medico-legal point of 

view and regarding which there are no contradictory histor
ical or judicial versions.  

(b) Disputed facts: facts regarding which there exist different 
versions.  

(c) Forensic conclusions.  
(d) Their impact on the judicial system (prosecutors’ opinions, 

lower courts’ decisions, final (non-appealable) decisions). 

4. Presentation of cases 

4.1. Case 1. Nibia Sabalsagaray Curutchet 

4.1.1. Undisputed facts 
In the early morning of September 29, 1974, 24-year-old Nibia 

Sabalsagaray Curutchet was arrested at her home in Montevideo by 
government agents and taken to a military unit that was used as an 
interrogation center for political prisoners. In the afternoon of that same 
day she was reported dead in a cell. The Military Justice system inves
tigated the matter and concluded it was a case of suicide by hanging. 

When the period of State terrorism was over, the victim’s family filed 
a criminal complaint for homicide. 

Photograph 1. Photograph of the crime scene. The victim’s body, the ligature 
point and the neck scarf used for the suicide, according to the official version of 
the time, can be seen. 
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4.1.2. Conflicting versions 
The official version at the time was that the young woman was being 

held in a cell awaiting interrogation and was found dead by an Army 
officer. According to him, the victim was in partial suspension with a 
neck scarf around her neck and her knees on the floor. The autopsy 
report by a military pathologist described an interrupted ligature mark 
in the nape region, 3–5 centimeters wide, with abrasions. The internal 
examination described: right atrial enlargement and pulmonary 
congestion, as well as foci of hemorrhage in the thyroid region. The 
military pathologist certified that death was due to suicidal hanging 
with a rope. In a later statement he corrected himself and stated that she 
had a twisted stocking around her neck. 

Witnesses supporting the criminal complaint said that the victim 
died while being interrogated under a torture method known as dry- 
boarding (plastic bag suffocation). 

4.1.3. Historical autopsy 
The documents of the official investigation carried out at the time by 

the Military Justice system, including a photographic survey, the 
planimetry of the crime scene, and the autopsy report practiced by a 
military pathologist that included no photographs were all used for the 
forensic report. Testimonies of other prisoners, who were in the same 
military center at the time of the young woman’s death, were also used 
for the report. 

The most objective elements available were the photographs of the 
place of the event and the planimetric survey carried out by the Scien
tific Police Division. Photograph 1 show the corpse on the bed (which 
was not the original position, according to both versions). On the neck, 
an image compatible with a furrow such as the one produced by a soft 
ligature, can be observed. There is also a neck scarf cut off that would 
have been used for body suspension. The image shows an iron element 
on the wall used as a lock for the folding bed, where the scarf would have 
been tied. Photograph 2 shows that the iron element was at a height of 
180 cm. 

From the critical analysis of all available elements, it was confirmed 
that it had been a violent death, with signs of asphyxia and violence on 
the neck. The manner of death could not be determined with certainty. 
Although suicide could not be ruled out, the findings were consistent 

with the version of a death by the dry-boarding torture method. Indeed, 
the stigmata on the neck skin are consistent with hanging, but also with 
the compression exerted during dry-boarding. The same can be said of 
the non-specific internal findings of asphyxia. The hemorrhages 
described in the thyroid region were not expected for hanging, but could 
correspond to the violence exerted during such torture method. 

Upon analyzing the documents of the crime scene survey, it was 
outwardly ruled out that the victim could have been in partial suspen
sion with her knees resting on the ground, if the ligature point was 180 
centimeters high (considerably higher than the victim’s height) and the 
ligature used had the dimensions of a neck scarf, as documented by the 
Scientific Police Division. 

4.1.4. Conclusions of the court 
On April 29, 2013, the Criminal Trial Court Term No 10 found the 

officer responsible for interrogating prisoners and the Head of the mil
itary unit guilty of homicide under especially aggravating circumstances 
and sentenced to 28 years in prison. Both court decisions were 
confirmed by the Court of Appeals. 

It was the first case in Uruguay in which a historical autopsy was 
requested as evidence for a criminal trial.3 

4.2. Case 2. Aldo Perrini Guala 

4.2.1. Undisputed facts 
Aldo Perrini was arrested at his place of work in the city of Carmelo, 

on February 26, 1974, and taken to a military facility that was used as a 
detention and interrogation center for political prisoners. On March 3, 
1974, he lost consciousness during an interrogation. The investigation 
carried out by the Military Justice system concluded that it had been a 
natural death caused by stress, and the case was closed. 

When the period of State terrorism ended, Perrini’s family filed a 
criminal complaint asserting that it had been a violent death caused by 
torture. 

Photograph 2. Planimetry of the crime scene where it is documented that the ligature point of the noose was located 180 centimeters from the floor.  

3 Court File IUE 97-397/2004: “Sabalsagaray, Nibia. Su muerte”. 
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Photograph 3. Image of the autopsy report describing the macroscopic injuries on Aldo Perrini’s corpse.  
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Photograph 4. Image of Aldo Perrini’s death certificate stating that he died of “stress”.  
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4.2.2. Conflicting versions 
The official version at the time, and that of the accused military of

ficers, indicates that Perrini was excited, violent and he was banging his 
head against the wall. The testimonies of the military officers agree in 
that detainees were subjected to a “rigorous,” “energetic,” “harsh” or 
“demanding” treatment. They also acknowledged that prisoners were 
kept blindfolded, restrained with ropes or handcuffs, and forced to stand 
for long periods of time. 

They held that Perrini had been taken to the “interrogation room” 
and lost consciousness. Despite having been quickly assisted by the 
doctor of the military unit, he died, and an autopsy was performed at the 
Military Hospital. The military pathologist reported: “Good general 
condition;” “multiple hematomas and ecchymosis in the anterior part of 

the thorax and abdomen, especially in the hypogastric region and 
external genitalia;” “multiple bleedings in the intradermal bruises;” 
“ecchymosis in the right lower limb and left forearm, lower third.” 
Regarding the internal examination, he reported: “Partially hyperin
flated lungs, congestive, with subpleural bleeding, especially on the left. 
Serosanguineous fluid occupying almost the entire parenchyma is 
observed in section.” “Heart: only enlargement of the right chambers is 
observed, with blood ectasis in large vessels.” He established that the 
cause of death was “acute pulmonary edema, caused by stress.” During 
the autopsy, samples of the lungs were collected for histopathological 
study by the same pathologist, who reported: “areas of node bleeding, 
with blood pigment phagocytosis,” “compensating emphysema;” 
“congestion,” “edema” and “in some sectors, air sacs with serofibrinous 

Photograph 5. Death certificate of Iván Morales signed by the military pathologist attributing his death to suicide by likely poisoning.  
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fluid.” He concluded that it corresponded to “stressed lung” (Photo
graphs 3 and 4). 

The version of those who reported the crime, supported by former 
political prisoners of the time, indicates that Perrini was especially 
tortured, subjected to various torture methods such as forced standing, 
waterboarding, and cruel beatings. 

4.2.3. Historical autopsy 
Based on the undisputed fact that Aldo Perrini died in custody and in 

the context of the torture methods used with political prisoners at the 
time in that military detention center, it was possible to demonstrate 
that the external injuries described in the autopsy report (ecchymosis 
and hematomas on the limbs, trunk, especially noticeable in the hypo
gastric region and external genitalia) were consistent with a victim who 
had suffered multiple beatings. This is to be expected in the context of 
torture reported by former prisoners and euphemistically admitted by 
military officers who were at the scene. Contusions were of great in
tensity, capable of producing hematomas in very resistant parts, such as 
the anterior wall of the abdomen. Injuries found on the limbs are sug
gestive of a defensive nature. The extensive lesions in the hypogastric 
region and external genitalia indicate aggressions aimed at causing se
vere pain. The findings in connection to the lungs described in the au
topsy and in the histopathological examination are compatible with an 
incomplete submersion, such as the one occurring in the waterboarding 
method of torture (to which Perrini was subjected according to those 
reporting the crime). 

The manner of death was clearly established as a violent death, 
provoked by different means, under torture. 

The cause of death could not be established with absolute certainty, 
there being two plausible compatible hypotheses:  

a) Beaten to death. The findings reveal repeated aggressions with blunt 
objects, which are in themselves effective to cause death by different 
mechanisms, such as reflex inhibition to painful stimuli, hypo
volemic shock (due to splenic sequestration or internal bleeding), 
brain distress or fat embolism.  

b) Heart failure due to drowning during waterboarding. Although 
pulmonary findings are very significant, they could be due to 
waterboarding sessions prior to the death (the presence of phago
cytized blood pigment indicates a survival period between the 
alveolar hemorrhage and death). 

The existence of injuries of different dates caused by different 
mechanisms allows us to think that the victim was subjected to various 
methods of torture during several days. This corresponds to the period of 
time between his detention and death, and supports the witnesses’ 
testimonies. 

4.2.4. Conclusions of the court 
In 2015 two of the Army officers who interrogated Perrini at the time 

of his death (a third officer had died by then) were prosecuted with 
imprisonment as perpetrators of the homicide; one of them committed 
suicide upon learning of the court decision and the other was sentenced 
to 22 years in prison. The judgment became firm and final in 2019, after 
successive appeals filed with the Court of Appeals and the Supreme 
Court of Justice.4 

4.3. Case 3. Iván Morales Generalli 

4.3.1. Undisputed facts 
According to the military record of the time, Iván Morales Generalli 

was arrested on November 21, 1974 at approximately 5 p.m. and taken 
to a military facility. 

Between 5:30 and 6:15 p.m. on the same day of the arrest, the 
detainee was interrogated by officers of the Órgano Coordinador de 
Operaciones Anti-Subversivas (OCOA, Coordinating Body for Anti- 
Subversive Operations). 

The only available photograph of the corpse, prior to the autopsy, 
shows abrasions in the mental region. The rest of the body surface area is 
not shown or is covered by clothing. 

4.3.2. Conflicting versions 
According to the Military Judge in the case, he received a call from 

the Head of the military center to inform him that “the seditious 
detainee Ivan Morales had died while being interrogated in said center.” 

Another of the officers in charge of the detention center testified that, 
at approximately 7:00 p.m., the two interrogating officers of the OCOA 
“proceeded to resume the interrogation, noting that the seditious person 
in question was unconscious and apparently dead.” The officer testified 
that between 6:15 and 7:00 p.m. on November 21, 1974, Iván Morales 
was kept in a cell which was being guarded from the outside. 

The autopsy report performed by the military pathologist stated:  

a) External examination: abrasions on the face, thorax, anterior wall of 
the abdomen and posterior face of the thigh, as well as on the left 
lumbar region. The report also indicated “linear abrasions on both 
wrists.”  

b) Internal examination: lungs “with multiple subserosal microbleeds.” 
Heart with enlarged right chambers. A “muco-hematic” gastric 
content is described. The report highlights the purplish coloration of 
the lungs, liver, spleen and stomach. 

With these findings, the pathologist initially certified the following 
as cause of death: “Poisoning (probable)” and, as manner of death, 
“suicide” (Photograph 5). 

He requested toxicological tests for “cyanide, metals, alkaloids and 
barbiturates” in liver, spleen and gastric contents, all of which were 
negative. 

The pathologist himself performed histopathological studies of the 
lungs, liver, kidney, heart and central nervous system, and he concluded 
the diagnosis of “fat embolism” (.) “diffuse” (Photograph 6). 

With this result he modified his initial autopsy diagnosis and 
attributed death to “sudden death” due to fat embolism. He suggested 
that the “diffuse fat embolism could have been originated in the he
matoma of the perinephric fat.” 

The case was closed by the Military Justice system. 

4.3.3. Historical autopsy 
Only the documents of the official investigation carried out at the 

time of the events by the Military Justice were available. 
The historical autopsy proved that Iván Morales Generalli died while 

being held in custody in the context of interrogations carried out by 
OCOA officers in the military facility. 

His death occurred in the afternoon of November 21, 1974, a few 
hours after being detained, either during an interrogation or in the time 
between two interrogation sessions (between 6:15 p.m. when the first 
session ended and 7:00 p.m. when the second was about to begin). 

The autopsy report shows extensive open blunt injuries (abrasions) 
involving large areas of the body (face, limbs and trunk). In the context 
of the facts, these injuries to the face, trunk and lower limbs could have 
been inflicted by “natural weapons” (fist blows and kicks), notwith
standing the involvement of other blunt objects. The injuries to both 
wrists are typical of a restrained victim, either by the use of tight 
handcuffs or of aggressive materials such as aluminum wire. 

Although the autopsy protocol omitted to describe the internal 
traumatic injuries, the histopathological report by the same military 
pathologist mentioned a “hematoma of the perinephric fat” as the origin 
of the diffuse fat embolism. This hematoma of the perinephric fat cor
responds to the result of a high-energy trauma. 4 Court File IUE 2-53193/2010: “Perrini Santamaría, Nino Piero. Denuncia”. 
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Photograph 6. Image of the military file showing that all toxicology test results were negative; and that the histopathological study confirmed the diffuse fat 
embolism in relation to the hematoma of the perinephric fat. 
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For all these reasons, the military documents show that the corpse 
presented evident signs of having been repeatedly beaten prior to his 
death. 

At the histopathological level, the findings of subpleural microbleeds 
described in the autopsy report and of the diffuse fat embolism are 
significant. 

The medico-legal concordant interpretation of all available elements, 
assuming that the information from the military documents is true, al
lows us to affirm that the cause of death of Iván Morales Generalli was 
post-traumatic fat embolism. 

In sum: in this case, there is an absolute coincidence between the 
external, internal and histopathological findings, which demonstrate 
that it was a violent death, caused by different means, being the final 
cause of death the pulmonary fat embolism and the underlying cause of 
death the multiple traumas suffered by Iván Morales Generalli, in the 
context of the interrogation to which he was subjected in a military 
center on November 21, 1974. 

4.3.4. Conclusion of the court 
By court decision number 302 dated March 26, 2020, the Criminal 

Trial Court Term No. 23 prosecuted with imprisonment one of the three 
officers involved in the death of Iván Morales for homicide under 
especially aggravating circumstances. Another officer had died by then 
and the third one is currently serving a sentence in Argentina for other 
human rights violations. The Criminal Court of Appeals confirmed the 
lower court’s decision on September 11, 2020, under judgment number 
577/2020.5 

4.4. Case 4. Girls of April: Silvia Reyes, Laura Raggio and Diana 
Maidanik 

4.4.1. Undisputed facts 
On April 21, 1974 at 02:45 a.m., Silvia Reyes (aged 19), Laura 

Raggio (aged 19) and Diana Maidanik (aged 21) died inside the house of 
one of them in the context of an Army operation. 

Captain Julio César Gutiérrez was also seriously wounded in the 
incident and died some days later at the Military Hospital. 

All the deaths were the result of injuries caused by bullets. 

4.4.2. Conflicting versions 
According to the version of the military officers, the death of the 

three young women occurred in an armed confrontation, in which the 
Army soldiers responded to the attack initiated by them. They testified 
that the women were armed with two revolvers and a grenade. 

The initial version stated that, despite having been ordered not to 
enter, Captain Gutiérrez entered the house and was taken down by a 
gunshot fired from inside the house. 

As it results from the medical records of the military physicians, the 
multiple bullet wounds of Gutiérrez followed different directions: the 
wound on the neck, from right to left and from front to back; and the 
wound on the trunk, from right to left and from back to front. The di
rection was not described in the wounds on the thighs. From the above, 
it appears that he was shot from the right. 

An autopsy was performed on the three deceased women by a mili
tary pathologist, whose reports state the following: 

Silvia Reyes: two bullet entry wounds in the skull and one in the face 
“crater-shaped” with trajectory from right to left. At right and left 
shoulder and hypogastrium, she presented bullet entry wounds with a 
front-to-back direction. A transfixing wound on the right arm that re- 
entered the thorax and another wound in the left forearm were 
described. Internal examination: massive destruction of the brain with 
bursting of the skull cap and base, hemothorax due to right lung injury, 
intra-abdominal hemorrhage caused by the bursting of the left hepatic 

lobe and perforation of the stomach. There is no description of the uterus 
in the autopsy report, but witnesses say that she was three months 
pregnant. 

Laura Raggio: one bullet entry wound in the right maxilla and exit in 
the occipital region (front to back); three bullet wounds in the right arm 
in a front-to-back direction, one of which penetrated the thorax. One 
bullet entry wound in the base of the neck with exit in the left armpit; 
one bullet entry wound in the right hypochondriac region with exit in 
the right lumbar region. Internally there was massive destruction of the 
brain and skull, destruction of the humeral head, and hemothorax 
caused by perforation of the aortic arch and both lungs. The abdominal 
injury caused liver burst resulting in intra-abdominal hemorrhage. 

Diana Maidanik: multiple gunshot wounds to the skull with entry 
from right to left. The transfixing wounds in the lower jaw and neck also 
followed a right-to-left direction. In the left shoulder the direction was 
front-to-back. There were also entry wounds in the middle third of the 
arm and in the supraumbilical region, transfixing wounds in the left 
thigh with a front-to-back direction, a transfixing wound in the left knee 
with a right-to-left direction, and a non-exit entry wound in the middle 
third of the right thigh. At dorsal level she had four exit wounds. The 
internal examination showed: marked brain destruction with bursting of 
the skull cap and base; and hemothorax and hemopericardium due to 
pulmonary and right ventricle lesions. She had small bowel loop lesions. 

The skeletal remains of Reyes and Raggio were exhumed 41 years 
later by two anthropologists who reported that the injuries were caused 
by multiple bullets and concluded that the skull injuries were the cause 
of death. 

In contrast to the version of the military officers, the complainants 
and neighbors claim that the three women were executed by the mili
tary. Some witnesses say that the women were screaming to not be 
killed. 

4.4.3. Historical autopsy 
The documents of the official investigation carried out at the time of 

the events by the Military Justice system were accessed, where the 
photographic and planimetric surveys of the Scientific Police Division 
are included, as well as the autopsy reports prepared by the military 
pathologist. The Photograph 7 of the scene show the corpses of the three 
women stuffed against the east wall of the room and against a piece of 
furniture found on the south wall. There are evident injuries compatible 
with those caused by bullets on the three bodies as well as blood stains 
on the east wall, the floor, and the said piece of furniture. The injuries 
described by the pathologist are compatible with having been caused by 
automatic or semi-automatic weapon burst fire, and all of them follow a 

Photograph 7. Photograph of the crime scene obtained from the military file.  

5 Court File IUE 88-209/2011: “Morales Generalli, Iván. Su muerte”. 

H. Rodríguez Almada and F. Borches Duhalde                                                                                                                                                                                           



Forensic Science International: Reports 4 (2021) 100242

10

trajectory from front to back or from right to left. According to the 
planimetric survey carried out by the Scientific Police Division, the shots 
followed a north-south and west-east direction (Photograph 8). These 
findings rule out the official version because the access door to the house 
was oriented to the east and the shots received by the deceased followed 
a west-east direction (from right to left). These findings are fully 
consistent with the witnesses’ versions. 

4.4.4. Conclusion of the court 
In February 2021 the Special Prosecutor’s Office for Crimes against 

Humanity charged three military officers as co-perpetrators of the 
murders of Silvia Reyes, Laura Raggio and Diana Maidanik.6 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

Since 2013 the historical autopsy method has been used by the 
Uruguayan judicial system as a means of evidence. In the four cases 
presented above, the conclusions arrived at after the exhaustive medico- 
legal analysis of historical documents and witness statements were a 
significant input for both the prosecutors’ accusations and the court 
decisions. 

This evidence based on expert opinion was introduced within the 
framework of the due process guarantees, where the defense had the 
opportunity to challenge and/or confront the conclusions of the his
torical autopsy with their own technical advisors, as well as to freely 
examine the experts at a hearing. 

In addition to contributing to court decisions, the psychosocial 
benefit of clarifying the facts surrounding human rights violations is well 
known from the perspective of humanitarian forensic action [17]. 

Every forensic report must be prudent and free of bias and subjec
tivity. In the case of historical autopsies, this is of particular importance. 
Indeed, investigators should not lose sight of the fact that their conclu
sions must consider that it is an indirect method of observation (based 
on events witnessed or documented by third parties). Of course, this 
does not eliminate its ability to serve as evidence, especially when the 
crime results from the official documents themselves or from the testi
monies of the accused [5]. The case of Iván Morales, in which only 
documents produced by the military dictatorship were available, is the 
best example of the above. 

On the other hand, the aberrant nature of the investigated events 
when dealing with crimes against humanity, tests the ability of forensic 

experts to separate the facts from the emotions that may be triggered by 
the suffering of direct victims or their families, giving priority to ob
jectivity, work ethics and professionalism required by the task of 
advising the justice system [18,19]. 
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[13] A. Rico, Investigación histórica sobre dictadura y terrorismo de estado en Uruguay 
(1973–1985), Three volumes, Udelar, Montevideo, 2008. 

[14] A. Rico, J.C. Barrán, G. Caetano, Investigación Histórica sobre Detenidos 
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