TAPHONOMIC ANALYSIS OF ODOCOILEUS VIRGINIANUS
DECOMPOSITION IN THE GREAT PLAINS: A PILOT STUDY
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This study seeks to address the gap in decompositional and taphonomic studies in temperate North America by introducing preliminary studies in the Great Plains through observational data of a white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) carcass at the Reller Prairie Field Station, Martell, Nebraska. This will contribute to the forensic science community by providing preliminary data regarding taphonomic processes in the Great Plains, which is currently lacking due to absence of body donation facilities in this area and will assess the applicability of
white-tailed deer as a human proxy for future taphonomic research.

The Odocoileus virginianus carcass was discovered on University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) property on May 31, 2024, by participants of a forensic archaeology field school. The property (Reller Prairie Field Station) is in Martell, Lancaster County, Nebraska, USA, located approximately 30 km southwest of UNL’s City Campus. The Köppen climate classification for this area (Eastern Nebraska) is type Dfa: humid continental climate (Weather Atlas, 2024). The property contains short to mid-grass prairie, meadows, and riparian forests along the Olive Branch of the Salt Creek. The white-tailed deer carcass was located postmortem, suspended from the left hind leg along the fence running North/South on the western perimeter of the Reller Prairie property (SW 29th St.). The specimen was removed from the fence, allowing it to rest on its left side. To document taphonomic processes, observational data of the positionality and state of decomposition of the remains were recorded for six weeks following deposition with a terminal date of July 11, 2024. To supplement observations, weather and temperature data were recorded (in Celsius) from the Martell Weather Channel over the six-week (42-day) period (Time and Date 2024). The specimen was collected and cataloged at the Environmental Archaeology/Faunal Laboratory in Manter Hall on UNL’s City Campus, where further morphological data were gathered. The taphonomic processes studied included rates of decomposition in accordance with meteorological data, scavenger/insect activity, and general qualitative morphological changes.
The total body score (TBS), calculated according to Megyesi et al. (2005), ranged from 3 to 31 during the observation period. Based on the TBS calculations, it was determined that the
decomposition of the specimen followed an expected decomposition sequence, but continued analysis may elucidate specific Great Plains climatic indicators.
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