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Tattooing in prehistoric and ancient times 

The act of tattooing, both permanent and temporarily, goes back for several 
thousands of years. These designs have served as amulets, status symbols, 
declarations of love, signs of religious beliefs, healing practices and even as a 
form of punishment. It is impossible to discuss all cultures and all time periods 
in this brief history, thus the focus is aimed towards several examples of 
Egyptian and Northern European cultures from prehistory until the 10th century. 
From then on, tattooing will diminish and only re-emerge in the context of the 
discoveries of new lands in the 16th century. Tattooing lost a lot of practitioners 
after the banning of this art under pope Hadrian in 787 and the further disdain of 
the Normans after 1066. 

The evidence of tattooing in these ancient times are mostly found in the 
physical remains, as almost no recorded history is found. The discovery of the 
Iceman, Ötzi, places the date for the first tattoo at 5200 years ago. This mummy 
had close to 60 carbon tattoos consisting of simple dots and lines, spread over 
his spine, foot and knee. They are thought to have been used as a form of 
healing, not unlike the use of acupuncture. The act of tattooing was in other 
words strictly therapeutic. Evidence for this theory is found in the Egyptian 
fertility figurines and the mummy, Amunet, who was a high-priestess. At first, her 
tattoos were believed to express her status as a ‘dancing girl’. However the 
recognition of the figurine on her thigh as the goddess Bes, sheds new light on 
the meaning. A lot of other women in Ancient Egypt, had similar tattoos on hips, 
thighs and breasts to protect them against the difficulties of pregnancy and 
birth. Tattooing in itself was limited only to women in that period. Later 
observations of William Lane in Modern Egypt showed the use of mothers milk 
in the ink, as a further measure of protection.  
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Healing was not the only motivation in ancient times, as also cultural and social status was expressed 
through these depictions. A most famous group that used tattoos to express their status was the tribe 
of the Picti or Picts. Their name literally means ‘painted people’ and was given to them by the 
Romans. In fact, Julius Caesar described their tattoos in detail in his fifth book of De Bello Gallico in 
54 BC. The pictures on their skin were to express their prowess in battle and were especially 
distinguished from other tattoos by their specific blue colour. The Man of Pazyryk, a Scythian 
chieftain of 2400 years old, also had tattoos expressing his victories. However, he was also adorned 
with a detailed range of fish, monsters and mythical creatures. The more spiritual nature of the 
tattoos project his status as a leader amongst his people, as is also confirmed by the ancient Greek, 
Herodotus. He poses that ‘tattoos were a mark of nobility and not to have them was testimony of low 
birth’. Later, the body of a woman was found, carrying the same depictions on her body. 



     Finally, it is important to note that tattoos were not accepted in 
the whole world. In Ancient Rome and Greece, for example, 
these etchings were a means to mark if somebody belonged to 
a religious sect, slave owner or criminal statute. During the 
process of Christianization tattoos were often considered as 
remains of paganism. Therefore, they were prohibited under 
pope Hadrian. While in Britain tattoos lasted longer, they still 
diminished from the Norman invasion onwards, seeing the new 
leaders were very disdainful towards body art. This is why 
tattoos have disappeared from the main stage in Europe from 
the 10th century, underground tattooing was still practised. It 
would take until tattoos were in the spotlight again in the 16th 
century, to begin to regain their former glory. 
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 ‘Reintroduction’ in the 16th century 

  
     The discovery of new worlds is important in our understanding of the 

art of tattooing. The word tattoo in itself found its origin in the 
Samoan word ‘tatau’, which means to mark something. The tribes on 
the Samoan Islands became very famous because of their body art, 
which the explorers mistakenly took for very elaborate silken socks 
from a distance. For these people, tattooing was important to 
become a fully accepted member of society. To decline the tattoos, 
out of fear for the pain of possible infections, was to be labelled as a 
coward for the rest of your life. It was the famous adventurer James 
Cook that made the first recorded use of the word tattoo in his ships 
logbook. In July 1769 he wrote down ‘both sexes paint their bodies, 
tattow, as it is called in their language’. Some of his crew would 
return home with depictions on their own bodies, which explains why 
tattooing was seen as something typical for seamen in the 18th 
century. Throughout the ports, the art of tattooing would spread 
worldwide and from the 1870’s onwards even gain interest in the 
upper class levels of Western society. As was custom in that period, 
a lot of adventurers took these ‘strange painted people’ home with 
them to display in their home countries. A famous example of such a 
person was the Polynesian prince Giolo, also known as the Painted 
Prince. In 1691, he was put on exhibition as a money making 
attraction. Because the displaying of these men was such a rage, 
the upper-class were getting small tattoos in discreet places. The 
pain and slowness of the procedure kept it from growing even more 
popular. Not to mention, the risks of infection were quite high in this 
time period. As mentioned before, tattoos were not truly reintroduced 
in the western world, but came back in the spotlight due to the new 
influx of tattooed people. On top of that, tattoo styles evolved by 
integrating typical elements out of other cultures. It is only know that 
the genre of ‘tribal’ tattoos is introduced. 
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 Modern development 

     Industrialisation had its impact on tattooing as well. In 1891, the first electric tattooing machine 
was made by Samuel O’Reilly. It was based on the design of the electric pen by Edison, but 
with a needle point to puncture the skin. The modern day tattoo gun still has the same basic 
structure. The new machine allowed for people to get their skin tattooed far more quickly and 
thus cheaper, which made upper-class people regard the art as inferior. In the early 20th 
century, tattoos were banned to the outskirts of town and the lower classes of society. Heavily 
tattooed people travelled with circuses and freak shows. The most famous examples were 
Betty Broadbent and Lady Viola. They travelled alongside the circus and exhibited their 
depicted bodies for money, as the ‘most beautiful tattooed women in the world’.  

     The First World War had its own typical style of tattoos, often only placed shortly before battle. 
Especially the American soldiers frequented the tattoo parlours in Britain. These tattoos were 
publicly accepted, but only in the context of war remembrance and as a symbol for the 
bravery of the soldiers. In the 1920's and 30's tattoos again gained a better name, thanks to 
the emergence  of cosmetic tattooing. Many artists offered specialties such as moles and 
beauty marks rosy cheeks, permanent eyeliner and red lips to both male and female 
customers. Also comic strip characters and famous stars or phrases were integrated in the art 
of tattooing. Still, tattoos have not taken the main stage of cultural and social expression.  
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The true Tattoo Renaissance started in the 1950’s and was greatly influenced by individual 
artists, such as Don Nolan, Spider Webb, Ed Hardy and Lyle Tuttle. The place of tattooing in 
popular culture radically shifted. The evolution of the art was marked by technological, artistic 
and social change. No longer would tattoo parlours just work on the basis of flash designs, but 
work out new tattoos with influences from abroad. This changed the makers of the tattoos from 
normal craftsman to tattoo artists. Also the meaning of the tattoos themselves began to 
change, for people used their body art as a sign of resistance to the values of the 
heterosexual, white middle-class. Tattoos are thus used in all kinds of social movements, as a 
way of expressing disgruntlement with the authorities. This attitude changed several years 
later and was replaced by tattooing for the sake of art. 
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In the 1970’s, artists trained in traditional fine art disciplines began to embrace tattooing and 
brought innovative imagery and drawing techniques to the industry. Especially the advances in 
electric gun needles and pigments would provide the artists with new possibilities. Tattoos have 
become a mainstream part of fashion and self-expression. There has been a rise in popularity and 
acceptability throughout the years and in 2011 Mattel even released a tattooed Barbie doll. Her 
costume is obviously inspired by the tattoo style of Ed Hardy and she proved to be so successful, 
that Mattel has made two new tattooed dolls. The presence of tattoos is evident in pop culture, as is 
proved by programs such as Miami Ink. Even contemporary art exhibitions have displayed tattoos 
as art, by showing tattoo flash and the works of specific artists. Because tattoos emerged from a 
climate of expression discontent with the authorities, there is the need to divide the tattoo business 
into two distinct classes. The first is that of the tattoo parlour, which expresses a sense of urban 
outlaw culture. The second is the tattoo art studio, which is mostly known for its custom and fine art 
designs. This type of studio draws the same kind of clients as fashion boutiques. 
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