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Abstract

For millennia, peoples around the world have tattooed
human skin to communicate various ontological, psycho-
social, and sociocultural concepts encompassing beauty,
cultural identity, status and position, medicine, and su-
pernatural protection. As a system of knowledge trans-
mission, tattooing has been and continues to be a visual
language of the skin whereby culture is inscribed, expe-
rienced, and preserved in a myriad of specific ways. If we
are to fully comprehend the meanings that tattoos have
carried across human history and into the present, then
it would be useful to explore some of the ways tattoos, as
instruments that transmit culture, have been deployed

cross-culturally through time. ©2015 S. Karger AG, Basel

Adornment

Across the indigenous world, tribal peoples rarely
describe tattooing as an artistic or aesthetic prac-
tice because there are no terms for ‘art’ or ‘artist’
in the majority of indigenous languages. Instead,

tattooing is integrated into the social fabric of
community and religious life, and typically speak-
ing, it is a cultural, clan, or family-mandated ritu-
al that anchors societal values on the skin for all
to see [1]. The tattooed dermis is a potent source
of pride, precisely because it reenacts ancestral or
mythological traditions. Wrapped in images of
gods, ancestors, and spirits, tattoos have become
venerated as symbols of protection, tribal unity,
and genealogy.

However, it should be recognized that tattoo-
ing is sometimes used for beautification and is oc-
casionally considered an artistic endeavor. Ar-
chaeological evidence indicates that the earliest
tattoo, a 7,000-year-old tattooed mustache from
South America, was cosmetic [2, 3]. Other an-
ciently tattooed and mummified individuals from
Nubia (ca. 2000 B.C.) and the Siberian Altai (3rd
century B.C.) were adorned with ornamental tat-
toos that probably enhanced their sexuality and
outward appearance [4]. In other locations, in-
digenous tattooists themselves have spoken about
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their indelible achievements. Alice Yaavgaghsiq,
the last living Yupik tattooer of St. Lawrence
Island, Alaska, approaches her tattooed creations
the way a sculptor evaluates a piece of marble.
When employing the timeworn technique of skin
stitching, or needle and thread tattooing, Alice
said: ‘My designs came from my heart’ [1].

Identity

Aesthetic considerations aside, the painful sensa-
tions and subsequent bloodletting associated with
permanent body marking corresponds meta-
phorically to the process of being born, or rather,
rebirth [5]. People gain new knowledge of them-
selves through painful stimuli like tattooing, and
these sensate experiences model ways in which
humans arrive at their ideas of existence and
identity through imprinting new memories upon
their consciousness and bodies [6].

In its traditional context, tattooing most often
served to induct the recipient into indigenous so-
ciety as a properly enculturated community
member. As a rite of passage that belonged to the
people, it also honored individual achievement
and reinforced ancestral lineage ties through re-
enacting traditional ritual practices. But, it was
not the physical manifestation of the tattoo on the
body that was most important because the intan-
gible meanings embodied in its creation, form,
function, and associated history were of para-
mount concern. For example, on the Northwest
coast of North America, clan crest tattoos were a
primary vehicle through which collectivities de-
marcated their identities in the social milieu [1].
The origins of crests were tied to supernatural
and mythic events, and these emblems were be-
lieved to embody the spirits of ancestors, some of
whom were creatures of the land, sea, and air.
Each crest, whether it was carved into an object or
tattooed upon human skin, also embodied an in-
tangible property, such as associated names, sto-
ries, songs, or even geographical locations, that

belonged to the owner of the clan crest. The use
of a clan crest set the group (clan) apart from oth-
ers, while also defining its social position. There-
fore, in Northwest Coast culture, the ownership
of a crest, or the right to use the emblem, was
more valuable than the possession of any physical
object that might portray it, including a tattooed
human body [1].

Status and Position

In many indigenous societies, tattoos were not
applied by just anyone. The actual process was
usually ritualized and performed by experts who
were initiated and/or apprenticed into their posi-
tion. Occasionally, the domain of tattooistry was
reserved for priestesses, female aristocrats, heal-
ers, and shamans [1, 3, 7].

The intrinsic value of tattooing, however, was
not simply confined to the technical or performa-
tive aspects of the tattooist. Rather, the power of
the tattooist often arose from deities or helper and
ancestral spirits who channeled their supernatu-
ral agency into the tattooist. In Samoa, tattooing
experts (tufuga ta tatau) were always male, and
they participated in lengthy apprenticeships to
earn a place in the guild of tattooers. These priest-
ly men were compelled to honor patron deities
and follow traditional rules and prohibitions;
otherwise, their tattoos lacked mana, or spiritual
potency [8]. On the Great Plains of North
America, only tribal priests who were the keepers
of sacred tattoo bundles derived from primordial
beings could create tattoos [1]. These religious
leaders were initiated into their ceremonial posi-
tion and were required to purchase and learn the
requisite tattoo rituals in order to perform them.
Their clients included men who had proven
themselves in battle through the performance of
a series of ritually mandated acts that varied be-
tween tribes and aristocratic women of high birth,
whose bodies were tattooed to activate ‘life-giv-
ing’ powers [1]. The cultural tradition of warrior
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Fig. 1. Macham Naga tiger hunter U’ Lum, 2014. © Lars
Krutak.

tattooing, where tattoos were earned and not free-
ly given, was also widespread across Asia, Africa,
Melanesia, South America, and Polynesia [3, 7].
Among the Yimchungru Naga of India and the
Macham and Ponyo Naga of Myanmar, ‘warrior
tattoos’ were also earned for killing tigers [9]

(fig. 1).

Therapeutics

The medicinal aspects of tattooing have largely
been underreported. The mummified, tattooed
remains of a Neolithic Iceman’ discovered in
Europe in 1991 are the oldest known human ev-
idence of curative tattooing, which was akin to
acupuncture. More than fifty bluish-black tat-
toos were placed at major joint articulations,
and radiographic analyses of the Iceman’s
corpse revealed considerable arthrosis in many
of the same regions (e.g., lower back or lumbar
spine, hip joints, knee joints, and ankle joints)
[10]. The 2,500-year-old tattooed mummy of a
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Fig. 2. Kayan therapeutic tattoos of Wen Meriang, 2011.
© Lars Krutak.

tribal chieftain of the nomadic Pazyryk people
of the Siberian steppes also displayed similar
joint tattooing on his lower back and ankle
joints [11]. In the historic period, the St. Law-
rence Island Yupiit and Unangan (Aleut) of
Alaska also practiced joint tattooing as a pre-
ventive against arthritic complaints and bodily
pains [1, 3]. Today, the therapeutic tradition of
joint tattooing continues among the Kayan of
Sarawak and closely resembles that of the Ice-
man in placement and function [10] (fig. 2).

The efficacy of tattooing as a medical technol-
ogy was great because the indigenous Ainu of
Japan, the Yuki and Miwok of California, and the
Chippewa, Menominee, and Meskwaki of the
Great Lakes region of North America also tat-
tooed to relieve rheumatism and joint sprains
[10].

Utilizing carboniferous pigments, the tattoo-
ing was performed directly over the painful loca-
tion. The Chippewa also tattooed to cure goiter,
as did several peoples of the northern Philippines
[10, 12]. Outside of these related cultural prac-
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tices, tattooing was documented in Native North
America as a treatment for a variety of other med-
ical complaints, including heart disease (Deg
Hit’an), lack of mother’s milk (Chugach Eskimo,
Canadian Inuit), consumption (Miwok), and
toothache (Iroquois) [1].

Experimental biomedical research conducted
in the 1950s and 1960s suggested that infants
and young children who were unusually stressed
through traumatic hardening practices (e.g.,
piercing, circumcision, scarification, inocula-
tion, head modeling, etc.) displayed more rapid
rates in growth and overall size at adulthood,
perhaps due to the stimulation of hormones se-
creted from the pituitary gland [13, 14]. Belsky
et al. [15] found that early childhood stress was
also related to earlier onset of puberty. Studies in
the 1990s concluded that individuals artificially
stressed at the onset of puberty, which is another
critical period in human development, also ex-
hibited these and other biological benefits [16].
More recently, research has suggested that re-
petitive mild stress exposure has anti-aging ef-
fects and promotes longevity [17, 18]. All of this
reminds me of the many historical statements
made by indigenous peoples who recognized the
biological benefits of tattooing in early youth
and at puberty, specifically that these tattooing
practices promoted health, fertility, and long life
(1,3, 19].
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