
Ancient Tattoos 

Body art has been a meaningful form of expression throughout the ages 

By JARRETT A. LOBELL and ERIC A. POWELL 
Wednesday, October 09, 2013 

 

 

The practice of adorning the body with images and symbols has become nearly 

ubiquitous in our time, and the reasons for getting a tattoo are enormously 

varied and highly personal. It was no less so in antiquity as can be seen in this 

survey of body art that spans thousands of years and an array of cultures—each 

a unique demonstration of the ways in which peoples across the globe chose to 

express themselves. 

 

Ceramic Female Figurine 

Culture: Cucuteni 
Location: Romania 

Date: Fifth Millennium B.C. 

 

 



In 1981, more than 20 ceramic human figurines reclining on chairs and 

bearing elaborate incised decorations were unearthed in northeastern 

Romania. They, and many other figurines like them—such as the one 
pictured at right—were made by a people we know today as the Cucuteni 

culture, which lasted from 4800 to 3000 B.C. in what is now Romania and 

Ukraine. Some scholars have interpreted these lines as representations of 

body modification. “They could be tattoos,” says San Francisco State 
University archaeologist Douglass W. Bailey. “Some say they are clothes, 

or they could represent something else we don‟t understand. We will 

never know for sure, but in a sense, that‟s unimportant. What‟s important 
is that they were using the surface of their bodies to communicate ideas, 

whether they related to membership in a group or individual identity.” He 

notes that earlier Paleolithic figurines such as the Venus of Willendorf 
were unmarked, and that incisions on the bodies of figurines only appear 

after the beginning of the Neolithic, when ceramics were first made and 

decorated. “In the Neolithic, people were incising pots by taking a sharp 
point and cutting away the clay,” says Bailey. “If the pot was a metaphor 

for the body, that process of engraving could have also been seen as 

tattooing.” While the practice might have existed in Paleolithic times, 

there is no evidence for tattooing before 7,000 years ago. Perhaps it was 
only after the first pots were decorated that people began to contemplate 

making permanent changes to their own skin‟s appearance. 

 

Ötzi, the Iceman 

Culture: Copper Age Europe 

Location: Italy 

Date: 3500-3100 B.C. 
 



 
 

Perhaps the most famous tattooed ancient man is Ötzi the Iceman, who 

died high in the Italian Alps more than 5,000 years ago. Ötzi‟s clothing, 

tools, and weapons are a remarkable window into the life of a herder or 
perhaps a chieftain in Copper Age Europe. But it is Ötzi‟s body itself, 

almost perfectly preserved by the snow and ice that covered him shortly 

after his death, that provides unique evidence of early medicine. Ötzi is 
covered with more than 50 tattoos in the form of lines and crosses made 

up of small incisions in his skin into which charcoal was rubbed. Because 

they are all found on parts of the body that show evidence of a lifetime of 
wear and tear—the ankles, wrists, knees, Achilles tendon, and lower back, 

for example—it‟s thought that Ötzi‟s tattoos were therapeutic, not 

decorative or symbolic. When Ötzi was first studied, archaeologists were 
shocked because they had never before seen Copper Age tattoos, and 

because acupuncture as a treatment for joint distress, rheumatism, and 

arthritis was thought to have originated in Asia more than 2,000 years 

later. 
 



Faience Figurine and Bowl 

Culture: Egyptian 

Location: Egypt 

Date: Middle Kingdom, ca. 2033-1710 B.C. (figurine); New Kingdom, 
1400-1300 B.C. 

 

 

  



Among cultures known to have practiced tattooing, the ancient Egyptians 

appear to be the only one in which tattoos may have been the sole 

province of women. There are several examples of actual tattooed 
women, including the mummy of Amunet, a priestess of the goddess 

Hathor, which was discovered in 1891. However, ceramic figurines and 

vessels depicting tattooed women offer much more evidence. In the 

Middle Kingdom, footless faience figurines sometimes known as “Brides of 
the Dead” were created with patterns of lines and diamonds, primarily on 

their abdomens, but sometimes on their thighs as well. Although likely 

not a portrait of any individual, this example (left top) is of a type of 
figurine often found in homes, temples, and tombs, functioning as 

household items, offerings to the gods, or accompaniments for the dead. 

In addition to the tattoos, which are seen as sexually suggestive, the 
figurines often wear belts made of cowry shells, a symbol of femininity, 

and would have had copious amounts of hair—which was considered 

especially erotic—attached through holes in the head. Thus, it‟s likely that 
the tattoos were considered one element of a woman‟s sexuality, and that 

they may have been included in the tombs to continue the deceased‟s sex 

life. Because some figurines have been found in female tombs, it‟s also 

possible that they functioned as images of ideal femininity, of which 
tattoos were an important part. In the New Kingdom a novel kind of 

tattoo was added to the Egyptians‟ repertoire. Women, especially 

musicians and dancers (left bottom), were sometimes depicted with 
images of the dwarf god Bes on their thighs, in addition to the more 

traditional geometric patterns. The Egyptians worshipped Bes as a 

protector of women in labor, children, and the home. 

 

Dogu Figurine 

Culture: Jōmon 

Location: Japan 

Date: 2000-1000 B.C. 

 



In the 1870s, the Japanese government banned body modification among 

the Ainu, a small indigenous group who were once renowned for intricate 

face and arm tattoos. Philippe Dallais of the Museum of Ethnography in 
Neuchatel, Switzerland, believes they were the last practitioners of a 

tradition that stretched back thousands of years to the Jomon people. 

Hunter-gatherers who eventually became sedentary, the Jōmon 

developed a complex culture that lasted from 12,000 to 300 B.C. 
Archaeologists excavating Jōmon houses often unearth humanoid 

earthenware figurines known as Dogu that sport engravings on their faces 

and bodies. “I believe these marks in many cases represent tattoos,” says 
Dallais. “You often find them on arms and around the mouth and 

eyebrows, just like the tattoos of the Ainu.” No obvious tattooing tools 

have been found at Jōmon sites, but Dallais says stone tools could have 
been used to make them. “You have obsidian everywhere in Japan, and 

it‟s possible to take a piece and quickly make small, neat incisions for 

tattooing.” 
 

Lapita Fragment and Engraving 

Culture: Lapita 

Location: Oceania 

Date: ca. 1000 B.C. (fragment); 1843 (engraving) 



 



  

Captain Cook was the first to use the verb “tattoo” in English in 1769, 

when he described the Tahitian art of tatau in his diary. Now people all 
around the world bear Polynesian-inspired tattoos, but the first to wear 

those famous designs were likely the Lapita, who lived from around 1500 

to 500 B.C. and are the ancestors of many of today‟s Pacific peoples. No 
direct evidence of Lapita tattooing exists, but University of California, 

Berkeley, archaeologist Patrick Kirch says that the intricate designs they 

incised on their pottery resemble tattoo motifs that are still used today 

and were made by the same toothlike implements that can still be used to 
create tattoos. “These vessels were being decorated the same way as the 

body and might represent ancestors,” says Kirch, who thinks these 

“tattooed pots,” which were thick and crudely made, were probably 
intended for display during ceremonial occasions. The Lapita used slender, 

undecorated pottery for utilitarian purposes, such as storing water. Kirch 

notes that in ethnographic accounts of Oceanic societies, women were 
responsible for making pottery and men were responsible for tattoos. “It‟s 

possible the Lapita women were creating the skillfully made pottery that 

actually had to be used, and men were making terrible pottery and 
decorating it with tattoos.” 

 

Red-Figure Vessel 

Culture: Thracian 

Location: Central and Southeastern Europe 

Date: 450-440 B.C. 

 



In most of the ancient Greco-Roman world, tattoos were seen as a mark 

of punishment and shame. The Greeks, who, according to the historian 

Herodotus, learned the idea of penal tattoos from the Persians in the sixth 
century B.C., tattooed criminals, slaves who tried to escape, and enemies 

they vanquished in battle. A famous example has the Athenians tattooing 

the defeated Samians with an owl, Athens‟ hallowed emblem, only to 

have the favor returned when the Samians defeated the Athenians and 
tattooed their prisoners with a Samian warship. In the Roman Empire, 

slaves were marked to show their taxes had been paid. The emperor 

Caligula tattooed gladiators—as public property—and early Christians 
condemned to the mines. But among many of the ancient cultures the 

Greeks and Romans encountered—Thracians, Scythians, Dacians, Gauls, 

Picts, Celts, and Britons, to name a few—tattoos were seen as marks of 
pride. Herodotus tells us that for the Thracians, tattoos were greatly 

admired and “tattooing among them marks noble birth, and the want of it 

low birth.” A fifth-century B.C. Greek vase (left) depicts a tattooed 
Thracian maenad, a female follower of the god Dionysus, killing the 

musician Orpheus as punishment for abandoning Dionysus to worship the 

sun god, Apollo. 

 

Moche Mask and Mummy 

Culture: Moche 

Location: Peru 

Date: A.D. 100-300 (mask); A.D. 450-500 (mummy) 
 

 

  



 
 

The Moche culture of ancient Peru is noted for elaborately decorated 
ceramics, goldwork, textiles, and murals—and people. While actual 

physical evidence of tattooing is rare, there are a great number of 

artifacts indicating that tattooing was likely a common and esteemed 
practice in the Moche world, according to Edward Swenson of the 

University of Toronto. Swenson believes that while it‟s possible that the 

markings on the gold mask (left), for example, may represent actual 

tattoos, they more likely may be stylized “faux” tattoos that were not 
inscribed on the face of the deceased buried with the mask but, rather, 

were symbolic of his identity and life force. One interesting motif that is 

often found is a string of pupating flies ringing the neck, which Swenson 
believes symbolizes death and rebirth. “If the fly necklace can be 

interpreted as a kind of tattoo, then I would suspect some individuals 

were tattooed in important life-crisis rituals, such as after initiates 
successfully achieved a new social or ritual status,” explains Swenson. 

“Similarly, shamans are often depicted with anthropomorphized animals, 

perhaps suggesting their ability to shape-shift in states of trance.” 
Animals, both realistic and supernatural, also adorn the body of the “Lady 

of Cao” (top), a well-preserved mummy found at the site of El Brujo in 

2005. Her tattoos include stylized catfish, spiders, crabs, felines, snakes, 

and a supernatural being commonly called the Moon Animal. “We can only 
speculate about the meaning of these motifs,” says John Verano of Tulane 

University, who excavated the mummy with El Brujo Project and Museum 

director Régulo Franco. “But spiders are associated with rain, as well as 
with human sacrifice and death, and the serpent is an important element 

associated in many ancient Andean cultures with deities, fertility, and 

human sacrifice as well,” adds Verano. “Tattoos may very well have been 
embraced for aesthetic reasons in Moche society, but they probably also 



played a fundamental role in facilitating transformations into new states 

of being,” says Swenson. 

 

Hollow Ceramic Figurines 

Culture: Western Shaft Tomb 

Location: Mexico 

Date: 100 B.C.-A.D. 400 
 

 

  

For more than 1,000 years, a culture flourished in what are now the 
western Mexican states of Jalisco, Nayarit, and parts of Colima. Most of 

what we know about the culture comes from artifacts taken from shaft 

tombs—usually by tomb raiders—including examples of heavily tattooed 
hollow ceramic figurines. Some scholars believe the figurines depict gods, 

while Christopher Beekman of the University of Colorado Denver suspects 

that they may in fact represent the people with whom they were buried. 
Certainly the designs were intended to communicate identity and status, 

particularly considering that the figurines appear to have been used in 

ceremonial contexts, and also set up in residential areas to be seen and 
visited. According to Beekman, it is notable that the tattooing occurs 

prominently around the mouth, which may refer, as it does in Classic 



Maya society, to the breath of life or the capacity of polished speech of 

these individuals. 

 

Head Effigy Pot 

Culture: Mississippian 

Location: United States 

Date: A.D. 1350-1550 

 
 
From about A.D. 1200 to 1600, Native Americans speaking very different 

languages and living across a vast swath of what is now the United States 

followed similar religious practices known today as the Southeastern 
Ceremonial Complex. According to David H. Dye of the University of 

Memphis, who has studied both ritual depictions on artifacts and the 

Native American oral traditions, tattooing was a vital part of these shared 

religious ideas. “They played a role in celebrating the perpetuation of life,” 
says Dye. “For warriors, facial tattoos were snares for capturing the soul 

of someone they killed in battle. Capturing those enemy souls through 

permanent tattoos helped extend not only their own lives, but helped 
ease the passage of their dead relatives.” Much of the evidence for 

tattooing comes from ceramic pots that depict heavily tattooed human 

heads. These vessels were often decorated with bird motifs, which seem 
to relate to the Birdman, a deity who ensured the daily rebirth of the sun 

and symbolized the triumph of life over death. Often these tattoos took 

the form of feathers or raptor claws around the eyes. “By tattooing 
themselves with bird motifs, they became that supernatural creature,” 



says Aaron Deter-Wolf of the Tennessee Division of Archaeology. “The 

tattoos enabled them to embody his force.” 

 

Ibaloi Mummy 

Culture: Ibaloi 

Location: Philippines 

Date: ca. A.D. 1500 
 

 
An indigenous people known as the Ibaloi once mummified their honored 

dead and laid them to rest in hollowed logs in the caves around what is 

now the Filipino municipality of Kabayan. In life, these ancient people had 
won the right to be covered in spectacular tattoos depicting geometric 

shapes as well as animals such as lizards, snakes, scorpions, and 

centipedes. “According to nineteenth-century ethnographic accounts, 
Ibaloi head-hunting warriors revered these creatures as „omen animals,‟” 

says Smithsonian anthropologist and tattoo scholar Lars Krutak. “The 

sight of one before a raid could make or break the entire enterprise.” 

After successfully taking the head of an enemy in battle, a warrior would 
have these propitious animals permanently etched onto his body. Some 

Kabayan mummies also feature less fearsome tattoos, such as circles on 

their wrists thought to be solar discs, or zigzagging lines variously 
interpreted as lightning or stepped rice fields. “All these tattoos seem to 

depict the surrounding environment,” says Krutak, who notes that the 

increased attention paid to the mummies in the last decade has helped 
fuel a resurgence in traditional tattooing, which had largely died out. 



Today, thousands of people tracing their descent to the ancient Ibaloi 

wear designs on their skin modeled after those of their ancestors. 

 

Iron Age Mummy 

Culture: Pazyryk 

Location: Russia 

Date: Fourth to Third centuries B.C. 
 

 
 

Some of the most spectacular tattoos in the ancient world have been 
found adorning Iron Age mummies unearthed in the Altay Mountains of 

Siberia. There, a series of tombs dug into permafrost preserved the 

remains of nobles from a nomadic people today known as the Pazyryk 
Culture. On the skins of these mummies were intricate tattoos, depicting 

both mythical and real animals in action: running, stalking victims, or 

twisting in an S-shape, which scholars call “the pose of agony.” 

Archaeologist Sergey Yatsenko of the Russian State University for the 

Humanities says the animal most commonly found was a monster that 

took the form of a wild goat with an eagle‟s beak and a panther‟s tail. This 
creature appeared on the upper part of the right shoulder of most of the 



mummies. On the left shoulder, the Pazyryk people sported the depiction 

of a tiger or a wild ram. A rooster poised for battle was frequently 

tattooed on noblemen‟s forefingers, and a group of goats or rams often 
marched along their lower legs. 

Yatsenko points out that Greek accounts of the period stress that 

“barbarians” in Eurasia never went nude or even semi-nude in public, so 
most of these tattoos would probably have never been seen by others. 

Why endure the long and painful process of getting such dramatic tattoos 

if they were always covered? “I think they were for magical protection,” 

says Yatsenko, whose favorite Pazyryk tattoos are abstract designs found 
on the hands of a man who was probably a shaman. “Those tattoos were 

probably his spiritual weapons.” 

 

Tarim Basin Mummy 

Culture: Unknown 

Location: Tarim Basin, China 

Date: 1000-600 B.C. 

 



 
 

The barren desert of China‟s southern Tarim Basin has been the source of some 

of the ancient world‟s most mysterious tattooed mummies. One of them 

belonged to a woman who some time between 1000 and 600 B.C. was possibly 

sacrificed and then buried in a necropolis now outside the modern village of 
Zaghunluq. The woman had brown hair with white streaks that had been braided 

and tied with red wool string, and her eyebrows had been painted just before 

her death.  

University of Pennsylvania scholar Victor Mair has worked in the Tarim 
Basin and has studied the mummies for more than 30 years. He believes 

the woman‟s charcoal and soot tattoos were likely ornamental or 

symbolic. They include moons on her eyelids, ovals on her forehead, and 

a decorative scroll pattern on her left hand, wrist, and exceptionally long 



fingers. Although the culture to which the woman belonged has not been 

identified, the similarity of her tattoos to those of other mummies from 

Russia, for example, clearly identifies her as part of the Eurasian tradition 
of tattooing that begins with Ötzi some 5,000 years ago. 

 

Source: http://www.archaeology.org  
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